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In a university, the library is a core unit supporting teaching, learning and research 

of students and staff. Its effectiveness to a large extent depends on the leadership quality of 

professional librarians working at all levels in the organizational hierarchy of the library. 

Developing librarians’ leadership capacity is an important issue to libraries, and to higher 

education as a whole. Understanding librarians’ leadership development can help libraries 

cultivate competent leaders; resulting in effective, efficient and adaptive libraries 

supporting higher education institutions. Although research on leadership development 

abounds in general, very little about how academic librarians develop leadership capacity 

has been reported in the literature. Specifically, there is no study on this topic in Hong 

Kong. 

This qualitative study attempts to build a better understanding of this important yet 

understudied topic. It explores leadership development of librarians through the perception 

and experiences of practicing librarians. It collected data from librarians in five publicly 

funded universities in Hong Kong, using an anonymous survey, followed by one-on-one 

interviews with 22 librarians.  

Three research questions explore three aspects of leadership development: what 

leadership capacity is as perceived by academic librarians; what activities develop 



 

leadership capacity; and, what factors affect leadership development effectiveness. The 

findings describe librarians’ leadership capacity as a construct with three components: 

competencies, personal attributes and actions to perform four leadership roles: Navigator, 

Experimenter, People Developer, and Relations Builder. The study depicts librarians’ 

leadership development as a long-term process containing developmental opportunities of 

four broad types: training programmes, work experiences, social relations and self-learning. 

Work experiences and social relations are the powerful types in developing leadership 

capacity; the other two broad types are important supplements in librarians’ development 

journey. The study explores factors that affect leadership development effectiveness in 

three aspects: developmental features of activities, personal learning attributes and 

organizational context. The analysis suggests that organizational context influences the 

other two aspects through enhancing mechanisms that generates development opportunities, 

and facilitating motivation of librarians to engage in leadership development.  

With the findings, the study proposes three points of insights into leadership 

development: 1) leadership development as daily work life experiences; 2) libraries’ 

leadership development systems and strategies; 3) librarians’ responsibilities to set and 

achieve development goals.  

The study further summarizes the challenges in the participating libraries. The 

findings enrich the understanding of leadership capacity and developmental activities in 

librarianship, and contributes to the literature by clarifying the relationship between factors 

underpinning leadership development in academic libraries. It informs librarians on how to 

build their leadership capacity, and helps library administrators to assess their organization 

strategies in talent management and succession planning. 
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

The research explores the leadership development of academic librarians in 

universities. It captures the perception and experiences of practicing librarians, in order to 

build a better understanding of how academic librarians develop leadership capacity. The 

findings can benefit library professionals and academic libraries in the areas of career 

growth, organizational development and succession planning. 

This chapter presents an overview of the study. It explains the research problem, 

research questions, research design, contributions, and the role of the researcher. It then 

lays out the organization of the thesis to assist the readers. 

1.1 RESEARCH PROBLEM 

Facing fast-advancing information technology and ever-changing higher education 

landscape, modern academic libraries need effective leadership to maintain their function 

of supporting the parent institutions. Academic libraries are transitioning from a 

collections-based unit to a more broadly services-based organization. They have to adapt 

to support their users' activity in new ways (Dempsey & Malpas, 2018). To transform 

libraries towards these new roles, librarians at all levels in the organizational hierarchy need 

to exercise effective leadership. In this context, leadership is not confined to the work of 

official leaders.   

The development of librarians’ leadership capacity at all levels is therefore a very 

important topic that deserves better understanding. Effective leadership development for 

librarians should greatly benefit individual librarians, academic libraries, and higher 

education institutions they serve. What is leadership capacity in academic librarianship? 

How do librarians develop leadership capacity? What factors facilitate or hinder effective 

leadership development in the organization context of academic libraries? Our 

understanding in these three areas is yet rather patchy.  
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Firstly, there is very little understanding on what constitute librarians’ leadership 

capacity. How we comprehend leadership capacity is linked to how we define “leader” and 

“leadership”. In leadership research within librarianship, often the focus is the actions and 

qualities of top official executives in libraries, namely, those at the director and associate 

director level (Eden & Fagan, 2014; Wong, 2017). However, in academic libraries 

nowadays, librarians at all positions have leadership roles; not only librarians with authority 

are leaders. A perspective tilted towards official leaders cannot help to build a more holistic 

view of leadership in modern academic libraries. Furthermore, there is no coherent 

understanding of leadership capacity in librarianship. Much of the existing literature are 

anecdotal reports of leadership qualities. A small amount of empirical research that studied 

directors’ traits and competencies have not converged to any systematic framework. They 

took various approaches to leadership capacity: some of them focused on personal 

attributes, some on leaders’ behaviours and styles, some on knowledge, skills and abilities, 

and some even a mix of approaches without conceptual clarity. Without a basic 

understanding of what leadership capacity is, there is only very weak foundation to explore 

further how we develop leadership. 

Secondly, we are not clear about the current development mechanisms for 

practicing librarians. Librarianship programmes for pre-service professionals do not cover 

leadership or managerial skills substantially (de Grandbois, 2013; Mackenzie & Smith, 

2009). These programmes are primarily designed to educate librarians for an entry level 

into the field (Lynch, 2008). While most people perceive leadership as confined to those 

with official authority, it is not surprising that these programmes do not emphasize concepts 

or skills of leadership for young professionals. Similar to many professions, librarians are 

expected to enrich their leadership capacity continuously only after they start their practice 

(Mackenzie & Smith, 2011). However, accumulation of work experience does not 

necessarily result in stronger leadership capacity. For example, librarians whose careers are 

on the technical side of library operations do not develop leadership skills as well as their 
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peers who work in library administration (Harris-Keith, 2015b). Furthermore, research 

found that higher-level skills emerge only at higher job levels (Mumford et al., 2007). 

These studies imply that it is difficult for librarians who do not have the opportunity to 

work at a higher job level to develop complex leadership skills. In sum, on-the-job 

experience cannot guarantee leadership growth. 

Along with libraries’ increasing interest in leadership skills, leadership 

development programmes for librarians have proliferated in the past decades in different 

parts of the world, particularly in the US, Europe and Australia (Arabella Advisors, 2015; 

Herold, 2014; Skinner & Krabbenhoeft, 2014). In Hong Kong, the Leadership Institute 

organized by the Hong Kong University Libraries has established as a major programme 

in the region (Sidorko, 2007). However, the outcomes of these programmes have been 

elusive and difficult to assess (Romaniuk & Haycock, 2011; Varlejs, 2007). Apart from on-

the-job learning and leadership programmes, what other methods do librarians use to 

develop leadership capacity? There has not been any study that systematically categorized 

different leadership development activities in academic librarianship. 

Thirdly, we do not know much about what affect the effectiveness of librarians’ 

leadership development. If simply accumulating work experiences does not necessarily 

help develop one’s leadership capacity, are there factors that libraries and librarians can 

moderate to improve leadership development outcomes? For example, could there be 

specific design of work assignments that may develop leadership more effectively? As a 

workplace, what can libraries do to facilitate leadership development for their librarians? 

For individual librarians, what can they do to actively develop their capacity? 

Understanding the dynamics of leadership development factors should also help us 

examine leadership development programmes, to improve their design and assessment 

methods. 

These three aspects of leadership development for academic librarians deserve 

more attention and research. Among the research in leadership development, very little 
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covers the profession of librarianship, and in particular academic librarianship. For Hong 

Kong academic libraries, there has been no study about librarians’ leadership development. 

The purpose of this study is to fill part of that knowledge gap. This research explores 

librarians’ perception on leadership capacity, their learning experiences through leadership 

development activities, and key factors on leadership development effectiveness. 

Leadership development across the profession can cultivate a larger pool of 

qualified candidates with leadership capacity at many institutions. Leadership development 

not only helps individual librarians and libraries, but ultimately benefits the profession as 

a whole (Galbraith et al., 2012). By establishing a baseline understanding of the complexity 

of leadership development in academic libraries, the profession will have the knowledge 

base to reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of the status quo, and to take on a more 

systematic approach to designing leadership development at both an organizational level 

and an individual level. 

1.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The study aims to explore how academic librarians develop leadership capacity. It 

is guided by the following three questions: 

1. How do academic librarians perceive leadership capacity in their work 

environment? 

2. What kinds of activities help them develop leadership capacity? 

3. What factors affect the effectiveness of leadership development? 

To investigate the development of leadership capacity, we need to start with a 

better understanding of what leadership capacity means to practising librarians; the first 

research question looks into this. The second question explores the activities that develop 

librarians’ leadership capacity. The last question analyses the dynamics of leadership 

development of academic librarians.  
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1.3 RESEARCH DESIGN 

The research adopts a qualitative, exploratory approach to answer the research 

questions. Professional librarians in UGC-funded universities in Hong Kong were sampled 

as participants. According to the Education Bureau of the HKSAR, there were 22 degree-

awarding higher education institutions in Hong Kong in 2018 (Education Bureau, HKSAR, 

n.d.); among them, 8 universities were funded by the University Grants Committee (UGC). 

The libraries in these 8 universities communicate and collaborate closely using the platform 

of the Joint University Librarians Advisory Committee (JULAC). The study invited all 8 

JULAC directors to allow the researcher to access their librarians; subsequently 5 library 

directors agreed. The rationale behind the sampling decision and method is to be elaborated 

in Chapter 3. 

Data collection was in two stages: a questionnaire survey was distributed to 

professional librarians in the 5 libraries; then one-on-one interviews were conducted with 

a sample of librarians from different functional areas and levels in the organization 

hierarchy. The survey was designed for two purposes: firstly, it helped the researcher to 

have a glimpse of librarians' perception of leadership capacity and leadership development 

experiences; secondly, the result was used to initiate discussion in the interviews, which 

contributed the bulk of data for analysis. The survey used the Leadership Competency 

Model for librarians (Ammons-Stephens et al., 2009) as a set of vocabulary of leadership 

competencies to assist participants express their views. The interviews were semi-

structured. They gathered librarians' views on leadership capacity and developmental 

activities; and discussed what influenced leadership development effectiveness in their 

experience. 

The survey was conducted in October 2017; it collected 37 responses. Interviews 

were conducted from November 2017 to March 2018, with additional follow-up 

communications via emails; 22 librarians participated as interviewees. The survey data was 

summarized in Microsoft Excel by descriptive statistics before the interview stage started. 
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Interview data was processed into transcripts with minimal delay in parallel with the data 

collection process. Transcript data and textual data from the survey was entered in NVivo 

for thematic analysis. The data collection and analysis processes are to be detailed in 

Chapter 3. 

1.4 CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE STUDY 

On the theoretical side, the study unfolds the complexity of leadership 

development of librarians in universities. It reveals a way to describe leadership capacity 

using competencies, personal attributes and leadership roles that has not been explicated in 

librarianship literature before. Through understanding ways to develop leadership capacity 

via work experiences, social relations, training programmes and self-learning, and 

exploring various forces in action, the study clarifies the complex relations between 

developmental activities, leaders and organization in leadership development. This fills a 

current knowledge gap about librarians’ leadership, leadership capacity and leadership 

development. It also enriches the discussion on leadership development in higher education 

organizational contexts. The findings can form the basis of further research; and can be 

assessed for applicability and transferability to other situations (Punch, 2013), including 

and not limited to libraries in different sectors, and various contexts in higher education 

environment. 

For practitioners, the understanding of the interactions between the three aspects 

of leadership development factors can provide guidance for libraries to design strategic 

actions for talent management and succession planning. Individual librarians can get 

insights from the findings to better plan one’s career path.  

1.5 ABOUT THE RESEARCHER 

Continuous development has always been a salient activity in professional 

librarianship. I am a librarian in one of the JULAC libraries, working as a unit head during 

the period of the study, and leading many projects in my professional career. Through the 
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experience of working on a wide variety of tasks, the importance of effective leadership 

increasingly drew my attention. I started to be interested in how leadership capacity could 

be developed effectively, not aiming for climbing the organizational echelon, but more for 

doing a good job at all levels in a library. Therefore, I focused my attention on leadership 

development, specifically in the sense of developing one’s leadership capacity. I find it 

important to explore the issue, with the hope that my findings not only answer my own 

curiosity, but also benefit my peers and contribute to the profession of librarianship and 

higher education in Hong Kong and beyond. 

1.6 ORGANIZATION OF THE THESIS 

The thesis consists of eight chapters. This Chapter 1 is an overview of the study, 

describing the research problem, research questions, research design, and contribution.  

Chapter 2 reviews research and theories that inform the study. It first gives an 

overview of the organizational context of academic libraries and professional librarians’ 

career development. Then the chapter outlines leadership theories and different concepts 

of leadership capacity, followed by a review of discussion of leadership and leadership 

capacity in librarianship literature. It then moves on to examine research and practice of 

leadership development in organizations, and highlights the types of leadership 

development activities. Librarianship literature on leadership development practices and 

issues is reviewed, including literature about leadership development in Hong Kong 

libraries. It demonstrates a knowledge gap and the needs for more research in this important 

area. 

Chapter 3 describes the methodology adopted in this study to find answers to the 

three research questions. It explains and justifies the choice of a qualitative exploratory 

approach and the selection of JULAC librarians as sample. The data collection method and 

process is described; after that the steps to process and analyse data is detailed. Lastly, the 

chapter addresses ethical considerations, and issues on credibility, validity and reliability. 
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Chapter 4 to 7 present the findings. Chapter 4 reports the survey responses. Chapter 

5 answers the first research question by offering a description of leadership capacity based 

on participants’ perception. Chapter 6 presents findings that address the second research 

question; it organizes leadership development activities into four types of learning activities, 

and explores how they support librarians’ leadership development as a long-term process. 

Chapter 7 answers the third research questions; it explores factors affecting the 

effectiveness of leadership development from three aspects, and how these aspects relate 

to each other. 

Chapter 8 integrates the findings and explores their implications. It first 

summarizes the findings reported in Chapter 4 to 7, discusses their meaning, and then 

synthesizes the findings into three points of insights about effective leadership development. 

After that, the chapter describes the challenges of leadership development in the 

participating libraries. It then discusses the theoretical and practical implications of the 

study. Lastly, it lays out the limitations of the study, and recommends directions for future 

research. 
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CHAPTER 2 LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter presents an overview of literature that builds a foundation for the 

current study. The first section describes the profession of academic librarianship, in order 

to illustrate the leadership context and career development of academic librarians. The 

second section is an overview of leadership theories and concepts of leadership capacity; it 

paves the way for the third section that highlights leadership research in librarianship and 

how literature depicts librarians’ leadership capacity. The fourth section reviews leadership 

development research and organizational practice. The fifth one examines practices and 

challenges of leadership development in academic libraries; and previous empirical 

research relevant to this study.  

2.1 THE PROFESSION OF ACADEMIC LIBRARIANSHIP IN UNIVERSITIES 

The study explores leadership development of academic librarians, using 

practising librarians in Hong Kong universities as a sample. To provide a background for 

subsequent discussion of librarian leadership and leadership development, this section 

illustrates the organizational context of academic libraries, staff structure, and career 

progression of professional librarians. While effective leadership of librarians is so 

important for modern academic libraries and the institutions they affiliate with, the 

traditional organizational structure of libraries is not conducive for librarians’ growth to 

become effective leaders. The advancement of library leaders to authority positions do not 

seem to ensure they possess adequate leadership capacity. Leadership development 

deserves more attention and research among the profession. 

2.1.1 ACADEMIC LIBRARIES AND LIBRARIANS 

Academic libraries operate within higher education institutions. Their primary role 

is to support the educational and research activities of their institutions. Students and 

academic staff are their primary clientele (Schauder, 2012). Typically, the director of a 

library system reports to senior administrators of the institution. A library system in a 
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university may consist of one or multiple physical libraries, with services within and 

beyond the physical buildings.  

Academic libraries’ effectiveness strongly influences how well higher education 

have access to information resources and services critical to teaching, learning and research. 

They face rapid changes in information technology, teaching and research practices, user 

expectations and behaviors. To keep their functions relevant, many academic libraries 

redesign and expand their operations and service scope. For example, in addition to keeping 

the traditional library core role of providing information access, libraries take on new duties 

including information literacy teaching and research outputs management (Cox & Corrall, 

2013). New job descriptions and educational roles of librarian positions have been 

emerging (Triumph & Beile, 2015; Vassilakaki & Moniarou-Papaconstantinou, 2015). A 

modern university library not only maintains a collection in a variety of physical and 

electronic formats, it designs learning space to support new pedagogy, builds new 

infrastructure and services to assist the mode of scholarly communication and research 

output management, and demonstrates their value in accountable ways (Oakleaf, 2010; 

Walter, 2018).  

In Hong Kong, the libraries in the eight UGC-funded universities face similar 

challenges as many universities in the world. In the past few years, many of them have 

undergone space redesign projects to create new kinds of learning and teaching space in 

the physical libraries (Chan, 2016). At the same time they continuously develop digital 

ways to enable a wide range of online library services, including access to collections via 

mobile devices, user engagement, research management system and digitization projects 

(Chan & Spodick, 2014).  

Making these changes requires effective library leadership at all levels of a library. 

In academic libraries, positions that require librarianship expertise to manage resources, 

services and projects usually carry the rank of “professional librarian” (CILIP, n.d.). To be 

qualified, librarians need a degree in librarianship or related areas. In Hong Kong, academic 
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librarians usually possess graduate degrees from accredited institutions. The practice is on-

par with most of the English-speaking world, including the UK, the US, Canada and 

Australia. The major accreditation bodies are the American Library Association (ALA) in 

North America, the Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals (CILIP) 

in the United Kingdoms, and the Australian Library and Information Association (ALIA) 

in Australia. For example, the Master of Science in Library and Information Management 

(MLIM) offered by the Faculty of Education in the University of Hong Kong is accredited 

by CILIP (Faculty of Education, The University of Hong Kong, n.d.).  

Within the library workforce, the master’s degree divides professional librarians 

from the rest, often called "support staff" (Applegate, 2010). Support staff is responsible 

for more general administration, clerical and manual duties. There is no pre-determined 

ratio of professional and support staff across libraries. It varies depending on many factors 

such as the nature of the parent institution, library organization structure, number of branch 

libraries, and many others. As a reference, in the University of Hong Kong, a large 

comprehensive university, the library had about 35 librarians out of 180 staff members 

(~20%) in 2019; while at the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology, the library 

had about 90 staff members with 24 (~26%) professional librarians in that same year.1  

Professional librarians at all levels in the hierarchy have leadership responsibilities. 

