
 
 
 

 
Published with license by Taylor & Francis. © Rachel K. Fischer 

 

 

 

Human Resource Challenges for Public Libraries:  
Survey Results 

 

Rachel K. Fischer – University of Alabama 

 

Deposited 08/13/2018 

 

Citation of published version: 

Rachel K. Fischer (2018): Human Resource Challenges for Public Libraries: Survey 
Results, Public Library Quarterly. https://doi.org/10.1080/01616846.2018.1437520 

“This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor & Francis in Public Library Quarterly on 
13 Feb 2018, available online: 
http://www.tandfonline.com/https://doi.org/10.1080/01616846.2018.1437520.” 

THE UNIVERSITY OF 

ALABAMA University Libraries 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01616846.2018.1437520
http://www.tandfonline.com/
http://www.tandfonline.com/


Human resource challenges for public libraries: survey
results
Rachel K. Fischer

University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa, AL, USA

ABSTRACT
This essay presents the major findings from a survey about
human resource management in public libraries. The survey
was conducted in October 2016 via the Internet. The partici-
pants were librarians with human resource management
experience employed by public libraries in the United States.
The majority of the participants responded that human
resource management was challenging to some degree.
While a majority were able to solve their human resource
problems successfully, a majority of the respondents believed
that the human resource curriculum for library science pro-
grams was inadequate.
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Introduction

In 2015, this researcher published the results of a survey on rural and small-
town library management challenges in Public Library Quarterly that she
conducted for a course at Minot State University. Of the total number of
responses to this survey, 59 percent of the librarians reported that staffing,
including the recruiting, hiring, and training of new staff, was their greatest
challenge. Although only 25 percent reported that funding was the greatest
challenge, 68 percent of the respondents said that their library was under-
funded (Fischer 2015). A lack of funding does affect personnel budgets. Since
so many librarians felt that a human resource function like staffing was
challenging at the same time as their library was underfunded, further
research into human resource management challenges in public libraries
appeared to be warranted.

This researcher conducted a second survey in October 2016 to further
investigate the results of the previous survey as a project for the Capstone
Experience course at Minot State University to complete the Master of
Science in Management degree. The scope of this research included librarians
who service populations of all sizes in the United States. Due to the time-
period allotted for the study and lack of funding, the researcher recruited
participants via e-mail discussion groups and online message boards.
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Librarians were not contacted personally to ask them to participate in the
survey. The survey questions were located on a website maintained by
https://www.surveygizmo.com. No personal information was collected from
the participants to reduce the risk of answering questions dishonestly and
allowed the participants to respond anonymously.

The goal of this research was to study all functions of human resource
management. This included recruiting, hiring, training, development, perfor-
mance appraisal, compensation and benefits, and employee law. The research
examined if certain functions of human resource management were more
challenging than other functions and sought to elicit from the respondents
common solutions to human resource problems. This researcher hypothe-
sized that functions of human resource management which are directly
impacted by the personnel budget, like recruiting, hiring, development and
compensation, and benefits, would be more challenging for librarians in the
United States than functions not directly impacted by the budget, like
employment law and performance appraisal. Additionally, the research
included qualitative research, consisting of open ended questions, to investi-
gate human resource problems that needed to be solved by allowing librar-
ians to write about their personal experiences and how successful they were
at solving problems.

Literature review

A review of literature on human resourcemanagement involving public libraries
published in the last 10 years found that research related to this topic was
minimal. Existing reports mostly cover issues related to staffing and budgetary
constraints. Given the connection between the budget and human resource
management, there appears to be a correlation between budget cuts and
human resource challenges. While human resource management is difficult
for any library that has had to deal with budget cuts, prior research concluded
that libraries in smaller towns have had the most difficulties.

The Public Library Association Recruitment of Public Librarians Committee
published the results of a survey in 2006 on the subjects of recruiting, retention,
and retirement. This survey shows that human resource-related problems had
existed for libraries prior to the 2008 economic recession. The results of this
survey found several human resource challenges related to budgetary problems.
New graduates had tomake certain compromises when accepting a job, such as a
lower salary than desired, relocation, accepted part-time jobs, or accepted a job
without health benefits. While 43 percent of the respondents stated that the
libraries hired more part-time employees than full-time, 28 percent reported
that the libraries hired staff without a master’s degree in library science. A small
number of the respondents found it difficult to hire high-quality staff, especially
children’s librarians and foreign language speakers. The biggest disappointments
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among these respondents included low wages and compensation, poor super-
visors, and bureaucracy. The committee recommended several ways to improve
recruiting with paid internships, scholarships for minorities, and job shadowing
to promote the career (Public Library Association Recruitment of Public
Librarians Committee 2006).

