ABLE Module #4

Planning, Personnel, and Community Relations


Teaching Aid – Human Resources #1

Library Trustees and Personnel

The management and operation of a library are accomplished through a partnership among trustees, the library director, staff and volunteers.

As the library's governing body (and the entity with ultimate accountability for the institution), the board of trustees has the responsibility to hire a competent, professional and responsible library director and then to review and evaluate that person's performance regularly. Having hired a director, the board has an obligation to support the director wholeheartedly within the context of the employment relationship. Good communication and cooperation between the board and library director and an appreciation of the interdependency of each other's roles are prerequisites to a well-managed library.

It is critical for the board to establish clear lines of communication with the director. In general, the board's directions and intentions are communicated to the director through the President of the Board. Individual trustees should refrain from issuing specific instructions to the director at board meetings and especially between meetings. Such individual directions are inconsistent with the concept of collective board authority and a library director risks being caught between conflicting intentions, even among well-meaning trustees.

The day-to-day management of the library, including the management of staff, is the library director's responsibility. The director is the only employee supervised by the board; the director is responsible for the management and supervision of all other library employees. Trustees have a responsibility to know staff at a friendly but professional distance, to be cordial and supportive, and to promote good will, but they must approach staff relationships with a degree of caution. Usurping the administrative prerogatives of the library director can only undermine that person's position and authority.

Some trustees act as library volunteers, especially in small libraries. Likewise, libraries without a nepotism policy often have trustees' family members on staff. (The law only prohibits trustees from appointing their close relatives as "officers of the corporation", i.e., director, treasurer or trustee.) This can lead to an awkward situation for all involved.

A trustee is part of the governing board of the library, while staff and volunteers report to the library director or other paid supervisor. Role confusion is almost inevitable and any trustee who pursues the role of volunteer or has a family member or friend on staff must be extremely sensitive to the potential conflicts of authority that may arise. It is best to avoid such situations whenever possible.

Board policy should clearly indicate the process for staff complaints and grievances, and the board should never get involved in such activities outside of that policy. Individual trustees must never address staff complaints and grievances; rather, they should refer the staff to the policy. If and when a grievance reaches the board level, it is usually the responsibility of the director to communicate the board's decision back to the staff. Only in those cases where the grievance involves the director should the board communicate directly with the staff.

Library Board & Continuing Education

Trustees must learn and grow during their tenure on the board, developing an ever-deepening awareness of the affairs of their own library and an appreciation and understanding of other libraries and library organizations and how they relate. The public library is a multifaceted organization functioning in a complex world.

Effective and knowledgeable trustees undergo a constant process of growth and learning. Attending board meetings and voting on current questions is not enough. Continuing education, for trustees as well as staff, represents an important investment in the library's future.
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