At the strategic level, library directors and executives have authority that enables them to 

set long-term goals, shape the organizational culture, and develop effective structure and 

systems that are conducive to managing changes and to encourage innovation (Walton & 

Webb, 2016). Many libraries have team-based structure, which empower librarians who do 

not carry official titles to act as team leaders; they can make important operational and 

policy decisions (Newman, 1998), leading other librarians and support staff. Leadership 

 
1 Data is based on internal library statistics in 2019 
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interactions are hence often non-linear and multidirectional; librarians have roles as leaders 

as well as followers in different contexts.  

Outside the libraries, librarians can lead strategic changes in teaching, learning and 

research in their institutions. For example, directors work closely with campus 

administration teams; they develop strategic alliance with other campus leaders (Williams, 

1998). Libraries can lead learning spaces developments within their campuses (Appleton 

et al., 2011). They promote changes in information literacy teaching and assessment 

(Wakimoto et al., 2016), and research services innovation (Herold, 2016).  

2.1.2 ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURE: SILOS AND HIERARCHY 

Academic libraries usually consist of different departments that require staff to 

possess different sets of skills and professional emphases. Traditional divisions include 

circulation services, collection development, acquisitions, cataloguing, library systems and 

information services. Professional librarians usually have primary areas of specialization; 

for example, a cataloguing librarian may be more knowledgeable in managing metadata 

than a public service librarian, while the latter is expected to be more skillful in helping 

users at a service desk.  Similarly, a systems librarian is an expert in computing and network 

infrastructure, but he or she may not be as competent as the research service librarian when 

marketing the library’s research portal. These divisions of labour create silos in a library’s 

organizational structure; librarians working in their own silos specialize in their own 

functions, but seldom communicate or collaborate with each other in their routine work 

(Kowalski, 2017).  

While departmental division creates segregated functional components in a 

library’s organizational structure, staff hierarchy is the vertical dimension of the structure. 

A typical staffing model of professional librarians in academic libraries has at least three 

levels: at the top is the head of a library, often carries the title of library director or 

university librarian; middle managers are unit heads of functional units; within each 
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functional unit there are librarians who have no managerial responsibilities (Hoffman, 

2017). In larger libraries, there may be an additional level, called deputy directors or 

associate university librarians, between the level of director and middle managers 

(Schonfeld, 2016). For example, the organizational chart of CUHK Library shows that 

there are 3 librarians at deputy level reporting to the university librarians (Bahrij et al., n.d.); 

below them there are multiple units with unit heads and librarians responsible for various 

functional areas.  

The traditional organizational structure with silos and multi-level hierarchy tends 

to be too rigid when libraries have to adapt in fast-changing environment. “There is an 

increasing trend toward reductions in hierarchies, with flatter, more matrix-managed 

arrangements in libraries” (Lubas & Wilkinson, 2015). Many libraries conducted 

reorganization to integrate departments and incorporate new functions. More flexible 

structure such as cross-functional teams or project-based work groups have become more 

common among modern academic libraries (Hackman, 2017).   

From the perspective of librarians, the organizational structure has direct 

implications on their career progression and leadership development opportunities. 

2.1.3 LIBRARIANS’ CAREER PROGRESSION 

Similar to many professions, librarianship is a life-long career. While professional 

librarians gain librarianship expertise from qualifying programmes and continuous 

professional development at work, it is not clear how they develop leadership capacity. Yet, 

they need to be effective leaders as frontline librarians, as middle managers as well as being 

at an executive, director level.  

In education and professional organizations, traditional criteria for career 

advancement to higher positions often regards academic and professional accomplishments 

rather than leadership competencies (Leonard and Goff, 2003; Stoller, 2009). The situation 

in academic libraries is alike. In many libraries, advancing to the executive positions often 
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adopts a hierarchical progression within the professional librarian rank (Heyns et al., 2019). 

As an evidence, a clear majority of academic library directors in US and Canada held a 

master’s degree in librarianship (Cawthorne, 2010; Michalak et al., 2019). The picture in 

Hong Kong is similar; as of 2019, all library directors in UGC-funded universities were 

professional librarians. It is not clear if the traditional hierarchical progression can ensure 

these top strategic leaders are selected with enough consideration for their leadership 

capacity. 

As long as academic librarians work within their specific functional silos, 

continuous professional development can keep their functional expertise up-to-date 

(Decker, 2017; Harker et al., 2018), but it is unclear if and how they also develop leadership 

capacity. When they ascend through the organization hierarchy based on their professional 

performance rather than leadership capacity, can they be effective leaders? It is crucial that 

we have more understanding of how leadership development is happening in academic 

librarianship. 

2.2 LEADERSHIP CONCEPTS AND THEORIES 

Leadership is a complex construct with multiple facets. Scholars have used 

different perspectives to approach leadership. Early leadership research in the 20th century 

took the trait approach that studied what personal qualities made good leaders, with the 

belief that personality and characteristics such as intelligence would distinguish effective 

from less effective leaders (Bryman, 1992). Another approach focuses on leaders’ 

behaviours and actions, characterized as leadership styles. One well-known style model is 

the Managerial Grid, which represents 5 different styles depending on how much leaders 

concern for production and for people (Blake & Mouton, 1994). In the 1980s, research 

moved to looking at leadership more as a process of influence rather than the qualities or 

behaviours of leaders. This has become a mainstream approach with many new models 

emerged.  
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This section lays out the concepts of leadership and leadership capacity. It first 

explains leadership as a process, and reviews literature that helps us understand leadership 

goal-setting and influence. It then explores the understanding of leadership capacity in 

terms of competencies, personal attributes, and behaviours; which leads to a composite 

view of leadership capacity that guides this research. 

2.2.1 COMPONENTS OF LEADERSHIP PROCESS 

Leadership has no single, commonly agreed definition. Nevertheless, some 

common components can be found in different definitions of a leadership process. 

Stogdill (1950, p. 13) conceived leadership as “the process of influencing the 

activities of an organized group in its efforts toward goal setting and goal achievement”. 

Rost (1993, p. 102) defined leadership as “an influence relationship among leaders and 

followers who intend real changes that reflect their mutual purposes”. A third source 

defined leadership as “a social and mutual influence process where multiple actors engage 

in leading-following interactions in service of accomplishing a collective goal” (DeRue & 

Myers, 2014, p. 834). Comparing these three definitions, we can see the following common 

themes: leadership happens in a collective, it is a process of influence and relationship, and 

it aims to achieve shared visions and goals.  

In various definitions, leadership process essentially involves the creation of shared 

goals for a collective, and influencing others to achieve the goals. In an organizational 

context, the goals contribute to the organization’s effectiveness. When we take the 

approach of “leadership as process”, we move away from focusing leadership as a position. 

The process of creating collective goals and influencing others towards achieving them, 

can be performed by any member of a group or organization. In the context of academic 

libraries, approaching leadership as a process implies all librarians can enact leadership no 

matter what official positions they hold.  
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2.2.1.1 GOAL-SETTING 

Leaders create visions and goals for the collectives. A vision can be seen as an 

overarching, idealized direction; while goals are more specific and concrete (Bronkhorst et 

al., 2013). Top management sets the strategic directions of an organization by articulating 

and communicating desired goals; middle managers and team leaders make innovative use 

of their resources to implement strategic decisions (Bass, 2007). In the process, team 

leaders also need to create operational goals (Zaccaro et al., 2008). 

Developing collective goals may seem a mysterious and elusive process. Kotter 

(1999) explained that developing good business direction is not magic, but a tough process. 

Leaders gather “a broad range of data, and look for patterns, relationships, and linages that 

help explain things” (p.55). To create directions, business leaders have to anticipate market 

change and adapt strategies in advance. They need three critical cognitive processes: 1) to 

look outward at the environment rather than inward at the organization; 2) to look at current 

and future trends rather than focusing on what happened in the past; 3) to take negative 

information seriously in order to find signs of problems (Locke, 2003). These requirements 

should also apply to leaders in sectors beyond business, including library leaders. In other 

words, library leaders would need the ability to carry out these 3 cognitive processes when 

coming up with goals. 

2.2.1.2 INFLUENCE 

Leadership influence is a combination of deploying positional power of formal 

authority and informal network. The network perspective describes how informal 

relationships provide both opportunities and constraints for the exchange of valued 

resources, such as strategic information or social support (Sparrowe & Liden, 2005). 

Informal leaders, without formal authority, rely more on strong social network. In 

organizations, influence is exerted more by inspiration and motivation than coercion or 

control; leadership tends to rely on a motivating power that arises from relationships 

between leaders and followers (Bolden, 2004).  
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Motivation and inspiration energize people by satisfying basic psychological needs. 

The Self-Determination Theory (SDT) hypothesizes three basic needs: competence, 

relatedness and autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000); social contexts that support these needs 

were found to foster motivation. SDT describes two types of motivation: intrinsic 

motivation, which is driven by the inherent satisfactions of doing an activity rather than for 

some separable consequences; and extrinsic motivation, when an activity is done in order 

to attain some separable outcome. The three basic needs: competence, relatedness and 

autonomy, apply in both types of motivation. Employees have greater work satisfaction 

when they are driven by intrinsic motivation (Pink, 2011). When managers and employees 

cooperatively set specific, difficult goals, employees have stronger intrinsic motivation 

towards fulfilling these goals (Locke, 1968). 

Both formal and informal leaders can influence others via various kinds of power. 

With authority power, formal leaders can adjust work environment such as allocating 

resources and refining job design. Informal leaders can assert influence based on personal 

sources of power such as expertise and trustworthiness (Raven, 1992). This power may 

originate from social networks with strong ties in communication, advice seeking and 

friendship (Carter et al., 2015). 

One popular leadership approach that models how leaders influence followers is 

Transformational and Transactional Leadership. Transactional leaders engage others 

through exchanging effort for rewards, while transformational leaders stimulate and inspire 

others to both achieve extraordinary outcomes and, in the process, develop their own 

leadership capacity (Bass & Riggio, 2005). In the model of Bass & Riggio (2005), 

Transformational Leadership has 4 components: 1) idealized influence: leaders behave in 

ways that allow them to serve as role models; 2) inspirational motivation: leaders motivate 

others by providing meaning and challenge to followers’ work; 3) intellectual stimulation: 

leaders stimulate others by encouraging creativity, questioning assumptions and soliciting 

new ideas; 4) individualized consideration: leaders pay attention to each individual 
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follower’s needs for achievement and growth by acting as a mentor (Bass & Riggio, 2005). 

On the other hand, Transactional Leadership relies on reciprocity, a give-and-take 

relationship between leaders and followers. Transformational leaders encourage followers 

to find purposes beyond individual’s wants and needs, while searching for collective 

transformation of the organization at the same time. 

2.2.2 LEADERSHIP CAPACITY 

What abilities and qualities make a person effective leader? Trait theories highlight 

personal qualities of good leaders. On the other hand, from a skill-based standpoint, the 

knowledge, skills and abilities most relevant for effective leadership are those that enable 

effective direction setting, relationship building, change management, and external 

environment navigation (Yukl, 2012). With the perspective of leadership as a process, 

leadership capacity should be a leader’s ability to effectively create shared goals and 

influence others to achieve the goals. Scholars have tried different ways to find out who 

good leaders are, what they do and what skills they have; in other words, they study leaders’ 

traits, behaviours and competencies. 

2.2.2.1 TRAITS 

Early trait studies searched for personal qualities that made great leaders.  Bass & 

Stogdill (1981) identified several traits such as drive, persistence and confidence. However, 

subsequent studies could not repeat the same list; the generalization seemed to be weak. 

Nevertheless, certain traits do appear to be key factors for leadership capacity. Effective 

leaders were found to be different from other people in certain key aspects, including drive, 

leadership motivation, honesty, integrity, self-confidence and cognitive ability (Kirkpatick 

& Locke, 1991). A meta-analysis of trait studies using the five-factor personality model 

found strong and consistent correlations between leadership and extraversion (Judge et al., 

2002). Northouse (2016) identified five important traits that were consistently found in 

many studies of the trait approach: intelligence, self-confidence, determination, integrity 

and sociability.  
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Although research cannot reach a definitive list of traits that make good leaders, 

traits are still fundamental to leadership capacity. 

2.2.2.2 BEHAVIOURS AND ACTIONS 

While traits describe who effective leaders are, behaviours and actions describe 

what effective leaders do. Kotter (2001) proposed three broad functions of leadership: to 

produce change and set directions; to align people with the shared vision; and to motivate 

and inspire people at their deep levels. The Center for Creative Leadership (CCL) similarly 

framed leadership capacity as the ability to facilitate setting direction, creating alignment, 

and maintaining commitment in groups of people who share common work (McCauley et 

al., 2010). Both of these sets of actions surround goal-setting, alignment and influence. 

Kouzes and Posner (2007) developed a set of five leadership practices for 

organizational leaders: Model the way, Inspire a shared vision, Challenge the process, 

Enable others to act, and Encourage the heart. These broad practices emphasize influencing 

others without exerting authority. A more specific approach is defining actions that 

describe leadership roles. For example, a taxonomy of 9 roles defined for strategic 

leadership was designed as a framework for leadership development (Appelbaum & Paese, 

2001). The 9 roles are: navigator, strategist, entrepreneur, mobilizer, talent advocate, 

captivator, global thinker, change driver and enterprise guardian. Situational roles give 

more details about leaders’ functions than those at a broader level. This approach should 

be more useful for leadership development considerations. 

2.2.2.3 COMPETENCIES 

Leadership competency is knowledge, skills and ability that lead to outcomes of 

effective leadership (Seemiller & Murray, 2013). In contrast to leadership traits, which are 

more innate, competencies emphasize abilities that can be learned and developed. When 

properly designed, competency models can provide clear guidance on the behaviors related 

to effectiveness, and hence provide an educational tool to people trying to develop effective 

leadership capacity (Hollenbeck et al., 2006). 
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Researchers have been keen to capture competencies for effective leadership. They 

identified many lists of competencies of various length, using different methods. For 

examples, one study identified 6 most important competencies of business leaders through 

interviewing them (Bueno & Tubbs, 2004); O’Brien and Robertson (2009) established 9 

competencies from analyzing trends in business environment.  

The numerous lists of leadership qualities and skills have many similarities and 

differences, but little coherence among them. In general, they cover knowledge and skills, 

interpersonal skills, cognitive abilities, and even various intrapersonal quality such as 

confidence and emotional skills. 

2.2.2.4 A COMPOSITE VIEW OF LEADERSHIP CAPACITY 

Scholars have looked for leadership qualities as traits, behaviours, competencies, 

and sometimes a mix of the three. Each of these approaches to understanding leadership 

capacity has its own strength and insufficiency. Traits research could not reach a definitive, 

generalizable list of leader qualities, but certain traits seem to be fundamentally important 

for leadership. For education or cultural organizations such as libraries which have 

missions beyond making profits, effective leaders must uphold certain beliefs and moral 

values in addition to personality traits. This dimension of attitudes and values is 

undoubtedly an important area of leadership capacity (Ng, 2001). 

Similarly, competencies alone are not adequate to describe effective leaders 

(Hollenbeck et al., 2006). There has not been conclusive evidence showing that the 

possession of certain competencies can guarantee effective leadership (Sergiovanni, 1992). 

As Ng (2001) proposed, competencies are better considered as desirable qualities rather 

than sufficient or necessary conditions. As for behavioural abilities, the actions of effective 

leaders tend to be broad descriptions or labels that do not inform leadership development 

effort. 
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To describe leadership capacity, we may consider a combination of the three 

approaches. Firstly, many competencies are rooted from personal traits, attitudes and 

values. For example, problem-solving skills and knowledge are influenced by individual 

attributes such as cognitive capacity, motivation and personality (Mumford et al., 2000). 

How leaders apply the knowledge and skills they have depends not only on skill proficiency, 

but also on personal values. For example, leaders’ affinity toward rewards and risks, their 

identity as leaders, and their motivation to lead in a particular situation, can affect how they 

deploy the skills they have (DeRue & Myers, 2014).  

Secondly, the abilities to carry out leadership actions require combinations of 

various talents, qualities and sets of competencies. “Taking action requires courage, self-

confidence, dedication sense of responsibilities and morality as well as technical know-

how” (Ng, 2001, p. 81). “Effectiveness is not a person's sum score on a set of competencies, 

but how well a person uses whatever talents he or she has to get the job done” (Hollenbeck 

et al., 2006, p. 402). It is the complex combinations of strengths to enact leadership actions 

that count.  

To summarize, the literature shows three ways to understand leadership capacity: 

personal attributes relating to traits and values, competencies relating to knowledge and 

skills, actions relating to behaviours and the ability to perform. Leaders turn their 

competencies and attributes in dynamic ways into actions. A more comprehensive 

description of leadership capacity is to consider it as a composite construct with these three 

components: personal attributes, competencies, actions. Exploring the three components 

for academic librarians should be the first step to help the study establish an understanding 

of leadership capacity in the context of leadership development. Therefore, the first 

research question of this study aims to dig into this aspect. To be specific, I am interested 

to find out what competencies are relevant for academic librarians, if they have a shared 

set of personal attributes and norms, and whether there are specific exemplar actions among 

the profession. 
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2.3 LEADERSHIP IN ACADEMIC LIBRARIES 

Leadership affects a library’s effectiveness, its role in the academic institution, and 

its adaptability to new functions and initiatives (Weiner, 2003). Despite its importance, 

research on library leadership is scattered and disconnected (Fagan, 2012). This section 

summarizes two areas in library leadership literature relevant to the study: leadership 

processes, and leadership capacity. 

2.3.1 LEADERSHIP PROCESSES  

 Most of librarianship literature discusses leaders as those having formal authority 

(Riggs, 2001). “Many of the library studies equate leadership with the success of 

individuals to be prompted to high level positions in libraries, information organizations 

and/or professional organizations” (Bailey, 1992). This hierarchical perspective dominates 

the discourse of leadership in librarianship literature (Mosley, 2014). 

However, when we approach leadership as a process, leadership in academic 

libraries is not confined to those at executive positions. It is important to encourage 

innovation throughout the organization regardless of one’s position, to empower frontline 

staff to make decisions, and to balance team leadership and organizational leadership 

(Schonfeld, 2016). A few authors advocate the cultivation of leadership throughout an 

organization hierarchy, breaking away from the headship mentality. Walton (2007) built 

the concept “leadership for all” in the library profession. Davis and Macauley (2011) 

argued for librarians to take on leadership personally; highlighting the nature of leadership 

as a “working with” mindset in the knowledge era, rather than a “working for” mindset of 

the industrial era, leadership is no longer limited to one or a few people at the top of an 

organization, but rather comprises of the engagement of everyone in the organization. 