Surveys consistently report that libraries in smaller towns struggle the
most with budgetary issues that can correlate with personnel and staffing
problems. Many small and rural towns have experienced declining popula-
tions, which has caused a loss of tax revenue (Holt 2009; Lee 2009). A loss of
tax revenue can mean budget cuts for the libraries that can lead to lower
salaries, hiring freezes, and cutting hours. Lower salaries can make it difficult
to recruit librarians with a master’s degree in library science (Walters and
Byers 2007). For example, a 2007 survey by Flatley and Wyman of libraries in
towns with a population of 2,500 or fewer found that only 14 percent of the
respondents had a master’s degree in library science. Because the pay is so
low, rural libraries had to rely heavily on volunteers for support (Flatley and
Wyman 2009). A 2009 survey by Lee found a higher number of professional
librarians in the small towns of Southwest Kansas than the survey conducted
by Flatley and Wyman. According to this survey, only 61 percent of the
libraries in this region did not employ a professional librarian (Lee 2009).
Some of the towns included in this survey, like Dodge City, had higher
populations than the towns included in Flatley and Wyman’s survey.
Comparing these two surveys shows that when including libraries within
larger populations than a rural area, the results of a survey show an improve-
ment in the number of librarians with a master’s degree in library science.

Additionally, the survey results published by Fischer (2015) included a
library service population of up to 50,000. Only 40.79 percent of the libraries
surveyed did not employ librarians with a master’s degree in library science.
Even though this survey included larger populations, and a wider cross
section of the country than surveys conducted by the previously mentioned
researchers, 69.44 percent found it difficult to hire the right staff for the
position. Likewise, 61 percent responded that the library lacked the necessary
number of staff at the time of the survey. Some stated that managing the
library was difficult, because one librarian had too many responsibilities.
When questioned on their greatest managerial challenge, 59.21 percent of
the respondents believed staffing to be the greatest managerial challenge
(Fischer 2015). In addition to the two previous surveys, this survey demon-
strated further that survey results depict improvements in staffing conditions
when including libraries serving larger population sizes than the previously
mentioned surveys.

The ALA-APA Library Salary Survey depicted a relationship between the
size of the library and a librarian’s salary that corroborates the findings of
previous surveys that concluded that libraries in the smallest towns struggled
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the most with budgetary issues, which affected salaries. Although the mean
salary of “Beginning Librarians” with an MLS degree fluctuated across each
survey, the mean salary decreased from 2008 to 2014 for very small (12.66%),
small (8.33%), and medium (2.34%) libraries. However, the mean salary
increased between these years for large (7.34%) and very large (14.95%)
libraries (ALA-APA Library Salary Database 2017). Overall, this survey
reported a slight decrease in the mean salary of all participating libraries
between 2008 and 2014 of 0.13%.

The decrease in salaries can be explained by the results of the Public
Libraries in the United States Survey for the fiscal year 2014 (The Institute
of Museum and Library Services 2017). Although operating budgets
increased nationally between FY 2005 and FY 2009, the operating budgets
decreased between FY 2009 and FY 2013 during a period of an economic
recession. The budgets only began to increase in FY 2014. The decreasing
budget led to a decrease in the number of staff, including those with an MLS
degree in FY 2014. The increase in full-time staff during FY 2014 was
insignificant, while the number of librarians continued to decrease. When
budgets and staff numbers began to increase during 2014, the numbers were
not significant enough to return to pre-recession levels (The Institute of
Museum and Library Services 2017).

