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Executive Summary:
A county library system with six service locations recently terminated one of its five
branch managers. The manager was dismissed due to inappropriate behavior toward staff and
patrons and for blatant disregard of explicit instructions from the director and assistant directors.
However, this manager has decided to claim race discrimination and is suing the county for
wrongful termination under the Equal Opportunity Employment Act. Because of this situation,
the library director and assistant directors have been made aware of several important facts.
Although the director and assistant directors kept careful documentation of infractions, the
county has now been informed that any patron complaints are only considered hearsay, and
management reports are only credited if a supervisor personally witnessed the event. They have
also been told that only problems specifically indicated on the manager’s written performance
improvement plan are grounds for termination. A significant problem that has been discussed in
conjunction with this case is that the library system does not have a current employee handbook.
A handbook is available for county employees, but the library system’s handbook has not been
updated in many years. The library system wants to avoid legal problems in the future through
the use of appropriate documentation, an updated handbook, and improved strategies for central
managers to successfully supervise offsite staff and branch operations.

Recommendations:
 Immediate:


Create an updated handbook (Flynn, 2000)



Ask for staff feedback on handbook (Sosnin, 2001, p. 70)



Continue to keep careful documentation to demonstrate equitable treatment of staff



Make sure tasks for branch staff are “clearly defined” (Putnam, 2001, p. 55)

 Long Term:


Increase the quantity and quality of interactions with branch staff



Create opportunities for branch staff to interact with staff at other locations through
informal meetings and opportunities for “more time away from other duties” (Bottorff,
Glaser, Todd and Alderman 2008, p. 344)



Help branch staff to “get better in their work” through “genuine coaching” (Lubans, 2006)



Meet individually with branch staff and invite discussion of problems and issues as well
as suggestions or ideas for changes or improvements in library programs or services



Involve library board members in assessing branch staff and atmosphere



Invite patron comments and suggestions
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Interactions with Branch Staff:
It is difficult to achieve rapport with colleagues who are not frequently seen. In addition,
the staff member who sees administration infrequently and only when things are going badly will
likely not be pleased to see an administrator. This situation could be improved by increasing the
number of visits and making sure that some visits are to report praise, to help the branch meet a
need or achieve a goal, or simply to check in. Of course, fitting visits into an already busy
administrator schedule may be extremely difficult. In fact, a survey of librarians at multi-campus
institutions found that the main deterrent from greater communication and collaboration is a
“lack of time due to other duties” (Bottorff, Glaser, Todd, &Alderman 2008, p. 354). When
semi-frequent visits are not practical, email or phone calls may be useful for preventing a dropoff in communication. These various communication methods are not a one-size-fits-all, and a
combination will probably be most useful. “For both managers and workers, the trick is knowing
when to use email and when to use voicemail, when a teleconference will be effective and when
a personal meeting is necessary” (Putnam 2001, p. 58).
Staff may also be invited to have a one-on-one meeting with a manager, assistant
director, or director at a set interval, separately from a performance evaluation. This could be
done anywhere from monthly to annually depending on the staff position or need. Establishing
this open communication would allow staff to seek help in improving their skills, discuss
frustrations and how to handle them, present ideas, and receive advice in a non-threatening
situation. In addition, each member of the library staff would feel that their feelings and opinions
mattered. Another valuable method of increasing positive interactions and communication is
through an attempt at coaching. Although Lubans indicates that “few library staff want to be
coached, many are uncertain, and some won’t be coached,” he also notes the value of coaching
rather than supervising, using the example of a sports coach to whom all team members want to
listen (Lubans 2006, p. 87). He mentions that those resistant to the concept of coaching or those
who see no personal need for improvement may “ask us when to find the time, in an already
impossible schedule” (Lubans, 2006, p. 87). This complaint is similar to the one mentioned
above, that of too many tasks and too little time to improve skills, complete training, or
collaborate with others. Possible suggestions for relief of duties include closing the library for
staff training days, making slight adjustments to public service hours, or floating a librarian or
manager to another branch for a day or a few hours to temporarily relieve the branch manager of
supervisory duties.