Mosley (2014) proposed a broader perspective of leadership should cover “grass-root 

leadership”.  
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The following summarizes leadership process of librarians at both the executive 

and frontline positions.  

2.3.1.1 GOAL-SETTING 

Directors and senior administrators in academic libraries are expected to set 

strategic direction, motivate staff and create an environment that is conducive to innovation 

and performance. They should set collective goals that lead to strategic actions; and they 

should communicate the goals to all staff and constituents (Riggs, 1998).  

Directors need to have visions in response to external and internal issues. 

Externally, directors have to respond to changes in the parent university’s strategic 

directions. This requires directors to be strategic thinkers, and commit time and energy on 

planning cycles that are based on the university’s strategic planning (Harland et al., 2018). 

Their roles also cover petitioning for resources from university administration, and 

providing direction in a fast-moving environment of technology change and information 

management (Harris, 2019).  

Internally, directors and other executive librarians have duties in staff retention and 

building an agile culture. They should work to build a learning system that encourages 

continuous learning among staff (Yu & Chen, 2012). They need to create strategies that 

support and balance between traditional services and exploratory activities, in order to 

encourage innovation and creativity in a library (Jantz, 2012). Mathews (2017) emphasized 

the function of leaders in “creating an environment in which people, projects, programmes, 

and relationship can flourish.” He advocated a change of leadership approach from "train 

conductor" to "community gardener".  

At the frontline, leaders’ primary duty is to manage operations (Appelbaum & 

Paese, 2001), which can be day-to-day or project implementation. Operational leaders may 

or may not have official authority, yet they have to set operational goals and exercise their 

influence in order to make progress in operations. The culture of “leadership from where 
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you stand” (Mierke & Williamson, 2017) is important for academic libraries. Librarians at 

all levels need to act more like proactive leaders than traditional operational managers. 

They need to take on new functions including using data and communicating data for 

decision, launching new projects, collaborating with other campus units in an institution, 

and recognizing their responsibilities in the team rather than following routine operational 

issues (Chang & Bright, 2011).  

2.3.1.2 INFLUENCE 

How do library leaders exert influence? Library leaders have similar qualities as 

corporate leaders but they are motivated primarily by the societal value of their work rather 

than monetary rewards or personal power (Sheldon, 1992). They put more importance in 

getting personal and professional challenges, and opportunities that fit their professional 

values (Powers et al., 2017). 

In addition, it appears that librarians tend to exert their influence mainly through 

relationship rather than authoritative power. In knowledge organizations, managers 

leverage peer influence throughout the organization to drive change rather than relying 

heavily on their personal power and authority (Mech, 1996; Osburn, 2008). “Anyone who 

exerts positive influence through his or her work and relationships can be considered a 

leader” (Boatright, 2015, p. 3).  

The literature does suggest that academic library directors tend to use social 

exchange when they engage in leadership activities (Fagan, 2012; Rosser et al., 2003). In 

academic libraries, "the basis of leadership is meaningful interaction with subordinates, 

gaining their respect, and influencing or motivating their behavior" (Sparks, 1976, p. 66). 

To manage change, library managers rely less on “command and control” protocols and 

more on practices that encourage staff communication, collaboration and consensus 

decision-making (Castiglione, 2006). In a collaborative culture, strategic decision-making 

processes can involve staff and stakeholder early on; creating the engagement that can help 

motivating the collective (Lembinen, 2018). Martin (2019) explained that in the leaders-
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followers interactions, library leaders create meaning for followers to accept or reject. 

Consensus-building is a key way to empower staff; it is based on fostering trust and 

engagement (Powers et al., 2018). 

There is not much empirical research that explores how leadership theories can 

model leadership influence among librarians. The few studies in this area adopted the 

perspective of Transformational Leadership, which is particularly relevant for 

organizations in knowledge industry (Albritton, 1998; Lehmann-Willenbrock, 2015). For 

academic libraries, Transformational Leadership behaviours were perceived as having 

more effect on leadership outcomes than Transactional Leadership (Albritton, 1998). In a 

qualitative study, Martin (2017) found that transformational leaders improved 

organizational effectiveness and facilitated changes in libraries. In addition, his findings 

highlighted the powerful impact of Transformational Leadership in building personal 

relationships. Librarians’ experience with transformational leaders helped stimulate, 

motivate and inspire them in their professional lives. It appears that, Transformational 

Leadership describes the ways librarians exert influence better than Transactional 

Leadership. Transformational leaders enable change, creativity and sustainable innovation, 

since “employees are given the autonomy and freedom to try new things, take risks and 

seek out new and different solutions to problems that they are often passionate about and 

driven to solve" (Germano, 2011, p. 8).  

2.3.2 LIBRARIANS’ LEADERSHIP CAPACITY 

In librarianship, it is difficult to identify what capacity makes effective leaders. 

One reason being that leadership effectiveness in libraries is difficult to assess and measure 

(Fagan, 2012). A good understanding of leadership capacity should provide reference 

frame for recruitment, leadership development, promotion and performance assessment. 

One may expect that library leaders’ capacity should relate to the kind of leadership process 

described in the preceding section; for example, strategic leaders would need the ability to 

set goals that align with their universities, as well as goals for library effectiveness; 
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frontline leaders require the capacity to set directions for achieving operational outcomes; 

they also know how to use social power to get teammates on board to achieve goals. 

However, librarianship literature shows little coherent patterns of what constitute 

leadership capacity. Publications on this topic are often opinion pieces based on authors’ 

observation and personal experience; empirical research are scant. A number of library 

researchers and librarians explored leadership capacity by drawing lists of attributes. Such 

lists hardly constitute any framework that can support a more structured understanding of 

librarians’ leadership capacity. Furthermore, items in these lists often mix together attitudes, 

values, skills and behaviours; descriptions or definitions are often insufficient. For example, 

a series of empirical research in the 2000s worked out to an initial list of 121 desirable 

attributes of academic library directors (Hernon et al., 2001); which was then further 

refined to 105 attributes (Hernon et al., 2002). Such a long list of attributes is difficult to 

use for further research or leadership development practices. Most articles studied or 

discussed leadership capacity of directors (Fagan, 2012; Weiner, 2003). Other librarians 

are also facing leadership challenges, but the literature does not seem to have much 

discussion on that. 

2.3.2.1 COMMON QUALITIES IDENTIFIED 

Among the many lists of directors’ capacity in the literature, having vision is a 

common qualities identified (Bailey, 1992; Carpenter, 2012; Crook & Blakesley, 2011; 

Hernon & Rossiter, 2006; Hoffman, 2012). Communication, interpersonal skills and 

collaboration is another one frequently named (Bailey, 1992; Gwyer, 2010; Kreitz, 2009; 

Shoaf, 2004). A third major theme is having integrity and trustworthiness (Bailey, 1992; 

Fitsimmons, 2008; Garrison & Nutefall, 2014; Kreitz, 2009; Le, 2014; Martin, 2018). A 

fourth theme is managerial competencies. Since executive leaders carry managerial 

responsibilities, naturally, effective leaders should have skills enabling managerial 

functions, including fund-raising (Winston & Dunkley, 2002), and assessment (Dole et al., 

2005).  
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Fewer authors studied capacity of non-director leaders in libraries. Publications 

about team leaders, middle managers and early-career librarians can illustrate what 

qualities help library leaders at operational level. It appears that communication and 

collaboration are key elements. In one case study of team leadership, the researcher 

identified leaders’ roles and skills including active listening, interpersonal skills, 

collaboration, facilitation, enabling and empowering (Kascus, 2004). Middle managers 

have responsibilities to communicate and collaborate with both the upper management and 

subordinates. One qualitative study highlighted their functions in developing and 

motivating staff, collaborating with colleagues across the organization, and communicating 

with various stakeholders in complex ways (Do & Nuth, 2020). They have to convince 

administrators and reach out for potential collaborators; to gain support, they demonstrate 

expertise and social awareness (Fong, 2011; Ly, 2015). Another study of middle managers 

identified leadership abilities at the operational level in a few areas, including cultivating a 

collaborative working environment, managing unexpected change, foreseeing users’ needs 

and expectation (Chang & Bright, 2011). In the context of non-title leadership, the 

willingness and ability to listen in a thoughtful and engaged way, and work to communicate 

one’s perspectives effectively are important characters (Mosley, 2014). 

These major clusters of leadership qualities from the literature are summarized in 

Table 1. While vision and management skills are specifically important for executive 

leaders, social awareness and functional expertise are important qualities for frontline 

leaders. This roughly corresponds to the ability required to underpin leadership process 

described in section 2.3.1.  

Table 1: Summary of Leadership Capacity from Librarianship Literature 

Executive Leaders Frontline Leaders 
• communication skills, 

interpersonal skills 
• vision 
• integrity and trustworthiness 
• managerial skills 

• communication skills, active 
listening 

• interpersonal skills, collaboration 
• social awareness 
• demonstrated expertise 
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Although research on librarians’ leadership capacity is scattered, one notable 

project was the building of the Core Leadership Competency Model reported in 2009 

(Ammons-Stephens et al., 2009). The next section is going to describe this model. 

2.3.2.2 THE LEADERSHIP COMPETENCY MODEL 

Competency models are lists of competencies necessary for mastery for success in 

a professional field or organization (Seemiller & Murray, 2013). Organizations can use 

competency models to select, train and evaluate their employees (Garman & Johnson, 

2006). Competency models offer a common language for leadership development (Bolden 

& Gosling, 2006). 

In librarianship, the Core Leadership Competency Model (Ammons-Stephens et 

al., 2009) was developed by a team of librarians in the US through literature research and 

interviewing a wide range of library leaders. It consists of 17 broad competencies, grouped 

under 4 domains: Cognitive ability, Vision, Interpersonal effectiveness and Managerial 

effectiveness (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1: The Core Leadership Competency Model for Librarians 

The Cognitive domain focuses on the personal processes a leader undertakes when 

working through problems, making decisions and assessing the situation as a whole. The 

Vision domain is about a leader’s ability to see beyond the institution, to envision and 

articulate the roles of library and librarians in the dynamically changing environment. The 

Interpersonal domain covers 6 broad competencies that describe leaders’ ability to create a 

positive atmosphere of respect, responsibility and motivation. The Managerial domain 
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focuses on the constructive ways to manage people as well as organizations (Ammons-

Stephens et al., 2009). The project team made it clear that the competencies excluded 

personal attributes such as being honest, humble and ethical, although they acknowledged 

that positive personal attributes were essential for leadership performance.  

To my best knowledge, this model is by far the most structured approach to 

leadership capacity in librarianship. Compared with the scattered lists of leader attributes 

summarized above, the model is more useful as a framework in leadership and leadership 

development research. In this study, the model was used as a set of vocabulary in data 

collection, as a way to solicit participants’ response and initiate discussion on leadership 

capacity. It was not meant to be an imposing framework to confine the description of 

leadership capacity; in data analysis, I was open to capturing new leadership competencies 

that could be revealed from the data. The model was chosen because it was the only known 

competency model in the field based on extensive literature search; furthermore, it was 

built from an empirical research; the 4 domains do cover the themes of leadership capacity 

found in the literature, as summarized in Table 1. More elaboration of its use in this study 

is to be covered in the Research Method chapter.  

To summarize, the current library literature shows patchy understanding of the 

capacity needed in leadership processes. Previous research and discussion did not seem to 

distinguish clearly personal attributes, competencies and actions. The current study could 

help to clarify the three components in library leaders’ capacity, with the help of the only 

competency model in the field. 

2.4 LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH 

Leadership development is an area of scholarly research as well as organizational 

practice. Much of the empirical research have been aiming to understand the types of efforts 

that contribute to better leadership of individuals and collectives, which include teams and 

organizations.  
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2.4.1 LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT CONCEPTS 

To conceptualize leadership development, a basic distinction needs to be made 

between the development of individual leaders as compared to the development of social 

structures and processes in organizations (Day, 2000). Developing individual leaders’ 

capacity is about investing in human capital, emphasizing knowledge, skills, and abilities 

of leaders. Developing organizations’ capacity is the cultivation of social capital 

manifested in the form of networked relationships among individuals (Day, 2000). The 

collective view of leadership development emphasizes on developing reciprocal 

obligations and commitments, which is built on mutual trust and respect and interpersonal 

competence. It aims to expand the collective capacity of organizational members to engage 

effectively in leadership roles and processes (McCauley, 2001). The human capital 

perspective of leadership development is the expansion of individuals’ capacity as effective 

leaders. Human capital advances organizational performance as individuals apply their 

knowledge, skills and abilities; while social capital enhances performance through 

networked relationships that foster cooperation and resource exchange. They complement 

each other in the sense that the gains to one will help the gains to the other (Bilhuber Galli 

& Müller-Stewens, 2012; McCallum & O’Connell, 2009). Transforming individuals 

through leadership development also transforms organizations (Day 2010).  

Another interpretation of leadership development is not about capacity, but the 

process of one becoming a leader. This perspective focuses on the path of leadership 

formation rather than capacity building. 

The current study focuses on the development of librarians’ leadership capacity as 

individuals. In this report, “leadership development” means the development of individuals’ 

capacity, rather than the capacity of collectives or the formation path of leaders. 
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2.4.2 TYPES OF DEVELOPMENT ACTIVITIES 

What kinds of activities can develop leaders? Both researchers and practitioners 

found that leadership development is attained by complex combinations of training 

engagement, work experiences, supportive relations and more. Boyce et al. (2010) 

specified three mechanisms to develop leadership capacity: formal instruction, work 

assignments, and self-directed learning. Other authors gave more details including 

structured feedback experiences, programmes on leadership concepts or skills, coaching 

and mentoring, action learning and job assignments (Bolden, 2005; Conger & Benjamin, 

1999; Day, 2000; McCauley, 2001). Leadership programmes have been a popular way that 

integrate multiple types of developmental activities, especially in the business sector. Work 

assignments and experiences are considered the core development channel; while coaching 

and mentoring also got much attention in the literature. 

Knowing the types of activities already explored in the literature helped me form 

a clearer idea of what kinds of activities to look at in the study. The following are three 

major types discussed in current literature. 

2.4.2.1 WORK EXPERIENCES 

 “The primary source of learning to lead, to the extent that leadership can be learned, 

is experience” (McCall, 2004, p. 127). Experiences in both work and non-work context is 

a potent way to develop leaders (Day & Dragoni, 2015).  

Work experiences encompass a wide variety of engagement. McCall (1998) 

identified 16 developmental experiences, and categorized them into four types: job 

assignments (such as early work experiences, fixing a failing operation, project, increase 

in work scope), hardships (such as business failures, demotions, subordinate performance 

problem), other people (role models, and playing out of behavior that demonstrated values) 

and other events (including formal programmes, and other purely personal experiences 

outside of work) (McCall, 1998). 
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Job assignments pertain to how managers learn as a result of the responsibilities 

and tasks encountered in their jobs. Job assignments can be formal or informal, direct or 

indirect, and vary greatly in terms of their content (DeRue & Myers, 2014). Hardships and 

setbacks can challenge people to be more aware of their values, their aspirations, and 

themselves (Moxley & Pulley, 2003). Learning from role modeling is a process that 

involves identifying someone to look up to and learning from that model (Brown & Treviño, 

2014). There are wide varieties of potential role models; at a workplace, potential role 

models are supervisors, co-workers, and other inspiring individuals in the organization. 

2.4.2.2 COACHING AND MENTORING 

Coaching and mentoring are developmental relationship between two or more 

individuals. They can be differentiated from role modeling in that they involve a closer, 

personal relationship (Gibson, 2004). Coaching typically has a practical focus at tackling 

real workplace challenges under the facilitation of an experienced coach; while mentoring 

is usually a long-term relationship associated with the provision of support and guidance 

(Day, 2000). Although the benefits of mentorship are generally recognized, there are 

potential negative aspects that can make the relationship dysfunctional, especially when 

there is a role conflict of mentor-supervisor. Training for both parties are needed; and 

formal mentorship programmes should be monitored (Hicks, 2011). 

2.4.2.3 LEADERSHIP PROGRAMMES 

Leadership courses are formal programmes that integrate multiple types of 

developmental activities. They usually aim at developing individuals’ capabilities, 

including observable behaviors and practices, as well as deeper mental structures such as 

leader identity (Miscenko et al., 2017). They are often designed by human resources 

departments or training consultants (Petrie, 2014); and are usually conducted over extended 

periods and multiple sessions, involving multiple learning methods (Conger & Benjamin, 

1999). For example, a programme for a non-profit research organization consisted of 

multiple components that were spread out in a period of more than a year: training modules 
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which cover leadership perspectives and teamwork discussion, action learning projects, 

personal coaching and developmental progress sessions (Leonard & Goff, 2003). In the 

higher education sector, the programmes designed by the Rutgers Leadership Academy for 

university administrators span over two years; multiple modules included lectures and 

seminars, field-based projects and case studies (Gigliotti, 2017).  

One major issue with leadership programmes is that their outcomes and impacts 

are difficult to evaluate (Murphy & Riggio, 2003). Most of the evaluation efforts of 

programmes focus on participants’ perception about the learning, with little attention to the 

changes they actually bring to the leaders or the organizations. Programmes evaluation 

should measure a wider variety of factors, including increase in skill levels, changes in 

leadership behaviours as well as longer-term effect on organizational performance 

(Hayward, 2011). 

2.4.3 FROM ACTIVITIES TO OUTCOMES  

As discussed in section 2.2.2, leadership capacity can be described with three 

components: competencies, personal attributes and actions. To develop capacity as 

outcomes, leadership development is therefore not only about the acquisitions of 

competencies, but should also include the cultivation of personal attributes, and the 

enhancement of ability to take actions.  

In a skill acquisition process during training, people first acquire the basic concepts, 

and apply them in specific situations. Then they must apply the concepts in more complex 

problem-solving situations and in different settings. Finally, the knowledge drawn from 

multiple sources must be integrated, allowing leaders to address rapidly unfolding, complex 

problems (Mumford et al., 2000). That means leadership development requires on-the-job 

practice and knowledge integration after training events. As for the development of 

attributes and ability to act, ongoing work experiences is more potent than episodic training 

events (McCall et al., 1988; McCall & Hollenbeck, 2002; Yeung & Ready, 1995). Training 
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events can assist acquisitions of competencies, but only work context can provide richness 

that contributes to meaningful experience, which prompts development when an individual 

think about oneself, others and leadership in a different, more complex way (Day & 

O’Connor, 2003). 