Library Journal’s annual budget survey of prior years has provided infor-
mation about certain human resource trends as the economy’s fluctuations
affected public libraries. In 2011, 72 percent of the respondents reported
budget cuts and 43 percent of the respondents reported staff cuts. The
majority of the staff cuts were handled as hiring freezes. Other techniques
included early retirement, laying off part-time staff, the implementation of
self-checkouts, recruiting volunteers, outsourcing the management, and
cross-training (Kelley 2011). By 2015, 73 percent of the librarians reported
an increased operating budget, and 81 percent reported an increased salary
and personnel budget (Peet 2015). Although more than half of the respon-
dents experienced no change in staff, the libraries from cities with the largest
populations increased staff, while cities with smaller populations continued
to report a decrease in staff size. Even though there appears to be a correla-
tion between population size and the ability to increase staff, many urban
libraries continued to report cuts in funding for staff, outreach, and hours
(Peet 2015). The 2016 annual budget survey in Library Journal suggested that
economic conditions for many of America’s public libraries had improved
for a subsequent year. Libraries reported moderate budget gains, which
affected the salary and personnel budgets. However, the results of the survey
suggested a relationship between the size of the library and budget gains. The
smallest libraries reported the smallest gains, and some continued to struggle
to meet the needs of their community (Peet 2016).
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The research included in the literature review suggested a relationship
between budgetary issues and human resource management challenges.
While staffing-related problems, such as low salaries, existed for libraries
before the 2008 economic recession, libraries that serve smaller towns have
struggled the most. While the budgets increased after the recession nation-
ally, libraries in smaller towns continued to experience decreases in staff and
salaries. More research is needed to understand how to overcome human
resource challenges so that libraries can manage staff efficiently.

Methodology

The survey for this study on human resource challenges for public libraries
targeted management-level librarians who have had prior experience with
human resource management in a public library. The respondents were not
required to have a master’s degree in library science. In order to recruit
librarians with public library management experience to respond to the
survey, this researcher posted a message to e-mail discussion groups and
online message boards. She e-mailed national and state library associations to
ask if someone would send an e-mail to their discussion groups without the
researcher being a current member. The discussion groups that sent out a
message about the survey included but were not limited to: the LLAMA
Middle Managers Discussion List, the LLAMA Library Administration
Discussion List of the Library Leadership and Management Association
(LLAMA) of the American Library Association, the American Library
Association LinkedIn Message Board, and several state library associations.

The survey remained open for responses for 15 days during the month of
October 2016. Survey responses that included an insufficient number of
answers were removed from the results. Many partial surveys were still
included in the results, because a sufficient amount of answers was provided.
The survey was created as an online survey using the SurveyGizmo website.
The survey consisted of multiple-choice, Likert rating scales, and qualitative
questions. The questions collected demographic information related to the
respondent’s job and human resource-related role, as well as library statistics.
The questions about human resource management focused on rating how
challenging human resource functions have been for the library. These
functions included: recruitment, hiring staff, retaining staff, training and
development, performance appraisal design, strategic planning related to
human resource management, benefits plans, compensation, job analysis
and job design, and employee rights/human resource law. The qualitative
section consisted of questions about solutions that the librarians have tried in
order to overcome challenges. Then, the respondents were asked to rate the
success of these solutions.
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This researcher analyzed the qualitative questions by assigning a code to
the respondents’ answers that corresponded to a theme. When an individual
responded with more than one idea, multiple codes were assigned to the
answer. The list of codes was analyzed for the frequency of each answer and
the percentage of the answers in relation to the entire list of answers. These
answers provided insight into human resource-related situations that may be
on the respondents’ mind. Qualitative questions provided many more details
than would be possible with multiple-choice answers. By allowing librarians
to write about their opinions, this researcher gained information that pro-
vided new insight into situations with which librarians struggled. This infor-
mation could lead to further research on these subjects.

Results: demographics

A total of 140 librarians responded. Eighty-seven individuals completed the
majority of the questions in the survey. Fifty-three additional individuals
answered enough of the survey to be included in the final statistical analysis
of specific questions but did not answer all of the questions. All of the
respondents except for one were current employees of a public library. One
retired librarian responded to the survey whose response was significant
enough to be included. The 87 individuals who provided a response about
their locations came from a total of 27 different states in all regions of the
United States. The largest percentage from a single state came from Texas, at
26.4 percent, with Virginia coming in second at 8 percent. The location was
not a required question due to the importance of anonymity.