Teamwork and Communication:
Branch staff need to understand their importance to the organization instead of feeling
that they are on the less important side of an “us and them” situation (Kelly, 2005, p.123). This
can be improved by increased interaction with management, as discussed above. Putnam (2001)
indicates two essentials for effective distance management: “the worker’s tasks and
responsibilities must be very clearly defined, and both worker and manager must pay extra
attention to keeping in touch” (Putnam 2001, p. 55). In addition, it is important that staff are able
to interact with employees from other branches. Having staff from the various branches work
together on Sundays is one way that employees get to know the rest of the organization, but
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perhaps more could be done to change the branch mentality into a system mentality. A member
of a remote library consortium stated that, “even though you may be part of a team, there is still
the potential to feel isolated if you are working in a one person library” (Kelly, 2005, p.120).
Even though the branches in this particular system are neither remote nor consist of a single
individual, the same feeling may apply. The single librarian, the single youth services specialist,
or even the single shelver at a branch may feel isolated from their equivalent peers. Events such
as the monthly meeting of youth services staff may a good model for negating this feeling of
isolation.
In the common situation of a centrally located headquarters and outlying branches,
meetings and training tend to be held at the central location. Academic librarians at regional
campuses noted that they “hosted visits from main campus librarians far less often” than the
regional librarians visited the main campus (Brandt, Frederiksen, Schneider, & Syrkin, 2006, p.
45). Perhaps occasionally holding meetings at another location would help the staff member who
feels grumpy or inconvenienced by the need to travel to a meeting. In addition, any local branch
staff who consistently forget or refuse to show up would have no excuse.

Involving Patrons and the Library Board:
It is important for a library to know the needs of the community and whether the library
is fulfilling those needs. As a complete needs assessment survey is not practical at this time,
other options may be useful. For example, some patrons currently put suggestions in the
suggestion box and a number of patrons completed the website redesign survey. Perhaps a patron
satisfaction survey would help managers to determine whether the branches are succeeding. If
such a survey were to be distributed and collected by volunteers rather than library staff, there
would be no need for patrons to feel pressured into choosing “correct” responses or for staff to
feel that they should send only the good responses on to the director and assistant directors. This
might also give useful feedback for other aspects of the library, such as satisfaction with
programming or book selection.
Another valuable resource for ensuring that branches are operating well might be the
members of the library board. Most staff members are on their best behavior when they see the
director approaching. However, a board member is less recognizable – in fact, some staff may
never have met any of the board members – so they are more likely to see the natural behavior of
the staff and their normal interactions with patrons and staff. If a branch had a specific service
goal to meet and a board member visited that branch with that goal in mind, she would be able to
give the director her impressions of whether the branch was meeting that goal as well as any
positive or negative things she noticed on her visit. This could be a monthly visit or a quarterly
visit or even a casual observance whenever the board member decided to drop in. If board
members were too busy to make visits or lived too far from a particular branch, the director and
assistant directors might make use of volunteers similar to department stores’ use of “mystery
shoppers.” A volunteer could be assigned to ask a reference question, check out a book, register
to use a computer, or a similar task, and then report on the quality and ease of their experience.
Perhaps, given the known number of nearby students in MLIS programs, these students could be
asked to participate as volunteers. The advantage here would be that these students have at least
a little background and would be able to give recommendations based on known best practices
for libraries.
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Handbook Update:
As has already been mentioned, the importance of an updated employee handbook has
become evident through this situation. Most of the literature on drafting or updating a handbook
expresses a need for the use of disclaimers, particularly statements that “preserve status as an atwill employer” (Flynn, 2000, p. 132). From a legal standpoint, it is also wise to indicate that the
handbook is not a contract, as noted by Pedersen: “Handbooks often serve to shape employee
expectations about disciplinary procedures and job security, and thus many courts have found
them to be binding under an implied contract theory” (Pedersen, 2008, p. 106-107). In addition,
the handbook creators should not “include minute details about day-to-day life at [their]
company” or mention detailed disciplinary procedures that will not be enforced (Sosnin, 2001, p.
68). After a draft of the handbook is completed, it may be wise to have a group of employees,
both professional and paraprofessional, “review the draft to make sure it is clear and concise”
(Sosnin, 2001, p. 70). This group may discover items that need clarification or even identify
areas where more information might be useful. Alternately, the creators could seek staff input
before the draft is complete, asking what questions they would like to see answered in the
handbook such as protocol for severe weather situations, organizational policy on receiving
personal gifts, or clarification of paid breaks. Once the handbook is completed, each employee
must sign an acknowledgement form that states that they have received, read, and understand the
manual. Management must make sure that they follow any disciplinary measures noted in the
manual and keep careful documentation to eliminate the possibility of appearing to allow one
employee to slide while strictly enforcing the rules with another.
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