Some personal attributes were identified as particularly instrumental in helping 

leaders to turn their abilities into actions. They include motivation to lead, attitude toward 

the rewards and risks associated with leadership, identity as leaders, self-efficacy, and 

cognitive schemas or mindset about leadership process (Amagoh, 2009; DeRue & Myers, 

2014; Popper & Lipshitz, 1993). Successful development on these qualities leads to 

sustained growth that increase the complexity in one’s ability to carry out leadership 

(Harms et al., 2011; Van Velsor & Drath, 2004).  

The literature describes different processes that various activities can develop 

outcomes. One model of leadership development process is particularly insightful through 

highlighting the element of time (Day & Dragoni, 2015). “Development by its very nature 

involves a process of change that unfolds over time” (Day & Dragoni, 2015, p. 150). The 

core idea of this model is shown in Figure 2. Leaders begin their development journeys 

with predisposed levels of leadership ability, based primarily on personality traits and 

intelligence. Over time, through experiences and interventions, particularly challenging 

work assignments and training experiences, individuals can enhance their capacity. Early 

signs of development include enhanced knowledge and skills, and a change in self-views. 

These are the proximal outcomes, which appear shortly after, and as a result of, the 

experience or intervention. However, whether these initial signs of development will be 

actualized into more fundamental intrapersonal changes depends on the availability of 

meaningful practice and support for the individuals. The enhancement of leadership 

capacity over time is the distal outcomes (Day & Dragoni, 2015). 
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Figure 2: Leadership Development Outcomes Model (Day and Dragoni 2015)  

The model does not use the three components of leadership capacity explicitly as 

outcomes, yet the ideas are there under different terms. Competencies are mainly a 

proximal outcome as a result of experience or intervention. Personal attributes can be a 

proximal outcome (as a new self-awareness of one’s attributes), or a distal outcome (as a 

new meaning-making structure) that only comes with longer term practice and support. The 

ability to enact effective actions is mostly a distal outcome; only through long-term practice 

and support can deeper changes be developed in leaders’ dynamic ability to combine 

competencies and personal attributes in leadership situations. 

The model highlights the long-term nature of leadership development. Avolio and 

Hannah (2008) described leadership development process as “a lifelong journey in which 

the individual interprets and makes meaning out of experiences that contribute to enhancing 

the individual's understanding of self and leader development” (p.334). It is a long journey, 

in which a web of interrelated skills matured through changes in mental models (Day et al., 

2009). In the process of development, new experiences get assimilated into one’s meaning 

structures, or create disequilibrium that leads to new meaning structures (Palus & Drath, 

1995). By reflecting on experiences and validating against one’s assumption, individuals 

attain transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991). It is these kinds of intrapersonal change 

that constitute the distal outcomes in the model shown in Figure 2 (Day & Dragoni, 2015); 

and these kinds of growth can be captured by having librarians talk about their 

developmental experiences in a qualitative study. 
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The Day and Dragoni outcomes model can inform this research because it 

highlights the different functions of different types of learning activities in leadership 

development: experience and intervention can bring immediate learning outcomes, but 

deeper change requires practice and support. This can help the data analysis relating to 

leadership development activities in Research Question 2. 

2.4.4 WHAT AFFECT LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT EFFECTIVENESS 

McCauley (2001) analyzed leadership development using three elements: the 

developmental activities or the intervention, the leader’s ability to learn, and the 

organizational context. The characteristics of each of the elements affect the effectiveness 

of leadership development. This section follows her idea to give an overview of the 

literature in the three areas. 

2.4.4.1 WHAT MAKE ACTIVITIES DEVELOPMENTAL 

The previous sections describe a few types of activities that can provide 

development experiences. However, not all experiences are equally developmental (DeRue 

& Myers, 2014). Research found that experiences can facilitate leadership development 

when there are challenges, feedback, and support (McCauley, 2001). 

Activities consisting of task-related challenges, such as managing large scale 

projects or influencing people without authority, can induce leadership development 

(McCauley, 2001). These forms of experience can create leadership development outcomes 

such as enhanced individual motivation, more creative decision making, greater flexibility 

and adaptability. A study elaborated developmental challenges with 5 characteristics: 

unfamiliar responsibilities, high levels of responsibility, creating change, working across 

boundaries and managing diversity (DeRue & Wellman, 2009). Unfamiliar or novel 

responsibilities are more developmental than other on-the-job tasks that are more routine 

(McCall et al., 1988). These “stretch” assignments take learners out of their comfort zone 

and help them grow (Day, 2000).  
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Leadership development is enhanced when assignments offer challenges that 

match the individuals’ developmental needs. When the challenges far exceed one’s current 

capabilities, individual can get cognitively and emotionally overwhelmed. In this situation, 

availability of feedback can help offset the impairing effect of high challenge experiences 

(DeRue & Wellman, 2009). 

Feedback can enhance individual’s performance on tasks (Ilgen & Moore, 1987). 

Specifically, in leadership development context, feedback can help individuals learn from 

challenges and the corresponding mistakes. Given opportunities and encouragement for 

reflection, leaders can use feedback to build on previous experiences for new learning 

(Densten & Gray, 2001). Use of feedback can strengthen the leader identity of individuals 

(Steffens et al., 2018). However, similar to challenges, the value of feedback depends on 

leaders’ receptivity (Braddy et al., 2013). 

In the analysis of McCauley et al. (2010), support includes social support from 

other people, as well as various kinds of assistance one can obtain from an organizational 

system during developmental experiences. Social support helps people handle the struggle 

in development, helps maintain a positive view of themselves as capable, worthy people 

who can learn and grow. It comes from other people, who play a variety of support roles. 

It can be emotional support during the difficulties of the learning process, encouragement, 

and empathy (Van Velsor et al., 2010). Supportive roles may become mentorship, which is 

a longer-term developmental relationship. 

System support can be in the form of resources and freedom for people to move 

forward to achieve development goals. It appears in the form of norms and procedures. 

Organization that are more supportive of development tend to have systems in place that 

support and reinforce learning. This is to be discussed further in the later section about 

organizational context (2.4.4.3). 
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2.4.4.2 LEADERS’ LEARNING ABILITIES AND ATTITUDES 

What a person can learn from an event depends on how the person construes the 

event into a meaningful experience. A particular activity can have all of the developmental 

features, but a leader can come away learning no lessons or even the wrong lessons. How 

much leaders can gain from developmental activities is determined by how they engage 

with the experience, which in turn is influenced by their attitude towards learning and their 

ability to learn (DeRue & Myers, 2014).  

Leaders’ motivation to learn is essential for leadership development; it is linked to 

their self-view, self-esteem, confidence (Ross, 2014). Motivated learners can engage in 

self-development; they take the initiatives to identify the focus of development, and specify 

the developmental process (Boyce et al., 2010; Nesbit, 2012). Capacity development 

requires proactive actions on the part of leaders; their cognitive capacities, personality, 

temperament, ability to regulate emotion and how their self-identity as leaders are critical 

to leadership development (Lord & Hall, 2005). Heslin & Keating (2017) theorized that 

leaders learn more from their experiences when they are in learning mode, which is defined 

as “intentionally framing and pursuing each element of the experiential learning process 

with more of a growth than a fixed mindset” (p. 368). Similar to the idea of learning mode, 

the concept of leaders’ “developmental readiness” is composed of a leader’s goal 

orientation, self-efficacy, self-awareness, cognitive complexity and metacognitive ability. 

Leaders with higher levels of developmental readiness will be better able to reflect upon 

and make meaning out of experiences, including events, challenges, and opportunities 

(Avolio & Hannah, 2008).  

The concept of learning mode or development readiness is complex, involving 

one’s motivation, cognitive complexity, personality and learning tactics (McCauley, 2010). 

This study considers librarians’ learning attributes as a potential pool of factors affecting 

leadership development effectiveness; the literature helps me to pay attention to how 

librarians’ learning readiness affects participants’ developmental experiences. 
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2.4.4.3 ORGANIZATIONAL SUPPORT TO LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 

Organizations have a responsibility to facilitate and support leadership 

development for their employees. McCauley (2001) laid out three organizational factors 

that can facilitate leadership development: leadership development strategies that link to 

the goals and strategies of the organization; human resources practice, such as reward 

system, succession planning and development tracking; and organizational culture with a 

supportive mindset, which encourages learning as a necessary part of work. In short, an 

organization’s leadership development strategies, human resources systems and culture can 

affect leadership development effectiveness.  

Leadership development strategies can help organizations align their leadership 

development effort with outcomes beneficial to the direction of the organizations (Ruben 

et al., 2018). Strategies drive the amount of resources an organization can put in providing 

training opportunities; strategies also determine how the organization conducts 

performance management and succession planning (Garavan et al., 2012), many of which 

are managed within a human resources system. While strategies can lead to a change in 

organizational culture, culture also affect the setting of strategies. To facilitate leadership 

development culture, Ashford and DeRue (2012) suggested organizations to enable people 

across all levels of the organization to not only have the skills to lead effectively, but also 

see themselves as leaders; to think about leadership as an identity or state of mind that 

anyone can enter into appropriately; and to separate leadership from formal supervision, 

and permits leadership to emerge at all levels of organizations. 

2.4.5 UNDERSTANDING LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT FOR THE STUDY 

The preceding sections (2.4.1-2.4.4) clarify the scope of leadership development, 

summarizes the types of development activities and describes a model of achieving 

development outcomes through a long-term process, and explores the three elements in 

leadership development that determine how it can happen and how effective it can be. 

These ideas formed a conceptual background on leadership development. To understand 
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librarians’ leadership development, the study is conceived to collect the types of activities 

available to academic librarians; this is addressed by Research Question 2. It also targets 

to explore what affect the effectiveness of leadership development, to be guided by 

Research Question 3. The literature provides the framework with activity features, leaders’ 

learning attitudes and organization context as three elements of leadership development; 

this is used to assist data analysis for Research Question 3. 

2.5 LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT OF ACADEMIC LIBRARIANS 

This section of literature review goes through practice and research in leadership 

development among academic libraries, in order to clarify what is known, and to establish 

a research gap. 

2.5.1 CURRENT LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT PRACTICES 

The literature does not tell us a lot about how librarians develop leadership capacity. 

Many papers describe or assess leadership programmes, including in-house training and 

programmes by external agents. A literature review found other self-directed, informal 

opportunities; they include mentoring, observing other leaders, peer-support and 

networking, and reading about leadership (Sutton & Booth, 2014). Leadership development 

experiences reported in the literature include: 1) work experiences, including on-the-job 

and in professional volunteering; 2) supportive mentors, who provide them opportunities, 

offer directions, or demonstrate exemplar leadership; and 3) purposeful development 

through programmes such as leadership programmes, workshops and fellowships (Dallis, 

2017; Fought & Misawa, 2019; McNeil, 2015). Comparing with the types of leadership 

activities in general literature (section 2.4.2), librarians also report work experiences, 

mentorship and leadership programmes, but there is no evidence that they use coaching, 

which may be more a common practice in business sector. The following sections describe 

these three activities in libraries. 
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2.5.1.1 WORK EXPERIENCES 

Among academic librarians, on-the-job experiences that provide growth 

opportunities via challenges are perceived as the most beneficial for leadership 

development (Galbraith et al., 2012; Hoffman, 2012). In academic libraries, they can be in 

forms of taskforces, committees, coordinator responsibilities, job rotation and strategic 

planning.  

Taskforces and projects provide opportunities for individuals to make visible 

contributions, manage conflicts and hone communication skills (Iannuzzi, 1992). Project 

work usually carries clearer objectives, and measures of success, with a specific time or 

landmark for beginning and end; project workers can own it in a way impossible in the 

context of operational activities, at the same time they can better demonstrate leadership 

skills (Murray, 2007). For example, in University of Western Australia, the library 

proactively collaborated with campus units on projects in teaching and research contexts, 

through which librarians developed both technical knowledge as well as generic leadership 

skills (Sputore et al., 2017). In another example, project experience allowed a relatively 

new librarian who had no titled leadership role to stretch her abilities in a safe environment; 

she was supported by well-defined project parameters and open communication with 

stakeholders (Badia, 2015). 

For executive leaders, engagement with strategic decision-making for the library 

or with university administrator is an important experience to learn first-hand about vision 

and goal-setting (Roosa, 2015). Among the various functional units in academic libraries, 

administrative experiences provide more opportunities to exercise leadership skills than 

other departments (Harris-Keith, 2015b). The same researcher further found that 

opportunities to exercise leadership skills occurred only when librarians became directors; 

the corollary is that academic librarians have little opportunity to develop the majority of 

important leadership skills before moving into director or associate director positions 

(Harris, 2019). 
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Apart from workplace engagement, professional organizations also provide the 

community of support for the development of leadership capacity (Johnston, 2013). Doing 

voluntary service at professional associations and organization is a good way of leadership 

development, one learns to manage priorities, self-direct, work with people, network, 

broaden knowledge and skills (Farrell, 2014; McManus, 2017).  

2.5.1.2 MENTORSHIP 

“Leadership growth is a process where personal paradigms are challenged.  

Mentoring helps soften the process” (Golian-Lui, 2003). Mentorship is a major source of 

support for librarians, in terms of career guidance, social support, modelling, 

encouragement, and leadership skills (Sears, 2014). Some librarians perceived mentorship 

activities valuable more for career guidance and psychosocial support than for expertise 

transfer (Harrington & Marshall, 2014).  

Mentorship relations may arise from formal programmes or many informal ways 

(Farrell et al., 2017). Among formal programmes, there is a variety of models, goals and 

activities (Lorenzetti & Powelson, 2015). Informal mentorship is more difficult to 

characterize, but its flexibility may make it a preferable alternative over formal 

programmes (James et al., 2015).  

Furthermore, mentorship nurtures leadership skills for both mentees and mentors. 

It can provide the mentors a sense of accomplishment and satisfaction. The experience can 

promote mentors’ self-awareness and reflection on their own practice (Lacy & Copeland, 

2013). A positive mentorship relationship often leads to a mentorship cycle to continuously 

grow future librarians (Lee, 2009).  

2.5.1.3 LEADERSHIP PROGRAMMES FOR LIBRARIANS 

Leadership programmes for librarians proliferated first in the US since the early 

1990s, with a surge in number of offering during the 2000s. Between 1998 and 2013, more 

than 200 distinct leadership training events were offered to more than 8,000 participants in 
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the US (Skinner & Krabbenhoeft, 2014).  Following the trend, leadership programmes 

started to set up in Canada, Europe, Australia and Hong Kong (Arabella Advisors, 2015).  

An analysis of the leadership programmes available during the early 2000s in the 

US provides an informative snapshot of the growing field at the time. Mason and 

Wetherbee (2004) compared more than 30 programmes by a number of characteristics. 

Primarily these programmes were multiday, residential in nature; they offered a mix of 

training methods, covering leadership styles, self-development and skill-building. Another 

review conducted a decade later covered programmes up to 2013 (Skinner & Krabbenhoeft, 

2014). With a richer dataset than the previous review, the researchers found the 

programmes differed highly in types and purposes; there was limited consistency in 

methodology, structure, topics covered, and outcome evaluation. There was also a notable 

lack of shared objectives or leadership competencies driving these programmes. This 

review recommended that programmes should work towards more structured designs, build 

vertical pathways of development for participants from different career levels, and create 

sector-specific content.  

In terms of programme formats, the most common ones include discussion, guest 

speakers, mentorship, case studies, projects, site visits and networking (Arabella Advisors, 

2015). For instance, the NextGen: Next Decade Programme was conducted in 2011 with 

24 professionals from university libraries in Hong Kong, Singapore and Shanghai. It 

spanned 4 months, included face-to-face workshops, tele-workshops, project meetings and 

individual learning challenges (O’Connor, 2014).  

Programme formats should support curriculum design. For example, to consolidate 

leadership concepts, small group discussions to work on cases or problem-solving is a good 

method to turn theories into applications (Herold, 2014). Some programmes are designed 

for professionals at particular stages of their careers. Some focus at leadership skills at the 

executive level (Sayers & Talvé, 2009). The Snowbird Leadership Institute in the US 

targeted at young librarians with less than 5 years of professional experience (Neely & 
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Winston, 1999). ARL Research Library Leadership Fellows Programme targets at senior 

library administrators with potential to be CEO of research libraries (Webster & Young, 

2009).  

Some libraries invite their own human resources department or external consultant 

to design programmes specific to their needs (Feldmann et al., 2013). For examples, 

University of Western Australia Library (Jones et al., 2019), the University of Houston 

Libraries (Camille & Westbrook, 2013); and the University Library at University of 

Saskatchewan, Canada (Mierke, 2014) organized in-house programmes. The one at 

Saskatchewan consisted of traditional training, peer-to-peer coaching and action learning. 

It successfully raised the degree of library staff engagement and values alignment. The 

programme created a culture that supports participatory management, open communication, 

opportunities for achievement, and relationships built on honesty and trust; employees felt 

empowered to exercise leadership where they stand, had greater appreciation for and focus 

on ensuring effecting team functioning, and they routinely looked to identify efficiencies 

to processes and solutions to problems (Mierke & Williamson, 2017). 

Intensive institutes can provide a rich development opportunity. They can support 

the learning of in-depth knowledge, offer extended schedule for deeper learning, 

collaboration, engagement, reflection, and enhanced opportunity for networking with peers 

(Blakesley, 2014). Prolonged interactions with facilitators or peers in programmes can lead 

to meaningful learning (Attebury, 2017).  

2.5.2 WEAKNESSES AND CHALLENGES  

Leadership development practices in librarianship face a number of issues. There 

appears to be an over-reliance on leadership programmes, which do not seem to be able to 

demonstrate assessable outcomes. A better understanding of leadership development 

should therefore help the profession find better ways out. More empirical studies, like the 

current one, are direly needed. 
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Formal leadership programmes cannot be the primary engine of leadership 

development. “Short-term, broadly conceptualized leadership skill institutes often do not 

(and cannot) offer the kind of protracted experiential learning that the work environment 

does” (Harris-Keith, 2015a, p. 22). However, there seems to be an erroneous belief that 

leadership develops mainly in leadership programmes. Although the profession recognizes 

the importance of developing leadership capacity, systematic or strategic leadership 

development does not seem to be a widespread practice among academic libraries. 