Of the 88 individuals who responded to the question on educational level,
86.4 percent had already completed a master’s degree in library science (MLS,
MLIS, or MIS). However, 2.3 percent were currently pursuing a degree, and
11.4 percent had not completed or started the degree yet. Of the 140
individuals who responded to a question about their job titles, 46.4 percent
of the respondents were library directors, 10.7 percent of the respondents
were assistant library directors, and 16.4 percent were branch managers or
had a similar library manager title. As shown in Table 1, Job Title of the

Table 1. Job title of the participants.
Job title Count Percent

Library director 65 46.4%
Assistant library director 15 10.7%
Branch manager or Library manager 23 16.4%
Department manager 16 11.4%
Assistant library manager 3 2.1%
Department or Library supervisor 8 5.7%
Librarian 10 7.1%
Total 140
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Participants, all but 7.1 percent of the respondents had a supervisory or
managerial job title.

Of the 140 who responded to the survey, 95.6 percent responded that their
job responsibilities included training and development activities. Similarly,
90.4 percent responded that their job responsibilities included recruiting and
hiring activities. Less commonly, 42.6 percent responded that their job
responsibilities included compensation and benefits decisions, and 55.1 per-
cent responded that their job responsibilities included decision making
related to human resource-related strategic plans and policies. These func-
tions are commonly performed by human resource departments for the
town.

Eighty-eight individuals responded to a question about the size of the
library’s service population. As shown in Table 2, Service Populations of the
Respondent’s Public Libraries, 46.5 percent of the libraries had a service
population of under 50,000, while 53.4 percent had a service population
above 50,000. Of these, more than a quarter of the libraries had a service
population above 100,000. Of the 88 who responded to this question, 46.6
percent of the library systems operated only one location, while 53.4 percent
operated more than one branch. The librarians who worked for a library
system with more than one branch responded with numbers of branches that
ranged between 2 and 33, with an average of eight branches.

Eighty-four librarians answered the question about their library’s budget.
As shown in Table 3, Budget of the Respondent’s Public Libraries, 47.6 percent
of the libraries had a total budget of under $1 million, 52.4 percent had a
budget above $1 million. However, the largest percentage of these public
libraries had a budget of more than $2 million, at 36.9 percent. The second
largest percentage was the $250,000–$499,999 range, at 20.2%.

Additionally, the librarians were questioned about the number of their
full-time and part-time staff. Eighty-four of the respondents answered these
questions. The librarians responded that the libraries had a range of 1–500
full-time staff, with an average of 50 full-time staff and a median of 12 full-

Table 2. Service populations of the respondent’s public libraries.
Service population Count Percent

Under 2,500 3 3.4%
2,500–4,999 4 4.5%
5,000–9,999 5 5.7%
10,000–19,999 9 10.2%
20,000–29,999 12 13.6%
30,000–39,999 5 5.0%
40,000–49,999 3 3.4%
50,000–99,999 19 21.6%
100,000–499,999 20 22.0%
500,000–999,999 4 4.5%
1 million or more 4 4.5%
Total 88
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time staff. The libraries had a range of 0–350 part-time staff, with an average
of 34.6 part-time staff and a median of 14 part-time staff. Of the total number
of staff, the number of managerial level staff ranged from 1 to 75, with an
average of 8.4 managerial level staff and a mean of 5 managerial level staff. Of
the total number of staff, those with a master’s degree in library science
ranged from 0 to 200, with an average of 14.7 staff with such a degree and a
median of 5 staff with such a degree.

The survey included questions about the starting hourly salary of
library support staff, the starting salary of librarians, and the median
salary of librarians. The data from 76 responses were tabulated for the
statistics of the library support staff salary. This ranged from $7.50 to
$22.00, with an average of $12.02 and a median of $10.98. The data from
72 responses were tabulated for the statistics of the librarian salary (MLS
or non-MLS). This ranged from $8.17 to $35, with an average of $19.75
and a median of $20.13. This is slightly lower than the hourly equivalent
of the average salary of a beginning librarian with an MLS degree as
reported in the 2014 ALA-APA salary survey, of $20.45 (ALA-APA
Library Salary Database 2017).

Ninety individuals responded to a question about whether or not the
library had a dedicated human resource staff member, separate from the
municipality’s human resource department. Only 30 percent had a dedicated
human resource staff member who worked for the library, while 70 percent
did not. As seen in Table 4, Primary Human Resource Decision Maker, the
survey included a question about the primary decision maker of human

Table 3. Budget of the respondent’s public libraries.
Total budget Count Percent

$0–24,999 3 3.6%
$25,000–49,999 1 1.2%
$50,000–74,999 5 6%
$75,000–99,999 1 1.2%
$100,000–249,999 6 7.1%
$250,000–499,999 17 20.2%
$500,000–999,999 7 8.3%
$1 million–2 million 13 15.5%
More than $2 million 31 36.9%
Total 84

Table 4. Primary human resource decision maker.
Human resource policy decision maker Count Percent

Library director 21 23.30%
Board of trustees 17 18.90%
Human resource manager of the town 37 41.10%
Human resource manager that is just for the library 2 2.20%
Other town employees 10 11.10%
Not sure 3 3.30%
Total 90
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resource policy. The largest percentage, 41.1 percent, responded that the
primary decision maker was the town’s human resource manager. Only
23.3 percent of the respondents answered that it was the library director,
and 18.9 percent responded that it was the board of trustees.

In analyzing the data from the questions on size, branches, and budget,
one can see that the diversity of the sample was representative of all popula-
tion and budget sizes in the country. However, this sample was not an exact
match for the library statistics of the entire United States. While 46.5 percent
of the survey participants were employed by libraries with a service popula-
tion of under 50,000, 88 percent of all libraries in the United States are in
towns with a population of 50,000 or fewer (Pearlmutter and Nelson 2011).
This means that the results for this present survey were skewed toward a
larger population rate than if librarians from all public libraries the United
States responded. Despite the difference in the sample compared to the whole
population, the sample has proven to be suitable enough to draw important
conclusions related to which aspects of human resource management are the
most challenging.

Results: human resource management challenges

In order to analyze human resource management challenges in depth, the
librarians were asked to rate the different human resource aspects on a Likert
scale. These aspects of human resource management included recruitment,
hiring staff, retaining staff, training and development, performance appraisal
design, strategic planning related to human resource management, benefits
plans, compensation, job analysis and job design, and employee rights/
human resource law. The number of responses varied by each aspect. The
ratings of the Likert scale consisted of: serious challenge, moderate challenge,
minor challenge, not a challenge, unsure, and decline to answer. Appendix,
Table A1, Human Resource Management Challenges contains the results of
these questions.

In order to calculate percentages more accurately, the answers for “unsure”
and “decline to answer” have been removed. When analyzing this data, the
majority of the respondents clearly found all aspects of human resource
management challenging to some degree. Less than one-third of the respon-
dents answered that several of the aspects were not challenging. These
included: retaining staff (31%), benefits plans (29.9%), and employee rights/
human resource law (32.8%). While nearly a third of the respondents found
retaining staff not challenging, two-thirds of the librarians found it challen-
ging to some degree. Only 18.8 percent felt that it was a serious challenge.
However, 21.7 percent believed that it was a moderate challenge, and 28.2
percent believed that it was only a minor challenge. Given that benefits plans
and human resource law are typically handled by a town’s human resource
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department, it would make sense that more librarians found these aspects not
challenging. Only 14 percent responded that benefits plans were a serious
challenge. But 27 percent believed that it was a moderate challenge, and 29
percent believed that it was a minor challenge. Only 16 percent believed that
employee rights and human resource law were a serious challenge. However,
22.95 percent believed that it was a moderate challenge, and 27.87 percent
believed that it was a minor challenge.

On the other end of the scale, the lowest percentage of respondents who
felt that an aspect was not challenging answered recruitment (9.56%) and
strategic planning for human resource management (10.66%). This would
mean that these two aspects challenged librarians the most. While 25.74
percent of the respondents found recruitment a serious challenge and 21
percent found it a minor challenge, the largest percentage found it moder-
ately challenging at 43.38 percent. While only 10.66 percent believed that
strategic planning was not a challenge, 36.89 percent believed that it was
moderately challenging. However, 27 percent believed it was a serious chal-
lenge and 25 percent believed it was a minor challenge. Similar to recruit-
ment, a large percentage answered that hiring staff was only moderately
challenging at 50.36 percent. Only 12.41 percent found it a serious challenge,
while 20.44 percent found it to be a minor challenge. Only 16.79 percent said
that hiring staff was not a challenge.