Libraries do not always have a clear picture of the development needs of staff, and often 

lack a strategic focus (Cossham & Fields, 2007). Academic libraries fall short on having 

strategic views or plans in leadership development. Practices tend to be piecemeal rather 

than holistic.  

There is not enough emphasis to create learning from day-to-day experience and 

feedback. Intentional on-the-job development is not widespread (Rooney, 2010). For 

university libraries, there is a lack of clear measures for leadership performance to 

illuminate effective individuals. Especially for junior librarians, opportunities to develop 

and display leadership ability are rare. It is a challenge to find ways for ambitious librarians 

to grow into leaders in an environment where little is measured that can distinguish 

individuals’ promises (Renaud & Murray, 2003).  

Most mentoring relationships are accidental (Renaud & Murray, 2003). There is a 

general lack of intentional designs and evaluation (Lorenzetti & Powelson, 2015); planning 

and training for both mentors and mentees in formal mentorship are not getting enough 

attention among librarians participating in such programmes (Hicks, 2011). 

Leadership programmes are taken as the mainstream approach to leadership 

development for librarians; however, systematic outcomes evaluation of these programmes 

is still lacking.  Furthermore, there is no established set of leadership competencies that can 

drive their design and assessment (Mason & Wetherbee, 2004). Many programmes lack a 

clear statement of the foundation, goals and objectives, anticipated outcomes, the 
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relationship of the content to the foundation, and the mechanism for evaluation. Evaluation 

was typically based on short term outputs such as number of participants or satisfaction; 

little is known of the long-term progression of leader behaviors and skill mastery 

(Romaniuk & Haycock, 2011).  There is a need for a more thorough examination of the 

impact of these programmes. Most programmes use self-report evaluation forms (Mason 

& Wetherbee, 2004). There have been reports on positive change of participants’ 

behaviours and attitudes (Crawley-Low, 2013), and how participants found the programme 

activities helped them to become more self-aware of personal strengths and hidden values 

(Fallon et al., 2011), these positive anecdotes are mostly self-report. It is hard to link 

programme outcomes to objective evidence such as behavioural change or career 

progression. A longitudinal study found that even when the participants perceived 

enormous benefits from a programme on their professional lives, there was no strong 

evidence of leadership-related behavioural impact when compared to a control group 

(Hinman & Williams, 2002). More recently, Yang and her colleagues (2016) surveyed the 

attendees of the annual leadership institute organized by the University of Hong Kong 

Libraries (HKULLI) between 2003 and 2013. The respondents indicated positively that the 

programme brought behavioural change and organizational impact. The authors found it 

difficult to establish a conclusive causal link between institute attendance and the 

subsequent changes in participants’ professional lives.  

There is little evidence demonstrating that leadership development practices 

among libraries are effective (Brundy, 2018). For both mentorship programmes and 

leadership programmes, there is not enough effort in outcome monitoring and assessment. 

This study would help librarians to have a better understanding of the various factors for 

effective development of leadership capacity, and hence embark on better programme 

design and outcomes assessment. 
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2.5.3 EMPIRICAL STUDIES ON LIBRARIANS’ LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 

Several empirical studies have looked at leadership development of academic 

librarians; most of them cover specific aspects such as mentoring, leadership programmes 

and preparedness of leaders in general. Only a few examined leadership development 

perception and experiences of academic librarians; majority of these studies focus on 

library directors. Five research particularly relevant to this current study are outlined as 

follows. 

Fought and Misawa (2019) examined the career journeys of academic health 

sciences library directors to understand their leadership development experiences. They 

identified the research gap that no previous studies had examined how various leadership 

development activities interrelated and progressed during one’s career journey. They 

interviewed 11 directors to explore what led them to their leadership positions. Using 

thematic analysis, they identified 4 themes: breadth of experience, focused preparation, 

mentors and recognition and development of leadership potential. 

Attebury (2016, 2017) studied librarians’ previous experience in development 

through interviewing 10 librarians. It was not specific to leadership development, but it was 

the only study that sought to understand the experiences as librarians went through 

developmental activities including reading groups, committee involvement, job shadowing 

and more. Through getting participants to recall developmental experiences that were 

meaningful and transforming, the study found that prolonged interaction with facilitators 

was a major factor in meaningful developmental activities. 

Martin measured the perception of academic library directors in the US on 

Transformational Leadership (Martin, 2015); he conducted a similar study later with 

librarians (Martin, 2016), measuring librarians’ perception of Transformational Leadership 

of their directors. He used the Multifactor Leadership Questionnaire, the standardized tool 

for assessing transformational leadership behaviours. In the director study, he found the 
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directors surveyed demonstrated transactional behaviours more than transformational. 

While in the second study, librarians’ overall perceptions indicated their library leaders 

needed to improve their use of the transformational components to make their libraries 

more open to change. 

Harris-Keith (2015b) also studied career journeys of library directors; but she took 

a different focus. She surveyed academic library directors at master’s granting institutions 

in the US, focusing on their previous library positions, skills they perceived to have 

exercised in those positions. With close to 300 survey responses, her findings revealed that 

administrative positions were much stronger than other functional areas in preparing 

librarians for directorship. 

Rooney (2010) surveyed middle managers in academic libraries in the US. His 

study was among the minority that did not study directors. He examined the amount of 

training middle managers received before they took their positions. Findings indicated a 

moderate but insufficient training was available to middle managers. Respondents 

identified training, on-the-job assignments and mentorship as useful development methods.  

These studies provide examples on research method for this study. Among the 5 

study, two were qualitative studies (Attebury, 2016, 2017; Fought & Misawa, 2019). Both 

used interviews to collect rich data and then analyzed data with thematic analysis. 

Attebury’s studies collected experiences of librarians going through development 

programmes. Martin’s studies used surveys to collect perceptual ratings on leadership 

behaviours; he analyzed the data using descriptive statistics. Research design elements in 

these studies provide references for the current research.  

Some of their findings can inform the current study. Middle managers said they 

developed through training, work assignments and mentorship, although the amount they 

could get were insufficient (Rooney, 2010); on the other hand, directors got the most 

development only when they were in administration positions (Harris-Keith, 2015b). These 
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indicated that more effort is needed to make leadership development available for librarians 

at all levels in their organizations. On the quality side, the 4 themes in the path of medical 

library directors should have certain relevance to this study.  

2.5.4 STUDIES IN HONG KONG LIBRARIANS’ LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 

Very little about leadership development among Hong Kong academic librarians 

has been discussed in the literature. There has been no empirical research about how 

librarians develop leadership capacity in university libraries in Hong Kong.  

There are reports about staff development in general; for instance, Sidorko & Woo 

(2008) described the initiatives in the University of Hong Kong Libraries to improve 

customer services, in which a key component was a series of staff workshops provided by 

local consultants. Chan (2012) explained how HKUST Library staff remained dynamically 

capable via environmental scanning and continuous staff development. In 2014, a survey 

of JULAC staff revealed that 85% of the respondents found staff development important, 

and that the most common channels of staff development were on-the-job training, personal 

reading, and conference participations (Lee, 2015). So far there has not been any systematic 

study of leadership development of Hong Kong academic librarians. 

2.6 HOW THE LITERATURE INFORMS THIS STUDY 

The literature reviewed in this chapter provides a better understanding of the 

theories and issues concerning leadership capacity and leadership development. I focused 

the study on the development of library leaders’ capacity as individuals, as oppose to the 

capacity of collectives. With the understanding of leadership capacity to support leadership 

processes of goal-setting and influence, and that leadership capacity could be viewed as a 

composite construct with three components, the study aimed to first answer the Research 

Question 1 on librarians’ perception of leadership capacity. The answer to this question 

established the kinds of outcomes leadership development should aim for.  
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Research Question 2 then aimed to find out the types of development activities in 

academic libraries, and explored how they support growing leadership capacity. The 

literature also informed the study by highlighting the three elements in leadership 

development. To explore what affect the effectiveness of leadership development, which 

is the purpose of Research Question 3, the study could investigate the characteristics of 

these 3 elements when analyzing data: the activities, the leaders as learners, and the 

organizational context. 

2.7 SUMMARY 

This chapter summarizes the literature that inform this study, covering concepts in 

leadership, capacity and leadership development. Practices and research specific to 

librarianship was covered. 

This study approaches leadership as a process, in which leaders create shared goals 

and influence others to achieve the goals. Leaders’ capacity is a complex construct that 

consists of three components: competencies, personal attributes and actions. To perform 

effective actions, leaders combine competencies and attributes dynamically at various 

leadership contexts. Many scholars have drawn up lists of leadership attributes, 

competencies and actions of good leaders; yet there is no consistent framework.  

In academic libraries, executive leaders and frontline librarians both set goals and 

exert influence at their positions. The literature indicates that library leaders are more 

motivated by social values; and they exert influence mostly using social relationship rather 

than material rewards. In general librarianship literature on leadership research is still 

insufficient and scattered. Research and discussion of leadership capacity are mostly based 

on directors’ perspectives and anecdotal accounts. Our knowledge on library leaders’ 

capacity is also rather scant. The Core Leadership Competency Model for librarians is the 

most structured effort in the field. It provides a set of vocabulary for describing 

competencies. 
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Leadership development in this study focuses on the development of individuals’ 

leadership capacity. Development activities reported in the literature included work 

experiences, mentorship and training programmes. They deliver outcomes through a long-

term process, with proximal outcomes from learning through experiences and training; and 

distal intrapersonal change via practice, support, reflection and feedback. 

Development happens when leaders come across challenges, receive feedback and 

support. How individuals engage with developmental activities depends on their attitudes 

and abilities to learn. Organizations can facilitate development opportunities for their staff. 

Organizational environment including leadership development strategies, human resources 

structure and work culture influence how leadership development happens in an 

organization.  

In librarianship literature, leadership development often assumes a focus of 

managerial leaders and their path to directorship. Most literature on leadership 

development is about leadership programmes, some reports on mentorship. Relatively few 

explore how on-the-job experiences develop leadership capacity. A few academic libraries 

report in-house leadership programmes, and some implement succession planning to drive 

leadership development effort; yet these seem to be special cases. Systematic leadership 

development strategies on leadership development do not appear to be a widespread 

practice in academic librarianship. 

Most librarianship literature on leadership development describe specific kinds of 

activities such as leadership programmes and mentorship; a small number investigated 

official leaders’ career pathway. Despite the widespread interest in leadership development 

in academic librarianship, there is no empirical studies on how practicing librarians 

experience leadership development; specifically, there is a gap of knowledge about how 

academic librarians in Hong Kong develop leadership capacity in their work context. The 

current study aims to contribute to this research gap. 
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By exploring the practices in Hong Kong academic libraries and development 

experiences of academic librarians at all ranks, the findings of this study illustrate librarians’ 

perception of leadership and leadership capacity, outline the process of individual’s 

leadership development, and identify enabling factors and barriers in development. It can 

inform libraries and librarians about future plan for better leadership capacity of both the 

organizations and the professionals. 

After capturing the literature underlying this study, the next chapter is going to 

introduce the research methodology and explains the data collection methods in details. 
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CHAPTER 3 RESEARCH METHOD 

The research explores how academic librarians develop leadership capacity, using 

librarians in Hong Kong universities as participants. Professional librarians from 5 public-

funded universities participated. The study examines librarians’ perception on leadership 

capacity, their experiences in developing capacity, and their views on what affect 

leadership development effectiveness. Data was collected via an anonymous online 

questionnaire survey followed by one-on-one semi-structured interviews.  

This chapter first restate the research questions; it then explains the choice of 

exploratory qualitative study as the research design and choice of participants. It describes 

the data collection methods and outlines the data analysis. The procedures for conducting 

the survey and interviews are then explained. The research ethics and the role of the 

researchers are considered. At the end, it discusses issues of reliability and validity.  

3.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The study attempts to explore how academic librarians develop leadership capacity. 

Three research questions guide the study: 

RQ1: How do academic librarians perceive leadership capacity in their work 
environment? 

RQ2: What kinds of activities help them develop leadership capacity? 

RQ3: What factors affect the effectiveness of leadership development? 

The first research question establishes a better understanding of what leadership 

capacity means to practising librarians; the second question explores what leadership 

development activities are available; the last question explores the dynamics of leadership 

development in the organizational context of university libraries.  



54 
 

3.2 RESEARCH DESIGN 

3.2.1 A QUALITATIVE STUDY 

As a novice researcher, I first learnt to make an informed choice between a 

qualitative research approach and a quantitative one. Creswell (2014) framed the two 

approaches as different ends on a continuum: “qualitative research is an approach for 

exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human 

problem” while quantitative approach is “for testing objective theories by examining the 

relationship among variables” (Creswell, 2014, p.4). A qualitative approach is suitable in 

the following conditions: when an issue needs to be explored; the variables are yet to be 

identified and cannot be easily measured; there is little predetermined information from the 

literature to rely on; and when we need a complex, detailed understanding of an issue 

(Creswell, 2013).  

Quantitative methods are powerful for testing hypotheses, allowing the 

development of complicated causal models and the replication of findings across settings. 

However, they are not well suited for exploring meanings that leaders and followers ascribe 

to events and experiences (Klenke, 2008). Leadership studies are often multidisciplinary 

and context-dependent; qualitative research methods are particularly valuable as they 

provide extensive, thick description which help to explore the context and experiences of 

participants.  

This study aims to explore the dynamics of leadership development of academic 

librarians. There is no hypothesis to test, and no established variables in the literature that 

measure activities in librarians’ leadership development. On the contrary, a qualitative 

approach allows the study to examine the evidence to its subtlety, and to describe the 

findings with details and nuances. Among the research in librarian leadership, qualitative 

approach is the dominant option. They employ interviews and surveys to collect qualitative 

data. For example, Fought & Misawa (2019) conducted a qualitative study on the 
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leadership development and preparedness of medical library directors in their career 

journeys, through interviewing 11 participants in the US. Another study using interviews 

with public librarians explored their capability to innovation (Freeburg, 2018). One 

research adopted a qualitative approach to analyze followers’ perception on leader qualities 

based on survey data (Martin, 2018). Irwin & DeVries (2018) used survey and phone 

interviews to explore the experiences of interim directors. All these examples deployed 

thematic analysis to draw insights from perceptual data.  

In sum, a qualitative approach is a suitable one to explore different social 

mechanisms, processes and forces that shape librarians’ experiences and perception. It fits 

the purpose of this study. 

3.2.2 AN INDUCTIVE, EXPLORATORY APPROACH 

This research explores perception of practicing librarians on leadership capacity 

and their experiences in leadership development. As discussed in the literature review 

chapter, there are very few studies on librarians’ perspective on leadership capacity and 

their leadership development experiences; there is no conceptual model nor well-defined 

variables for the issue. To my best knowledge, there were only a small number of empirical 

research on librarians’ leadership development experiences; most of them were conducted 

in the US, focusing on preparation for leadership positions. This research was the first of 

its kind, examining leadership development experiences of library leaders not tied to 

positions, in Hong Kong context. University libraries in Hong Kong share similar 

operational context and leadership challenges with libraries in other major English-

speaking countries; yet there should be local features that are worth exploring.  

The study looks into participants’ perception of leadership capacity, and how they 

perceive their development experiences. There are two reasons for using perceptions in this 

study. Firstly, how library leaders perceive leadership reflects their perspectives on the 

issue and what leadership means to them. It is worth investigating as the personal views 
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and meaning-making on leadership capacity affect their attitude on making development 

effort. Secondly, it is more feasible for a study of this scale to collect perceptual data. The 

alternatives, such as observing leaders’ actual behaviours at real life leadership situations, 

or physically assessing leadership outcomes, is not practical to carry out nor effective to 

reach useful measurement. I am aware of the limitation on a study relying on perception. 

Perceived value is an important measure for leadership performance (Shingler et al., 2008); 

yet, it is a subjective measure after all. What participants perceive may not reflect the reality. 

For example, a librarian may perceive creativity not important at his or her position, yet it 

might be the case that creativity would help his or her performance, but the librarian is not 

aware of that. This limitation is to be further elaborated in Chapter 8, section 8.6. 

As the first study on this topic in Hong Kong, this study is conceived to be 

exploratory in nature, with the intention to discover key constructs in the complex process 

of leadership development, rather than to make measurement or establish inferential 

relationship between known variables. It follows a pragmatic paradigm and a realist 

approach to understand the phenomenon. How librarians make meanings out of their 

experiences is worked out within the framework of the social structure they are in, which 

are “invisible but nonetheless real” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 4).  

The study is inductive and exploratory in the sense that it attempts to understand 

the phenomenon from a broad angle without presuming any conceptual framework. Such 

exploratory approach is "designed to maximize the discovery of generalizations leading to 

description and understanding of an area of social and psychological life” (Stebbins, 2001, 

p. 3).  

To initiate the exploration of leadership capacity with participants, a set of 

vocabulary for leadership competencies was used in the data collection instruments. The 

vocabulary assisted but did not limit how participants expressed their views; it did not 

confine data analysis and exploration of themes in the data. 
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3.2.3 THE COMPETENCY MODEL  

As reported in literature review, there is no clear picture of what librarians’ 

leadership capacity is like. Different opinion pieces and limited empirical research propose 

various lists, consisting of a mix of competencies, attributes and behaviors; those lists are 

often not very clearly defined. This poses a challenge to data collection in this study: how 

to explore leadership capacity with participants in a meaningful way? Some kinds of 

common vocabulary describing leadership competencies should be helpful to this end. 

The Leadership Competency Model for librarians (Ammons-Stephens et al., 2009) 

provides a set of such vocabulary. The model covers seventeen competencies in four 

domains: Cognitive ability, Vision, Interpersonal effectiveness and Managerial 

effectiveness (Figure 1 in section 2.3.2.2).  

The model was built for librarians; hence it should be more relevant to and 

applicable in library context than competency models in other professions. It is the only 

widely-cited model of librarian leadership competencies; and informed many leadership 

studies and competency research in librarianship (Chow & Rich, 2019; Dotson & Jones, 

2011; Le, 2014; Martin, 2018; Seemiller & Murray, 2013; Wong, 2019). Nevertheless, 

there has been no literature reporting cases of application in library recruitment, 

performance assessment or leadership development.  