Only 15.9 percent of the respondents said that training and development was
not a challenge. The largest percentage reported that it was only a moderate
challenge at 39.86 percent. However, 15.94 percent believed that training and
development was a serious challenge and 28.26 percent believed that it was only
a minor challenge. Although 33.86 percent of the librarians responded that
performance appraisal design was moderately challenging, 26.77 percent
believed that it was a serious challenge. Additionally, 22.05 percent believed
that it was a minor challenge, but 17.32 percent believed that it was not a
challenge. Although compensation, benefits, and budgets are connected, com-
pensation proved to be more challenging than benefits. While 26.72 percent
believed that compensation was a serious challenge, 31.03 percent believed that
it was a moderate challenge. However, 23.28 percent believed that it was a minor
challenge, and only 18.79 percent believed that it was not a challenge. Job
analysis and job design proved to be more challenging than expected. Only
20.31 percent believed that it was not a challenge. However, 16.41 percent
believed that it was a serious challenge. While 35.16 percent felt that it was a
moderate challenge, 28.13 percent believed that it was a minor challenge.

The degree of how challenging these human resource management func-
tions were may reflect the fact that the majority of these librarians believed
that their previous coursework in library science did not adequately educate
them about human resource management. While 67.1 percent responded
that their coursework did not adequately educate them on the subject, 14.8
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percent believed that their coursework was adequate. Only 13.6 percent had
not had prior coursework, and 4.5 percent were unsure if the coursework was
adequate or not. Some of the participants left comments about their feelings
on the subject in a section for additional comments. One librarian stated,

“There has to be more done on the national/state level to get librarians the
education they need to manage human resources more effectively and efficiently.
This is the one area I feel that we have not adequately addressed, not just in MLS
programs but in general in professional development opportunities. It is not
glamorous; but a wrong or poor decision can have huge lasting negative effects
on an organization and on the career of a librarian.”

The lasting effects of human resource management are important to note
given how the many functions of human resource management relate to
the employees’ needs for safety and security. Improving the human
resource curriculum within MLS/MLIS programs could help improve
how effectively and efficiently libraries are managed. The American
Library Association could help educate librarians on the subject by
increasing the number of human resource management webinars. These
webinars would be more effective if they focused on real-life problems and
how to solve them.

One librarian illustrated the importance of meeting employee needs as part
of human resource management by stating,

“More MLS programs need to have nuts and bolts HR management courses, in my
opinion. My coursework amounted to ‘Millennials learn differently, and you must
accommodate them.’ There was no discussion about aging employees, racial dis-
crimination suits, what to do when an employee is hired for a physical job and a
year later produces a doctor’s note saying they can no longer work that job or that
schedule, etc. All of this can be determined by seeking legal counsel, but that’s
expensive and time-consuming. Management of staff is easily 75% of my job and
should get greater weight in graduate coursework.”

The human resource management curriculum at this researcher’s alma mater
consisted of three chapters within the book on library management. From
the results of the survey, one can see that it is time for the human resource
management curriculum to be improved. Library science programs should
devote a whole course to human resource management and could encourage
students to take courses from the business department. For those that do not
elect to take the course, the library management course should be enhanced
to place a stronger focus on the importance of human resource management.
This should include emphasizing real-life challenges that librarians currently
face, and how to solve these problems, such as how to manage staff efficiently
on a decreased budget, how to cope with the need to reduce staff, and
professional development.
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Results: solving human resource management problems

This survey included three questions that asked the librarians to reflect on
three solutions that they had devised to solve human resource-related pro-
blems. Eighty individuals responded by providing at least one solution. The
librarians recorded a total of 187 ideas, which included 42 unique ideas.
These ideas represent issues that librarians were actively working on improv-
ing or had worked on improving in the past. As seen in Appendix, Table A2,
Solutions for Human Resource Problems, there were far too many responses
to report in this article. So only the most frequent answers were addressed.

The most common response was to improve professional development.
This had 24 responses. One librarian responded, “To make up for the lack of
training opportunities and funding for conferences, the library takes advan-
tage of free webinars whenever possible. The Director attends a conference
every other year to conserve funding.” When it can be difficult to hire staff
with the required amount of experience and knowledge, webinars and tutor-
ials can be found on the Internet for many subjects from technology training
to human resource management. One librarian recommended training the
human resource department on human resource management related to the
library’s needs. By training the municipal staff on library management issues,
the library may be able to gain an important advocate. Reviewing customer
service skills, policies, and procedures on a yearly basis with all staff can
improve the quality of the library. Another librarian recommended “training
supervisors to handle some HR issues including documentation of perfor-
mance issues, performing effective employee appraisals, and assisting man-
agers in the development of effective interview questions.” Although the
manager may be responsible for human resource functions, training super-
visors to handle these tasks can help provide the supervisors with the
necessary experience for a promotion while cross-training them to assist
with the management of the library.