In this study, the model serves as a set of vocabulary for the researcher to explore 

leadership capacity and the participants to describe their understanding or experience of 

such an elusive concept. It was mainly used in the survey questionnaire, where respondents 

were asked to give their perceptual ratings on the competencies, and suggest competencies 

that were not in the model. The set of vocabulary facilitated respondents to express their 

views; it did not restrict how they described leadership. 

The data collection uses the whole set of competencies to assist participants express 

their views on leadership capacity. During interviews, the survey result served to initiate 
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the discussion, which did not necessarily unfold around the structure of the competency 

model.  

Although it was compiled by librarians in the US, the competencies and the four 

domains are universal. Librarians from different culture may put different weight on 

different competencies. For the purpose of this study, which did not start with any 

presumption, it was considered not necessary to exclude or modify certain domains or 

competencies in the data collection.  

The model defines each competency with a brief description. While the definitions 

were explained in the data collection, in particular the survey questionnaire, it was 

understood that some participants could have different interpretations to some terms. Such 

mismatch affected the numeric response in the survey; but did not affect interview data. 

During interviews, ambiguous interpretations were clarified. 

In sum, the model assists data collection without limiting how the participants 

express their views. In other words, it does not undermine the exploratory nature of the 

study. The model helps data collection only by giving participants a set of terms to talk 

about leadership capacity. The result to be reported can demonstrate that the model does 

not confine the ways participants express leadership capacity. Many participants added 

other competencies in their survey input; they placed high emphasizes on some 

competencies and paid little attention to others. The model serves the purpose in exposing 

competencies that librarians find relevant to their leadership performance. 

3.3 THE CHOICE OF SAMPLE  

3.3.1 DEFINING THE UNIT OF ANALYSIS 

In qualitative research, specifying the unit of analysis is a key decision point. It is 

about “what you want to be able to say something about at the end of the study” (Patton, 

2002, p. 100). In this study, the decision is determined by the research questions.  Since it 

aims to explore how librarians develop individual’s leadership capacity, to understand their 
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perception and experience in leadership development, the unit of analysis is individual 

librarians. I do not choose libraries as the unit of analysis because the purpose of the study 

is not about investigating the collectives. Although librarians’ leadership development 

experiences are deeply connected with the libraries as their work context, it is the 

individuals that this study intended to learn more about. 

In a qualitative study, a crucial consideration about participants is the potential of 

them to provide insight and help the researcher understand the phenomenon (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). Library directors and librarians in various ranks are considered the 

appropriate source of information to answer the research questions of this study. Most 

leadership research in librarianship takes the perspective of official heads, specifically 

library directors and senior administrators. In this study, I am interested in understanding 

how practicing librarians at all levels make meanings out of their leadership and leadership 

development experiences; therefore, librarians at all levels of the organizational hierarchy 

are the potential sample. They form an “information rich” group; and “offer useful 

manifestations of the phenomenon of interest” (Patton, 2002; p.40).  

3.3.2 PURPOSIVE SAMPLING 

Purposive sampling is one of the nonprobability methods in which the sample is 

purposively selected based on the researcher’s knowledge or expertise about the group of 

interest (Berg, 2007). The study takes librarians working in JULAC libraries as the 

population. JULAC libraries are a consortium of 8 libraries in the 8 UGC-funded 

universities. The study involves JULAC librarians for a number of reasons.  

Firstly, the UGC universities are all quality institutions that are active in teaching 

and research; many of them are prestigious locally as well as internationally. To support 

their parent institutions, JULAC libraries face many leadership challenges that are common 

to academic libraries globally, making the issue of leadership and leadership development 

even more salient. 
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Second, JULAC libraries share considerable commonalities in organizational 

context. Although their universities differ in size, scope and strategic priorities, sharing the 

same funding environment of UGC gives JULAC libraries a similar human resources 

management structure. Particularly relevant to this study is the fact that, they all uphold the 

requirement of professional qualification for the rank of professional librarians, using the 

same standard of accredited master’s programmes. Therefore, JULAC librarians have 

similar background in professional training and working context. At the time of the study, 

there were about 170 professional librarians in all JULAC libraries together; this formed a 

sizable pool for purposive sampling.  

Lastly, I have personal interest to study JULAC libraries because I have been 

working in one of them. For the same reason, the group was a more readily accessible pool 

of participants for me. As I was an “insider” in this study, I paid extra attention in the 

sampling process, interviewing approaches, and data analysis in order to minimize any 

effect that might have. Details is explained in section 3.7. 

The study does not limit the sampling to one or a subset of JULAC members, for 

the advantage of having a bigger pool of participants for sampling, and also allowing 

possible institutional differences to show. Although the 8 libraries have a lot in common, 

there might be differential factors relating to librarians’ leadership development that is not 

perceived before. I asked the 8 JULAC directors for consent to be participants and also let 

their librarians participate in this study. Consequently, 5 library directors replied positively.  

The study collects data in two phases. The first one is an anonymous online 

questionnaire survey that intends to form a baseline understanding of the issue by capturing 

input from a larger group of respondents. The second phase is in-depth interviews with 22 

librarians; this forms the main body of data for the study. The interviewees did not have to 

take part in the survey. Since the survey guaranteed anonymity, interviewees were not 

asked to identify their responses in the survey. With this data collection plan, all librarians 

in the 5 participating libraries were invited to fill out the anonymous questionnaire in phase 
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one. As for phase two, participants were recruited in a way to form a wide representation 

across libraries, functional units and levels in hierarchy.  

For the interviews, the sampling aims to involve enough number of participants to 

attain data saturation, the point at which no new information is observed (Hatch, 2002). 

According to Guest et al. (2006), data saturation can be achieved with 12 to 20 interviews. 

I used the staff directories of the 5 libraries to identify potential participants, then invited 

them one-by-one via emails. Based on their responses, I evaluated the distribution of the 

available participants, then selected the next ones for invitation. Details of data collection 

design and steps are to be described in following two sections. 

3.4 DATA COLLECTION METHOD 

The data collection composes of two parts: a survey in phase one, and interviews 

in phase two. 

3.4.1 QUESTIONNAIRE SURVEY 

Survey is often used in quantitative studies with the purpose to generalize from a 

sample to a population, so that inferences can be made about some characteristic, attitude, 

or behavior of the population (Creswell, 2014). In qualitative studies, a questionnaire 

survey is a means to collect responses through both open and closed questions from a larger 

number of respondents than interviews are capable of. The nature of the data collection is 

very similar to a formally structured interview in which a set of predetermined questions 

in a standardized order is used to solicit responses (Berg, 2007). Apart from the ability to 

get responses from a wider audience, a questionnaire survey can collect structured 

responses that helps to illustrate a phenomenon that is not yet well-understood. 

When the study started, there was no previous knowledge or framework on 

academic librarians’ leadership development in Hong Kong. Therefore, a questionnaire 

survey was designed as the first phase of data collection for two purposes: firstly, it gave 

me an outline of librarian leadership and leadership development as perceived by librarians 
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in Hong Kong, which was completely absent in existing literature. Second, the collective 

response provided discussion points for in-depth exploration with interviewees in the 

second phase of data collection.  

The questionnaire collected quantitative and qualitative data using both open and 

closed questions in three sections: respondents’ views on leadership competencies, their 

memorable experiences in leadership development, and demographic information.  

3.4.1.1 RATINGS ON TWO PERCEPTIONS 

In the first section, for each of the 17 competencies of the model, respondents rated 

on two independent 5-point Likert-type scales, namely, how important the competency was 

for their work performance, and how interested they were to pursue such development. The 

two scales capture two different aspects of respondents’ perception to competencies; one 

is made with reference to their current work positions, one reveals their interest on further 

development. Both aspects are relevant in the context of leadership development; and the 

two perceptions do not necessarily align. For example, a librarian may find a competency 

important for his/her work, but may have no interest to learn more about it; the opposite 

can also happen. There can be various reasons that a librarian rates a competency high in 

one scale and low in another. The two aspects would reveal a more detail picture of the 

perception on competencies that lead to answers to RQ1. It would have been informative 

to include a third rating that solicited respondents to rate their skill levels of each 

competency; however, in order to avoid making the questionnaire too complex to respond, 

the design was limited to 2 ratings.  

The ratings sit on the 5-point scales in which the middle is a neutral point; 

respondents can use it to express positive or negative perception in two degrees on each 

direction. With the exploratory nature of the study, considering respondents might not 

know very much about these competencies before the survey, 5-point scales should be 

sufficient to allow them to express their perception. A finer gradient such as 7-point scales 

might have given unnecessarily burden to the respondents. After going through the 



63 
 

competencies, respondents were asked to name additional competencies that they found 

important or were interested to develop.  

A screenshot of the rating section is shown in Figure 3. The whole questionnaire 

is attached in this report in Appendix 4. 

 
Figure 3: Screenshot of Questionnaire (Competency Ratings) 

3.4.1.2 LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT ACTIVITIES 

The second section of the questionnaire contains one question that touches on 

previous leadership development activities (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4: Screenshot of Questionnaire (Development Experiences) 

Respondents described any memorable leadership development experiences they 

had, in either positive or negative sense; and reflected on what made them a success or 

failure. These comments can help answer RQ2. The answers can provide examples of the 
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kinds of leadership development activities librarians had, and hence provide directions for 

exploration in later interviews. 

3.4.1.3 DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS 

The third section collects background information in 4 aspects: the respondent’s 

affiliation, functional areas, years of experience, and leadership responsibilities. The first 

two, affiliation and functional areas, helped me to monitor if the questionnaire reached 

respondents from different libraries and units. Regarding the other two aspects, years of 

experience and leadership responsibilities, they might influence how librarians perceive 

leadership competency and development; I therefore included them in the survey. A 

screenshot (Figure 5) shows what the demographic questions look like in the questionnaire. 

 
Figure 5: Screenshot of Questionnaire (Demographic Section) 

3.4.2 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

In qualitative research, interviews take more of the form of a dialogue or an 

interaction rather than a question-and-answer session. It is a conversation with a purpose; 

it helps researchers to understand the interpersonal, social and cultural aspects of the 
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phenomenon, and to place them into a larger context (Erlandson et al., 1993). Therefore, to 

gather perception, viewpoints, description, experience, interviewing is a primary mode of 

data collection. “Interviewing is necessary when we cannot observe behavior, feelings, or 

how people interpret the world around them.  It is also necessary to interview when we are 

interested in past events that are impossible to replicate” (Merriam, 2009, p.88).  They are 

useful in researching new and evolving phenomena, as they allow for in-depth discussion 

in rich detail (Connaway & Radford, 2017). 

With reference to Merriam (2009), interviews can be categorized in terms of the 

amount of the inherent structure, ranging on a continuum from highly structured, 

questionnaire-driven interviews to unstructured, open-ended, conversational formats. Most 

common in case study is semi-structured interview that is guided by a set of basic questions 

and issues to be explored without predetermining exact wording nor specific order of 

questions (Merriam, 1998). The more open approach “allows the research to respond to the 

situation at hand, to the emerging worldwide of the respondent, and to new ideas on the 

topic” (Merriam, 2009, p.90). The central questions and issues are usually written as an 

interview guide; with the guide, the interviewer allows the conversation to flow naturally 

and be spontaneous, yet follows up questions covering unexplored areas appropriately 

without the need to keep the interview on a fixed track (Erlandson et al., 1993). 

Semi-structured interviews are commonly used in qualitative studies in the areas 

of leadership development. They are particularly popular with studies that explore 

subjective experiences of participants in the natural setting. In the exploratory study of 

leadership development in colleges and universities in North America, a purposeful sample 

of deans and associate deans was interviewed to describe their experiences and perspectives 

on the state of formal leadership education. The qualitative interview served as a useful 

methodological tool for understanding the experiences, challenges, and suggestions of 

these academic leaders (Gigliotti, 2017). To seek understanding of the experiences of 

academic librarians as they participate in professional development, a study conducted 
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semi-structured interviews with ten participants to discuss professional development 

activities that they believe have had a meaningful or transformational impact on themselves 

and their careers (Attebury, 2017). In an evaluative study of an in-house leadership 

development programme in a Canadian university library, 20 employees were interviewed 

for their experiences and perceived change (Crawley-Low, 2013). In a study of how 

academic library directors engage the top management teams in decision-making, semi-

structured interviews were conducted with 34 participants (Roosa, 2015). 

This study uses semi-structured interviews to collect data. The interviews cover 

the participants’ personal perceptions and experiences, using open-ended questions 

structured around the research questions but allow new ideas to be brought into the 

interviews. Open-ended questions provide flexibility to probe further in specific points, and 

to jump between questions in an order that follow the flow of the conversation. 

Each interview lasted about an hour. At the opening, I explained the background 

of the study, clarified any questions they might have. To build rapport, I first told them 

briefly my career path as a professional librarian, and then asked them to tell me theirs. 

This dialog provided background information of the interviewees, and at the same time set 

a friendly tone for the interviews. 

After the opening, I turned to the survey result summary, which was a 4-page pdf 

file I sent to interviewees before the interviews. I asked them for comments and questions. 

I sent the report to them beforehand to give interviewees more information about leadership 

development and about the study. Some interviewees looked through it and some did not. 

That difference in preparedness did not affect the way the interviews were conducted.  

The survey report initiated the dialog about leadership capacity and leadership 

development experiences. It led to the questions about their views on leadership 

competencies, ways to develop them, and how individuals might develop them differently. 

This list of questions in this main part of the interview is shown in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Guiding Questions in Interviews 

Interviewees were encouraged to talk about leadership capacity in their own ways, 

with or without using the vocabulary from the competency model. This discussion 

contributes to data supporting RQ1 and RQ3. 

The next set of questions asks interviewees to recall memorable leadership 

development experiences. With a lot of open questions, I explored with the interviewees 

how those memorable experiences were effective or not effective. Probing with memorable 

experiences was also used in interviews of a similar research on librarians’ developmental 

experiences (Attebury, 2017). The data from this section answered RQ2 and RQ3. 

The last set of questions asks interviewees to talk about how organization practices 

affected their leadership development. The literature review shows that organizational 

context is a key factor on leadership development effectiveness (section 2.4.4.3). This 

group of questions explores the organizational factors to answer RQ3. 
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Throughout the interviews, Interviewees could choose to comment on any points 

that interested them. They were not asked to go through every competency in the model. 

Interviewees freely commented on the competencies that drew their attention; they talked 

about their own experiences as leaders and followers, what they thought leaders should be 

like, and shared learning experiences that they found memorable. Whenever appropriate, I 

prompted them to clarify their descriptions and to reflect on the experiences. With the 

flexibility of the semi-structured nature, apart from the opening with the discussion on the 

survey results, the rest of the discussion did not necessarily follow the exact order described 

above. It was common for interviewees to refer to a point made earlier in a conversation 

and then elaborated further. The choice of semi-structured interview as the data collection 

in this study avoids imposing a pre-set framework; it gives the participants freedom to 

describe their perception and experiences.  

The interview guide (Appendix 5) shows the detail structure of the interviews. The 

same guide was used with all interviewees. 

3.4.3 CONNECTING THE SURVEY AND INTERVIEWS 

The survey intended to capture input on the issue from a bigger group of 

participants, so as to create a baseline understanding for more in-depth exploration in 

interviews. The survey was anonymous; whether the interviewees filled out the survey or 

not was not a consideration. The survey result was used to open the dialog in interviews; 

apart from that, interviewees could refer to the survey anytime or not at all. The data from 

the two phases of data collection is put together to find answers for the research questions, 

as shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2: Linking Data Collection to Research Questions 

Research Questions Survey Data Interview Data 
RQ1. How do academic 
librarians perceive 
leadership capacity in 
their work environment? 

• Perceptual ratings 
on competencies 

• Additional 
competencies not 
in the model 

• Views on 
competencies 

 

RQ2. What kinds of 
activities help them 
develop leadership 
capacity? 

• Memorable 
leadership 
development 
experiences 

• Memorable 
leadership 
development 
experiences 

RQ3. What factors affect 
the effectiveness of 
leadership development? 

 • How to develop 
competencies 

• What made 
experiences 
memorable 

• Organizational 
factors affecting 
leadership 
development  

 

3.5 DATA COLLECTION PROCESS 

Data collection was conducted from September 2017 to March 2018. It started with 

a pilot test with 3 librarians. After slight refinement to the questionnaire and interview 

guide, data collection was conducted. 

3.5.1 PILOT TESTING 

Two librarians and one director from one library were invited for pilot testing. They 

tested out the questionnaire and the interview process. The three testers filled out the survey 

in early September 2017. Afterwards I summarized data into a one-sheet report. In 

subsequent interviews with the three pilot-testers, I used the survey summary to initiate 

discussion. After each interview, I conducted the transcription process, and experimented 

with data coding. 

With the testers’ feedback to the data collection instrument, together with my trial 

of data analysis, the questionnaire was slightly modified in wordings and layout; the 

interview guide was also improved to achieve a smoother flow. Since there were no major 
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changes in the data collection instrument after the pilot test, the pilot data was also included 

in the corpus of data for analysis. 

3.5.2 INVITING LIBRARIES’ PARTICIPATION, SURVEY DISTRIBUTION 

Invitations to participate in this study were sent to the directors of 8 JULAC 

libraries in late September 2017 (Appendix 1). The invitations explained the background 

of the study, solicited the directors to be interviewees, and asked for permission to involve 

their librarians in the study. Five directors replied positively.  

An email containing a consent form and the link to the questionnaire was then sent 

to the 5 libraries for distribution to their staff at professional librarian grade (Appendix 2) 

via their administrative offices. It should have reached about 120 librarians. The 

questionnaire was anonymous, mounted online on the software web platform Qualtrics. It 

opened in October 2017 for five weeks until early November. A reminder email was sent 

out in late October, one week before closing. Eventually, 37 responses were collected; 

which amounted to a 31% response rate. 

Although a 31% response rate was not low for surveys in general, it was not high 

enough to make the result representative of the sample. The relative low response might 

indicate a lack of attention or interest among practicing librarians on leadership 

development. It was not successful in fulfilling the design purpose of capturing input from 

a broader group of librarians. However, it did not critically affect the study, because it did 

not aim to construct a representative picture for all university libraries, nor to generalize 

the findings to a bigger population. More responses would have provided more information 

to build a better understanding of the issue in preparation for the interview phase. 