A total of 23 individuals responded that they had worked to improve compen-
sation and/or benefits. Several librarians recommended a salary survey of the
region. This helped them to make the case for increasing the salary by showing
how low their library’s salaries were compared to othermunicipalities. Some of the
respondents have successfully switched to a paid time off system that accumulates
additional paid time off each pay period instead of vacation and sick time. This was
helpful because vacation time was not provided to new employees. Some partici-
pants responded that they had improved compensation and benefits by improving
the job classification or workedwith bargaining units. One librarian stated, “We’ve
had to cap some salaries in the LibraryAssistant level to be able to hire Librarians at
a better/higher wage.” While library assistants would like higher wages too, a
higher salary for librarians can make it easier to recruit the librarians with a
master’s degree in library science.

12 RACHEL K. FISCHER



In addition to improving professional development and compensation and
benefits, several other top answers included: improved the recruitment process,
utilized the town’s human resources department for assistance, improved new hire
training, and improved the performance appraisal process. Some successful
recommendations for improving recruitment included working with college cam-
puses to recruit college students and new graduates. Advertising only on library
association websites helped some participants to recruit only the most qualified
candidates. While some participants successfully improved the performance
appraisal system by redesigning it to include a self-appraisal process that allowed
for two-way feedback, many librarians found that adding incentives for good
performance was an unsuccessful tactic. It can be difficult to implement a bonus
system in non-production environments.

The next set of questions asked the librarians to rate the degree of success of each
of the solutions that they wrote about on a scale of unsuccessful to very successful.
As shown in Table 5, The Success of the Solutions, 185 of the ideas were rated. Even
though themajority of these librarians reported that human resourcemanagement
was a challenge, the majority thought that the solutions to problems that they
devised were successful to some degree. The largest percentage reported that their
solutions were somewhat successful, at 42.7 percent. However, 30.8 percent felt
that the solutions were very successful. Only 5.4 percent felt that the solution was
somewhat unsuccessful, and 13 percent felt that the solutions were completely
unsuccessful. The remaining 8.1 percent responded that it was neither successful
nor unsuccessful. Although human resourcemanagement challenged themajority
of these survey participants, the degree of success shows that the majority of the
respondents were still able to solve problems related to human resource manage-
ment with the available resources.

Discussion

Although 47.6 percent of the respondents worked for libraries with a budget under
$1 million dollars, the majority of the librarians believed that all human resource
aspects were challenging to some degree. The results of this survey did not depict a
clear correlation between budget, size of population, and a librarian’s personal
feelings about human resource challenges despite the fact that the surveys men-
tioned discussed in the literature review found a correlation among variables.

Table 5. The success of the solutions.
Degree of success Count Percent

Very successful 57 30.8%
Somewhat successful 79 42.7%
Neutral 15 8.1%
Somewhat unsuccessful 10 5.4%
Unsuccessful 24 13.0%
Total 185
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Although all of the respondents did not respond to the entire survey, the sample
size for each question was suitable for analyzing the impact of how challenging
human resourcemanagement was for the participants. However, in order to study
if a correlation existed among the size of the library, its budget, and the librarians’
views about human resource challenges, a sample size of more than 350 respon-
dents would be necessary. Further research into the correlation among variables
related to human resource management is recommended. It could help to analyze
overall trends of each of the subfields.

While employee rights/human resource law had the highest number of
responses for not being a challenge, the respondents answered that recruitment
was themost challenging. It wouldmake sense that employee rights and lawwould
not be challenging for librarians because legal issues are frequently handled by a
town’s human resource department or legal counsel. More than three quarters of
these librarians responded that the primary human resource decision maker was
not a library director but was either employed by the town or a member of the
Board of Trustees. Even before the economic recession of 2008, recruitment was a
challenge for many libraries due to issues with low salary, part-time status, or
location (Public Library Association Recruitment of Public Librarians Committee
2006). Despite the challenges, the majority of respondents answered that they
believed they had successfully solved their problems. Only 13 percent believed that
they were unsuccessful in solving their problems. In order to eliminate further
human resource problems, it is important for library science professors to improve
the human resource education curriculum. The majority of the librarians believed
that human resource management was not adequately included in their library
science courses. Courses did not address real-life situations or how to solve
problems. By including discussions of situations that challenge librarians on the
job in coursework, future librarians will be able to solve their own problems more
efficiently.

Due to the fact that the majority of the respondents found some aspect of
human resource management challenging to some degree, further qualitative
research into the other human resource management aspects are also warranted.
The qualitative questions generatedmanymore answers than this researcher could
address during this study, but each issue deserves further research. It is important
to understand the source of each challenge andhow librarians have overcome these
challenges, so librarians may improve their abilities to manage libraries.

Conclusion

Given that human resource management is tied to an employee’s sense of security
and self-fulfillment, solving problems related to this subject should be made a
priority for librarians and library science professors in the United States. Although
many of these librarians had the resources to solve the problems they encountered,
the majority of them thought human resource management was not adequately
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taught in library science programs. Given that the majority of the librarians
answered that human resource management was challenging to some degree,
improving the library science curriculum and professional development opportu-
nities related to human resource management is an important step toward
improving public library management. Further research, networking, and curri-
culum development can help librarians work together to solve problems and
improve everyone’s ability to manage libraries in the future.
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Appendix – Tables

Table A1. Human resource management challenges.
Human resource aspect Count Percent

Recruitment
Serious challenge 35 25.74%
Moderate challenge 59 43.38%
Minor challenge 29 21.32%
Not a challenge 13 9.56%
Total 136
Hiring staff
Serious challenge 17 12.41%
Moderate challenge 69 50.36%
Minor challenge 28 20.44%
Not a challenge 23 16.79%
Total 137
Retaining staff
Serious challenge 26 18.84%
Moderate challenge 30 21.74%
Minor challenge 39 28.26%
Not a challenge 43 31.16%
Total 138
Training and development
Serious challenge 22 15.94%
Moderate challenge 55 39.86%
Minor challenge 39 28.26%
Not a challenge 22 15.94%
Total 138
Performance appraisal design
Serious challenge 34 26.77%
Moderate challenge 43 33.86%
Minor challenge 28 22.05%
Not a challenge 22 17.32%
Total 127
Strategic planning related to human resource management
Serious challenge 33 27.05%
Moderate challenge 45 36.89%
Minor challenge 31 25.41%
Not a challenge 13 10.66%
Total 122
Benefits plans
Serious challenge 15 14.02%
Moderate challenge 29 27.10%
Minor challenge 31 28.97%
Not a challenge 32 29.91%
Total 107
Compensation
Serious challenge 31 26.72%
Moderate challenge 36 31.03%
Minor challenge 27 23.28%
Not a challenge 22 18.97%
Total 116
Job analysis or job design
Serious challenge 21 16.41%
Moderate challenge 45 35.16%
Minor challenge 36 28.13%
Not a challenge 26 20.31%
Total 128

(Continued )
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Table A1. (Continued).

Human resource aspect Count Percent

Employee rights/Human resource law
Serious challenge 20 16.39%
Moderate challenge 28 22.95%
Minor challenge 34 27.87%
Not a challenge 40 32.79%
Total 122

Table A2. Solutions for human resource problems.
Codes of solutions Count

Improve professional development 24
Improve compensation and benefits 23
Improve recruitment process 19
Utilize HR department 13
Improve new hire training 11
Improve performance appraisal 10
Improve interview process 9
Improve staff communication 8
Improve policies 6
Redesign jobs/improve job descriptions 6
Hire new HR staff 5
Improve staff schedules 5
Improve evaluation process 4
Improve hiring process 4
Improve understanding of HR law 4
Cross-train staff 3
Improve performance incentives 2
Improve policies 2
Improve problem solving process 2
Promotion from within 2
Reorganize staff according to needs 2
Utilize outside consultant 2
Utilize volunteers 2
Add hours 1
Hire temporary employees 1
Hiring new executive staff 1
Improve ability to handle disciplinary issues 1
Improve background check process 1
Improve communication with board of trustees 1
Improve communication with HR department 1
Improve documentation process 1
Improve networking with other libraries 1
Improve retention by allowing creativity 1
Improve strategic planning for future 1
Improve information systems for HR 1
Increase number of internships 1
Increase number of supervisors 1
Increase part-time positions 1
Promote librarianship as a career 1
Remove part-time positions 1
Team building 1
Utilize substitutes 1
Total 187
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