Especially, having more textual input would have been informative for the preparation of 

interviews. The implication was that the study had to rely mostly on the interview data for 

analysis. However, the survey still served the purpose of creating a baseline picture with 

which I could explore further using interviews. 
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3.5.3 SUMMARIZING SURVEY RESULT FOR SUBSEQUENT INTERVIEWS 

A summary of the survey results was prepared after the survey was closed. 

Responses were imported into Excel, competency ratings were converted to numeric scores, 

which were tabulated and ranked in a brief report (Appendix 6). 

3.5.4 RECRUITING INTERVIEWEES, CONDUCTING INTERVIEWS 

The selection of interviewees followed a purposive sampling strategy. After the 

survey was concluded, I went through the staff directories of the 5 participating libraries to 

identify potential interviewees. Invitations with consent forms were emailed to candidates 

one-at-a-time (Appendix 3). The consent form explained the study background and the 

approximate time of interviews; it also provided guarantee on confidentiality and data 

safety. Depending on the reply of an invitee, I then selected a next candidate to invite, with 

the target to maximize the variety of the interviewee profiles. In the whole process, I sent 

out 26 invitations in total, 15 librarians replied positively. These make a total of 22 

interviewees in the study: 3 pilot-testers in one library, 4 directors in the other 4 libraries, 

and 15 invited librarians. The profiles of interviewees, with details about their affiliations, 

leadership responsibilities, functional areas and their career stages are shown in Table 3. 

The distribution of interviewee categories is shown in Table 4. 

Table 3: Interviewee Profiles 

 Interviewee Library Leadership 
Responsibilities 

Functional Areas Career 
Stage 

1 Luna A Director Administration Late-
Career 

2 Daisy B Director Administration Late-
Career 

3 Lara C Director Administration Late-
Career 

4 Keith D Director Administration Late-
Career 

5 Paul E Director Administration Late-
Career 

6 Eddie B Unit Head Administration; 
Systems 

Late-
Career 
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7 Vicky B Unit Head Collections; Access Late-
Career 

8 Agnes C Unit Head Research services Late-
Career 

9 Tammy C Unit Head Multiple Late-
Career 

10 Tom E Unit Head Collections Late-
Career 

11 Libby A Unit Head Information services; 
Administration 

Mid-
Career 

12 Milly A Unit Head Collections; Systems Mid-
Career 

13 Karen D Unit Head Collections Mid-
Career 

14 Rose D Unit Head Research services Mid-
Career 

15 Kalvin B Project Leader Information and 
research services 

Mid-
Career 

16 Crystal B Project Leader Information and 
research services 

Mid-
Career 

17 Amy D Project Leader Information and 
research services 

Mid-
Career 

18 Linda B Project Leader Collections Early-
Career 

19 Julia C Project Leader Information and 
research services 

Early-
Career 

20 Cindy D Project Leader Information services Early-
Career 

21 Mandy E Project Leader Access Early-
Career 

22 Loretta B None Information and 
research services 

Early-
Career 

 

Table 4: Number of Interviewees in Different Categories 
 

Directors Unit Heads Project Leaders No Leader Role Total 
Late-Career 5 5  0 0 10 
Mid-Career 0 4 3 0 7 
Early-Career 0 0 4 1 5 
Total 5 9 7 1 22 

 

The interviews were scheduled at time and place convenient to the interviewees. 

When communicating to confirm the appointment, I sent them the survey summary and an 

outline of the interview questions. All interviews were conducted face-to-face by myself, 

in English or Cantonese, depending on the interviewees’ preference; and were audio-

recorded. Six interviews were conducted in English, the rest were in Cantonese. The 
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English interviews were transcribed verbatim from the audio recording; the Chinese ones 

were translated to English and transcribed at the same time. Each audio recording and 

transcript were sent to the interviewee for comments and confirmation. Except one small 

typographic suggestion, no other comments were received from the interviewees.  

As the study is inductive, there were some minor shifts in discussion points in 

interviews as the data collection progressed. For example, in the first few interviews, 

including the pilots, the interview discussion did not explicitly touch on the perceptual 

differences between unit heads and project leaders; this was raised in later interviews. I 

used emails to ask a few interviewees supplementary questions after interviews to address 

such treatment differences. 

3.6 DATA ANALYSIS 

Data collection and analysis were concurrent. It is important to have analysis built 

into the data collection process especially when the research questions are more open 

(Hatch, 2002). With data analysis going side-by-side with data collection, researchers may 

discover new points of interest and gauge data sufficiency before they stop data collection 

(Berg, 2007). Although I could not finish every transcription before the next interview, 

concurrent processing did help me clarify ideas and improve the quality of the interviews 

along the data collection. 

3.6.1 DATA PREPARATION 

The survey and interview data were reviewed for information that might identify 

the respondents or interviewees; such information was redacted to maintain anonymity. 

The five participating libraries are labelled as Library A to E. Disregarding the official titles 

of respondents or interviewees in their organizations, in this report, the head of the entire 

library is called a director; a position indicating headship for a department or unit is called 

a unit head or a head for simplicity; a librarian who is not a head but has responsibilities in 

leading projects is called a project leader. It should be noted that a unit head very likely 
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also has project leadership responsibility; in this report, the label “project leader” refers to 

those librarians who have such responsibilities but are not official heads of organizational 

units. Interviewees are represented by pseudonyms, as shown in Table 3. 

The survey data was entered into Excel for descriptive analysis after the survey 

was closed. Interviews transcripts were imported into NVivo for thematic analysis. The 

written comments in the open questions from the survey were also entered into NVivo. 

Figure 7 outlines the plan of data analysis. 

 

Figure 7: Data Analysis Plan 

3.6.2 SURVEY DATA SUMMARIZING 

The survey data contains ratings and textual comments. The ratings are ordinal 

scales; they can be assigned numerical values to allow ranking (Jopling, 2019); values are 

assigned to the two rating scales following Table 5. The term “Disinterested” was 

equivalent to “uninterested” in this context. I understand that the word also carries the 

meaning “indifferent”; but that was not the intended interpretation in the questionnaire. In 

hindsight, it would have been clearer to use “uninterested” instead. Yet, I believe this 

choice of term, although not ideal, did not affect respondents’ ratings; because the 5-point 

scale guides the respondents to see the ratings below “Neutral” as opposite to the 

“Interested” and “Very Interested.” 
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Table 5: Assigning Numerical Values to Perception Ratings 

Importance Rating Interest Rating Value  
Very Unimportant Very Disinterested 1 
Unimportant Disinterested 2 
Neutral Neutral 3 
Important Interested 4 
Very Important Very Interested 5 

 

To facilitate ranking of the competencies in terms of their importance and interest 

perception, the averages of rating values are calculated. For easy reference, they are 

labelled Importance Score and Interest Score respectively.  

As for individuals’ perception, I calculate the averages of ratings on the two scales 

for each respondent. These two values can reflect individual respondent’s attitude towards 

the leadership competencies and their development. They are referred to as Importance 

Perception and Interest Perception. 

Survey answers to open questions were entered into NVivo for coding and analysis. 

3.6.3 INTERVIEW DATA CODING 

The interview transcripts, together with the written comments from the survey, 

were entered into NVivo for analysis. There are 22 interview transcripts, and 23 survey 

responses carrying written comments. The study adopts thematic analysis to inductively 

process the data from codes to themes. 

Coding is a popular data analysis method in qualitative research. A code labels a 

passage of data based on the coder’s understanding of what that passage is about. Codes 

can be descriptive, topical, or analytical. They function as a representation of the passage 

as well as a way to access the passage (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). The coding process goes 

hand-in-hand with the search for themes. Thematic analysis “is a method for identifying, 

analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). It 

involves the search for and identification of common threads that extend across an entire 



76 
 

set of interviews. A category is mainly a descriptive level of content; it can be seen as an 

expression of the manifest content of the coded segments. While a theme is the expression 

of the latent content of the data (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). 

In this study, I did the transcription myself, and read through the text multiple times 

in the iterative coding process. I followed the two-cycle process of generating codes and 

then categories (Saldaña, 2016), as shown in Figure 8.  

In the first cycle, the open coding process split the data into individual segments 

with descriptive codes assigned, resulted in over 200 codes. In the second cycle, codes were 

compared and reorganized into categories, prioritized to develop “axis” categories around 

which other codes revolve. Using NVivo, I pulled out the segments of each code from the 

first cycle to compare and contrast the meanings. In particular I shifted to look at how the 

codes related to or responded to the research questions. In the second coding cycle, these 

codes were reorganized into categories, which correspond to the three research questions: 

leadership capacity, development experiences, and factors affecting leadership 

development.  

 

Figure 8: Two-cycle Coding Steps 

Table 6 illustrates how descriptive codes in the first cycle evolve to category codes 

in the second cycle. The two data segments are tagged with multiple descriptive codes, 

which are re-coded into categories. Example 1 shows the perception about “being fair and 

consistent” under the competency Resource Management. Example 2 describes a 

workplace experience that the interviewee found developmental; the segment is 
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categorized to the type of developmental activities “new functional area”, and is coded as 

a “powerful development.” 

Table 6: Examples of Coding 

Data segments Descriptive 
codes 

Category codes 

Example 1 
“When I think of what skills are important for 
being a director, is how he can balance interests 
of different parties.... What I mean by balancing 
interests is not about, e.g. for 10 people 
everyone gets 10%, that’s not what I mean, but 
you need to allocate “gains” to a person 
according to the person’s effort. It is not only 
resources, but also praises, and performance 
evaluation.” 

Balancing 
interest 
 
Allocating 
resources 
 
Feedback 

Resource 
Management -> 
being fair and 
consistent 

Example 2 
“my boss … put me in that role [of liaison 
librarian for the student center], … so I went 
from being a generic to specialist; …it meant 
that I got to make that role entirely my own, … 
but for me personally that really worked, … I 
think that experience for me was really really 
valuable in developing; and I was given a lot of 
space as well to take time, figuring out how it 
would work, and meeting the students and staff 
there and collaborating on things… that 
position became very crucial in the center, … I 
think I worked best in that kind of 
environment…. It was a great experience, … I 
was really sad to leave because of that 
experience. 

work 
assignments 
 
leadership 
role 
 
new 
responsibility 
 
self-efficacy 
 
memorable 
experience 

Development 
activities -> work 
experiences -> 
new functional 
areas 
 
powerful 
development 

 

The iterative analysis continued with the category codes. By going through the data 

segments in each code, I looked for patterns and relations in order to identify possible 

themes, from which the findings of the study were to be drawn. Themes capture meaningful 

patterns in the data in response to the research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). For 

example, among the various data segments under the code “leader actions,” I looked for 

patterns and ways to group them meaningfully. After many rounds of trial, I settled on 4 

groups, which resulted in the four leadership roles as one of the key findings of the study. 
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3.7 ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER 

The study involves librarians in 5 JULAC libraries. As I have been working in one 

of these libraries for 20 years. The situation poses both advantages and challenges. 

Naturally I am not an objective observer of the phenomenon being studied.  As Atkins and 

Wallace argued, “since all educational research involves people it is inevitable that it will 

be subjective in nature” (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). What is important is to be aware of the 

perspectives and potential bias I carry into the study. Investigating the issues as an insider, 

I have to keep enough distance in order to ask real questions and to explore assumptions 

rather than to sympathize and share assumptions with the participants.  

To start with, there is the issue of maintaining impartiality.  I am very familiar with 

the library I work at, but I know little about the organizational culture of other libraries.  To 

face this challenge, I learn to step back and to look at the practices in my library with a 

fresh eye; to identify areas that are easily taken for granted, and to be aware of alternative 

interpretations.  On the other hand, when I interpret data relating to other libraries, I try to 

avoid using the norms in my library as a comparative framework, but rather look at the 

interviewees’ stories from their own angles. For example, in my library, forming a working 

group to handle a new project is very common; I remind myself to examine the formation 

of these working groups with an alert to catch assumptions, to be aware of observations 

that I find ‘natural’. In another example, Libby in another library shared how she valued 

the all-staff meetings; she worked in a branch library, those big meetings were precious 

occasions for her to come to her main library and physically gathered with colleagues. This 

is a sentiment I do not experience in my library, because we do not have branches. When 

decoding her story, I remind myself to use her perspective rather than mine. As a measure 

to enhance reliability, the interview transcripts and interpretation of the discussion were 

verified with the interviewees. No interviewees suggested revision to the transcripts. 

Then there is the issue about my relationship with participants. Before the data 

collection, I was concerned that any pre-existing personal relation that I established with 
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different participants could be an issue. I was aware that those who were familiar with me 

might be more comfortable to provide richer information; or it might have been the opposite: 

a long-time colleague might feel uncomfortable to reveal personal perceptions, values and 

feelings. On the other hand, interviewees who were not familiar with me might react very 

differently in interviews. In the purposive sampling of interviewees, I based the selection 

purely on maximizing the variety of their background, and disregarded how familiar I was 

with the potential participants. During the interviews, I asked questions with a researcher 

tone, and avoided any work-related chatting until after the interviews. It turned out that all 

the interviewees seemed to be comfortable talking with me. I was aware of the importance 

of building trust with all participants. Taking a stance that is nonjudgmental, sensitive, and 

respectful of the respondents is a useful starting point (Atkins & Wallace, 2012). I believe 

that I successfully built rapport in the interviews. It is also important to point out that, in 

the period of data collection, no participant was my subordinate. Except the director of my 

library who was my supervisor, none of the participants had hierarchical reporting 

relationship with my position. 

3.8 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

As the study involved human participants, ethical clearance for data collection was 

needed before data collection. The approval was obtained from the Faculty Research Ethics 

Committee in July 2017. 

In the data collection process, all participants were informed clearly the purpose of 

the study. For the online survey, the consent form explained the purpose of the survey, the 

time it would take, anonymity and data safety. For interviewees, the consent form detailed 

the purpose of the interviews and the length, in particular, it emphasized confidentiality, 

data security, and the voluntary nature of their participation. They were informed of the 

types of information to be collected before the interviews, and that the interviews were to 

be audio-recorded.  
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Upholding confidentiality and anonymity is very important. The survey 

questionnaire is anonymous; all the demographic fields are optional; no personal names are 

recorded. For the interviews, all discussion remains confidential and is meant to be used 

solely for the purpose of the research. Survey data and interview transcripts are handled by 

myself alone. In the reporting of findings, no personal names or library names are disclosed. 

To reduce the chance that the interviewees would become identifiable, any reference 

specific to particular institution, library or unit is reported with care. 

All data files, including Excel files, audio files, Word files and NVivo project are 

saved in a cloud drive that is password protected. A set of backup is saved in a personal 

desktop computer accessible only by myself. 

3.9 ISSUES ON CREDIBILITY, VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY 

Research data is the basis on which the findings and conclusion is built upon. 

Therefore, ensuring the quality of data is very important. Two key concepts of upholding 

data quality are validity and reliability. Validity concerns if the instrument accurately 

measures what it thinks it measures. Reliability is about data consistency – whether the data 

is stable over time, and whether data from multiple sources converge (Punch, 2013). For 

qualitative research, the concepts of validity and reliability are more broadly defined 

(Merriam, 2009). Instead of artificially created measure of reliability for qualitative data, 

the strength of argument, and the clarity and comprehensiveness of evidence are stronger 

in convincing audience of the conclusion reached (Bazeley, 2013). Credibility, 

dependability, confirmability, and transferability are therefore the most common measures 

to achieve rigour in qualitative studies (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Following Merriam’s explication, upholding validity is to come to findings that are 

credible. “It is important to understand the perspectives of those involved in the 

phenomenon of interest, to uncover the complexity of human behavior in a contextual 

framework, and to present a holistic interpretation of what is happening” (Merriam, 2009, 
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p. 244). A deep understanding and explication of the phenomena as they are observed in 

their contexts based on thick description facilitates transferability across contexts. For 

reliability, the key is to ensure the results are consistent with the data. In thematic analysis, 

themes emerged with the subjective interpretation of the researcher; peer checking of 

intercoder reliability is not always meaningful (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). Instead, I stayed 

critical to make sure coding decisions were based on conscious choices. 

In this study, several checks and balances are used to uphold the credibility of 

findings and data quality. It uses the following strategies summarized by Merriam (2009, 

p. 229) to establish validity and reliability: triangulation, member checks, adequate 

engagement in data collection, reflexivity, audit trail and thick descriptions. 

Triangulation is achieved by using multiple data sources and collection methods to 

confirm findings. The data in this study comes from survey and interviews, which obtain 

input from library professionals at different ranks, from different libraries. The participants 

approached the issue via different angles. Within each library, multiple participants of 

various background help to validate or disconfirm findings. In sum, the study triangulates 

data among survey, interviews, and different interviewees to verify categories and themes. 

The body of codes emerge from the transcripts and evolve as the researcher’s understanding 

is reinforced by the different participants’ perspectives.  

Member checks, the step to get validation of tentative interpretations from 

respondent, was conducted with the interviewees. The audio recording and transcripts were 

sent to the interviewees for confirmation, to ensure the records were not distorted, and the 

interpretations were plausible. It is important that my interpretations of the interviews 

correctly reflect what the interviewees meant in the contexts. The confirmation process also 

allows the interviewees to clarify ambiguous points. 

Adequate engagement in data collection usually involves attempting to reach the 

stage of data “saturation”. It may also entail purposefully seeking data that might support 
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alternative explanations, disconfirm or challenge expectations or emerging findings. In this 

regard, I constantly inspect the data and any emergent themes from multiple angles, 

actively look for alternative interpretations, and try to get to the participants’ understanding 

of the phenomenon as closely as possible (Merriam, 2009). 

Reflexivity is about having critical self-reflection on the researcher’s assumptions, 

worldview, biases; and his or her relationship to the study that may affect the investigation. 

It is particularly important in this study as the researcher is an insider of the field. Self-

reflection is carried out throughout the process to capture how my assumptions and views 

might affect the data collection as well as interpretation. Reflexive notes are kept to 

document any thoughts. It is important that I manage my subjectivity when handling the 

data, and stay aware of any provisionally established themes in my mind predetermined by 

the conceptualization of the study. 

An audit trail is built by a detailed account of the data collection, analytical 

procedures and decision points in the reflexive notes. This way I can refer to interpretation 

and judgment made in different time throughout the research process, to substantiate 

continuous analysis of established as well as emergent themes. 

Providing thick description to contextualize the study can enable readers to 

determine if the interpretations are consistent with the data, and the extent to which the 

findings can be transferrable to other situations that match the research contexts. The report 

provides sufficient data on the participants; quotes from the transcripts are reported 

whenever appropriate to illustrate ideas. 

3.10 SUMMARY 

This chapter explains the choice of qualitative exploratory approach for this study, 

and details the rationale behind the design with a questionnaire survey followed by in-depth 

semi-structured interviews. The survey data was summarized by descriptive statistics; 

textual data was analyzed by coding and thematic analysis. Together they answer the three 
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research questions. Throughout the planning and data collection process, I paid extra 

attention in sampling method, instrument design and interview skills to ensure data quality. 

I ensured all necessary steps for ethical considerations were taken properly; and reflected 

on issues of my role as librarian that might introduce bias into the study, and took actions 

to avoid them.  

The next chapter reports the survey data; subsequent chapters (Chapter 5 to 7) 

summarize and discuss findings corresponding to each research question. 
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CHAPTER 4 SURVEY RESULTS 

The questionnaire survey is designed as the first phase of data collection for two 

purposes: firstly, it gave me some ideas about librarians’ perception of leadership 

competency and development among the participating libraries; second, the collective 

response provided discussion points for in-depth exploration with interviewees in the 

second phase of data collection.  

This chapter summarizes the survey responses. It reports the demographic 

background of the survey respondents, their ratings on the 17 competencies, and the 

answers to open questions. The last section summarizes how the survey result helps me 

understand the topic; and how it could stimulate discussion in subsequent interviews. 

4.1 THE RESPONDENTS 

The questionnaire collects four aspects of the respondents’ background: the 

respondents’ affiliated libraries, functional areas, leadership responsibilities, and career 

stages. The first two helped to ensure the survey reached all participating libraries and 

various functional units. The other two, namely leadership responsibilities and career stages, 

are included because they could be potential factors affecting librarians’ leadership 

development experiences and perception. After summarizing the survey responses, 

respondents of different leadership responsibilities appear to show slightly different 

patterns in competency ratings; but the effect of career stages is not clear. This will be 

discussed in details in section 4.2.3. 

The distribution of demographic background in the four aspects are shown in the 

four tables below: affiliations (Table 7), functional areas (Table 8), leadership 

responsibilities (Table 9) and career stages (Table 10). There were 11 respondents who did 

not specify their affiliation (Table 7), and 7 of them did not give any background 

information at all. Despite emphasis of anonymity of the study, some librarians might want 

to eliminate the chance of being identified. I compared the responses in this group of 
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respondents of unknown background, there was no particular pattern that showed 

consistent differences. Therefore, I did not exclude them from the analysis. The 

competency ratings of various groups are listed in Appendix 8. 

Using the staff directories, I estimate the number of professional librarians in each 

library in order to assess the response rate (Table 7). Apart from the staff size, there is no 

information about the demography and job duties among librarians in participating libraries; 

it is therefore not possible to assess how well the respondents represent the population in 

the other three aspects of background information. However, it is not a major concern for 

this study because the survey result is not for generalization. 

4.1.1 AFFILIATIONS AND FUNCTIONAL AREAS 

There are respondents from all five participating libraries; some libraries show 

higher responses than others (Table 7). Library B has the most responses, Library C is the 

lowest. The actual response rate would have been higher if the 11 unknown respondents 

identified their affiliations. 

Table 7: Respondents' Affiliations 

Library  No. of respondents Estimated no. of 
librarians 

Estimated response 
rate 

Library A  4 33 12% 
Library B  9 24 38% 
Library C  2 18 11% 
Library D  5 18 28% 
Library E  6 27 22% 
Not identified 11 -- -- 
Total 37 120 31% 

 

Respondents come from different functional areas. There are 18 respondents who 

mark a single functional area, and 12 selected multiple areas (Table 8). Seven respondents 

did not answer this question. Detail breakdown of their selection is listed in Appendix 7. 
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Table 8: Functional Areas 

 No. of respondents 
Single area 18 
Multiple areas 12 
Not identified 7 
Total 37 

 

4.1.2 LEADERSHIP RESPONSIBILITIES AND CAREER STAGES 

As shown in Table 9, 14 respondents are unit heads; 13 are project leaders without 

an official headship. Three respondents stated they did not carry any leadership role. Seven 

respondents did not identify their leadership responsibilities. 

Table 9: Respondents’ Leadership Responsibilities 

 No. of respondents 
Unit heads 14 
Project leaders 13 
No leadership role 3 
Not identified 7 
Total 37 

 

In terms of career stages, about one-third of the respondents had worked in the field 

for more than 20 years (Table 10). Eight respondents had 11-20 years of work experience 

in libraries; while 10 respondents had less than 10 years of experience. The same 7 

respondents did not identify their working years. 

Table 10: Career Stages, Measured by Years of Library Working Experience 

 No. of respondents 
up to 10 years 10 
11-20 years 8 
More than 20 years 12 
Not identified 7 
Total 37 
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4.1.3 OVERALL PROFILE OF THE RESPONDENTS 

Based on the respondents who reveal their background, the group consists of 

similar sizes of librarians across different career stages (Table 10). The profile is revealed 

in more detail in Table 11 below. Among those in early career, half are project leaders and 

about 1/3 identifies themselves as unit heads. Within the group of mid-career librarians 

(11-20 years of work experience), 6 out of 8 are project leaders. In the group of experienced 

librarians, 9 out of 12 are unit heads. These 9 experienced unit heads are the biggest 

subgroup in the sample of respondents. 

Without demographic statistics of current JULAC workforce, I cannot interpret if 

the sample reflects the profile of JULAC professional librarians. Based on my own 

observation in the profession, this distribution seems reasonable.  

Table 11: Respondents’ Responsibilities and Career Stages 
 

up to 10 
years 

11-20 years more than 20 
years 

Not specified Total 

Unit Heads 3 2 9 
 

14 
Project Leaders 5 6 2 

 
13 

No Role 2 
 

1 
 

3 
Not specified 

   
7 7 

Total 10 8 12 7 37 
 

When comparing the average competency ratings of various subgroups, I note that 

unit heads rated higher than project leaders on most competencies. However, the ratings 

across different career stages do not show a clear pattern. Details of this analysis will be 

discussed in the next section. 

4.2 RATINGS ON COMPETENCIES 

The ratings are assigned numerical values from 5 (Very important / Very interested) 

to 1 (Very Unimportant / Very Disinterested), as listed in Table 5 in section 3.6.2. With 

this numeric assignment, 5 indicates the highest perceived value, 1 is the lowest, while 3 is 

the neutral point. 
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The survey ratings on both scales are very high, overwhelmingly above the neutral 

point 3. Four respondents rated all competencies with the highest “Very Important” (5), 3 

respondents rated all competencies with “Very Interested”; one respondent gave the highest 

ratings on both scales.  

Respondent’s ratings on the importance scale and interest scale are summarized by 

descriptive statistics. The overall average and standard deviation of the whole sample are 

shown in Table 12. The means of both scales are above 4.  

Table 12: Overall Ratings 

n=37 M SD 
Overall Importance Rating  4.46 0.45 
Overall Interest Rating 4.19 0.46 

 

4.2.1 INDIVIDUAL’S RATINGS 

Taking a closer look at the distribution of individuals’ ratings, one can see that 51% 

of the respondents have their importance perception above 4.5, and a great majority is 

above 4 (Table 13). The same table also shows a positive perception on interest, mostly 

above the neutral point 3.  

Table 13: Individuals' Ratings 

 Importance Interest 
 No. of respondents  No. of respondents  
> 4.5 and ≤ 5 19  51% 11 30% 
> 4.0 and ≤ 4.5 14 38% 9 24% 
> 3.5 and ≤ 4 3 8% 15 41% 
> 3 and ≤ 3.5 0 0% 1 3% 
> 2.5 and ≤ 3 1 3% 0 0% 
No rating 0 0% 1 3% 
Total 37 100% 37 100% 

 

Rating breakdowns by different leadership responsibilities and career stages are 

listed in Appendix 8; and to be discussed in section 4.2.3 below. 
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4.2.2 COMPETENCIES RATINGS AND RANKINGS 

When we look at the average ratings of 17 competencies, the means of competency 

importance range from 3.97 to 4.89. Except “development” in the Interpersonal domain, 

all competencies have means above the “important” mark (4). The means of competency 

interest range from 3.78 to 4.44. The competencies are ranked in descending orders in the 

two scales (Table 14). The top 3 important competencies are Communication skills, 

Problem Solving and Decision Making. The top 3 that respondents are interested to develop 

are Creative/Innovative, Collaboration, Manage Change. When two or more competencies 

have the same score, they are put in the same ranking positions. 

Table 14: Competencies Ratings and Rankings 

Importance Ratings Interest Ratings 
Rank Competency M SD Rank Competency M SD 
1 Communication Skills 4.89 0.32 1 Collaboration 4.44 0.65 
2 Problem Solving 4.78 0.42 1 Creative/Innovative 4.44 0.69 
3 Decision Making 4.69 0.62 3 Manage Change 4.42 0.55 
4 Manage Change 4.58 0.65 4 Forward Thinking 4.36 0.76 
4 Accountability 4.58 0.76 5 Strategic Planning 4.31 0.67 
6 Collaboration 4.56 0.56 5 Team Building 4.31 0.75 
7 Flexibility / 

Adaptability 
4.53 0.70 7 Global Thinking 4.25 0.69 

8 Forward Thinking 4.47 0.70 8 Communication 
Skills 

4.22 0.87 

8 Strategic Planning 4.47 0.81 8 Problem Solving 4.22 0.76 
8 Inspirational / 

Motivational 
4.47 0.81 10 Flexibility / 

Adaptability 
4.19 0.75 

11 Team Building 4.42 0.81 10 Inspirational / 
Motivational 

4.19 0.71 

11 Reflective Thinking 4.42 0.69 12 Reflective Thinking 4.14 0.80 
13 Creative/Innovative 4.28 0.94 13 Decision Making 4.08 0.81 
14 Global Thinking 4.25 0.77 14 Development 4.00 0.80 
14 Resource 

Management 
4.25 0.87 15 Resource 

Management 
3.94 0.71 

16 Culturally Competent 4.03 0.94 16 Accountability 3.86 0.80 
17 Development 3.97 0.77 17 Culturally 

Competent 
3.78 0.87 

 

The ratings are also summarized at the level of 4 domains (Table 15). It is 

interesting that the cognitive domain is perceived as the most important, but it does not 
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draw high interest for development (ranked at the 3rd interested); the reverse situation 

appears in the vision domain: ranked as the least important but the most interested. 

Apparently, competencies that the respondents perceived as most important for their work 

performance are not necessary those about which they wanted to learn the most. Some 

interview data can help to explain and clarify this observation; it will be discussed in the 

next chapter.  

Table 15: Rating Summary of Domains  

Importance Ratings Interest Ratings 
Rank Domain M SD Rank Domain M SD 
1 Cognitive Ability 4.63 0.65 1 Vision 4.35 0.71 
2 Managerial 

Effectiveness 
4.48 0.68 2 Managerial 

Effectiveness 
4.26 0.69 

3 Interpersonal 
Effectiveness 

4.39 0.80 3 Cognitive Ability 4.15 0.78 

4 Vision 4.33 0.88 4 Interpersonal 
Effectiveness 

4.06 0.82 

 

Returning to the competencies level, to reveal how competencies are ranked 

differently on the two scales, the differences in ranking positions are shown in Table 16. 

The three competencies showing the highest differences are: Accountability, the fourth in 

the Importance ranking, but the second to last in the Interest ranking; Creative/Innovative, 

relatively low in the Importance ranking, but it is the top in the Interest ranking; Decision 

Making, ranked as the third in Importance, but at the lower end in Interest. The three are 

highlighted in the Table for easy reference. These differences will be discussed further with 

the help of interview data in the next chapter. 
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Table 16: Comparing Ranking Positions in the Two Scales 

 Importance Interest Difference in Rank 
Positions  

Rank 
Position 
(a) 

Score Rank 
Position 
(b) 

Score (a) – (b) 

Cognitive Ability 

Problem Solving 2 4.78 8 4.22 -6 

Decision Making 3 4.69 13 4.08 -10 

Reflective Thinking 11 4.42 12 4.14 -1 

Interpersonal Effectiveness 

Culturally Competent 16 4.03 17 3.78 -1 

Accountability 4 4.58 16 3.86 -12 

Team Building 11 4.42 5 4.31 +6 

Development 17 3.97 14 4.00 +3 

Inspirational / 
Motivational 

8 4.47 10 4.19 -2 

Communication 
Skills 

1 4.89 8 4.22 -7 

Vision 

Global Thinking 14 4.25 7 4.25 +7 

Creative/Innovative 13 4.28 1 4.44 +12 

Forward Thinking 8 4.47 4 4.36 -4 

Managerial Effectiveness 

Manage Change 4 4.58 3 4.42 +1 

Resource 
Management 

14 4.25 15 3.94 -1 

Strategic Planning 8 4.47 5 4.31 +3 

Collaboration 6 4.56 1 4.44 +5 

Flexibility / 
Adaptability 

7 4.53 10 4.19 +3 
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4.2.3 LEADERSHIP RESPONSIBILITIES AND RATINGS  

Two demographic factor, leadership responsibilities and career stages, might 

influence librarians’ perception on leadership and development experience. In the 

questionnaire, leadership responsibilities are characterized by whether the respondent is a 

unit head or a project leader without official headship. Career stages are indicated by the 

number of years they have worked in librarianship. After careful comparison of the ratings 

of competencies, leadership responsibilities appears to be a factor, while career stages does 

not show clear pattern of differences among subgroups. The ratings of respondents in 

subgroups of these two demographic aspects are summarized in Appendix 8, including the 

means and standard deviations of the ratings at the levels of competencies and domains. 

The ratings of subgroups within leadership responsibilities are summarized in 

Table 17. The 7 unidentified respondents are not included in this part of analysis because 

their responsibilities are unknown. The 3 respondents in the “no role” group are not 

included either; it is not very meaningful to do further numerical analysis with only 3 

responses. On the other hand, the groups of unit heads (n=14) and project leaders (n=13) 

are bigger and also comparable in size, making analysis feasible. In JULAC libraries, all 

librarians are expected to lead projects; project leaders are those librarians who are not the 

administrative heads of units. Unit heads, who carry administrative titles, likely need to 

lead projects too. 

Table 17: Overall Ratings at Different Leadership Responsibilities 

  Importance  Interest  
Leadership responsibilities n M SD  M  SD  
Unit heads 14 4.56 0.39 4.23 0.53 
Project leaders 13 4.28 0.58 4.06 0.40 
No leadership role 3 4.29 0.50 4.00 0.06 
Not identified 7 4.68 0.27 4.45 0.47 

 

Unit heads rate higher than project leaders in both Importance and Interest. The 

perceptual differences between the unit heads group and project leaders group are also 
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apparent at the level of domains and competencies. At all 4 domains, unit heads rated higher 

in both importance (Table 18) and interest (Table 19). As the two tables show, the 

differences in importance ratings are more prominent, in the range of 0.2 to 0.3 (see the last 

column showing differences); for interest ratings, only the Cognitive domain and 

Interpersonal domain show more prominent differences. 

Table 18: Importance Ratings and Leadership Responsibilities 

Importance Project leaders (PL) 
(n=13) 

Unit heads (UH) 
(n=14) 

M(UH)-
M(PL) 

 M  SD  M  SD  
Cognitive 4.46 0.84 4.67 0.52 0.21 
Vision 4.13 0.99 4.40 0.82 0.27 
Interpersonal 4.18 0.97 4.51 0.68 0.33 
Managerial 4.38 0.78 4.66 0.47 0.28 

 

Table 19: Interest Ratings and Leadership Responsibilities 

Interest Project leaders (PL) 
(n=13) 

Unit heads (UH) 
(n=14) 

M(UH)-
M(PL) 

 M  SD  M  SD  
Cognitive 3.95 0.90 4.26 0.78 0.31 
Vision 4.33 0.86 4.36 0.68 0.03 
Interpersonal 3.82 0.84 4.11 0.83 0.29 
Managerial 4.25 0.72 4.29 0.68 0.04 

 

At the competency level, Unit heads rate the competencies more important than 

project leaders in 15 out of 17 competencies (Table 20). The picture with the interest ratings 

is more varied; only 12 out of 17 competencies have higher ratings from unit heads (Table 

21). The differences between the means are shown in the last columns in both tables. We 

can see that Accountability and Flexibility/Adaptability have the highest differences (0.70 

point) in importance; and Reflective Thinking showed the highest difference (0.74 point) 

in interest. 

Table 20: Importance Ratings of Unit Heads and Project Leaders 

 Project leaders 
(PL) (n=13) 

Unit heads (UH) 
(n=14) 

M(UH)-
M(PL) 
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Importance M SD  M SD  
Problem-Solving 4.69 0.46 4.79 0.41 0.09 
Decision Making 4.54 0.84 4.71 0.45 0.18 
Reflective Thinking 4.15 1.03 4.50 0.63 0.35 
Global Thinking 3.92 1.00 4.36 0.81 0.43 
Creative/Innovative 4.00 1.04 4.43 0.90 0.43 
Forward Thinking 4.46 0.84 4.43 0.73 -0.03 
Culturally Competent 3.62 1.08 4.07 0.80 0.46 
Accountability 4.15 1.03 4.86 0.35 0.70 
Team Building 4.31 0.91 4.57 0.49 0.26 
Development 3.69 0.72 4.21 0.77 0.52 
Inspirational / Motivational 4.31 0.91 4.57 0.73 0.26 
Communication Skills 5.00 0.00 4.79 0.41 -0.21 
Manage Change 4.69 0.82 4.71 0.45 0.02 
Resource Management 4.23 0.80 4.43 0.49 0.20 
Strategic Planning 4.23 0.80 4.64 0.48 0.41 
Collaboration 4.62 0.49 4.64 0.48 0.03 
Flexibility / Adaptability 4.15 0.77 4.86 0.35 0.70 

 

Table 21: Interest Ratings of Unit Heads and Project Leaders 

 Project leaders 
(n=13) 

Unit heads 
(n=14) 

M(UH)-
M(PL) 

Interest M  SD  M SD  
Problem-Solving 4.00 0.88 4.36 0.72 0.36 
Decision Making 4.15 0.95 4.00 0.76 -0.15 
Reflective Thinking 3.69 0.82 4.43 0.73 0.74 
Global Thinking 4.23 0.89 4.29 0.59 0.05 
Creative/Innovative 4.31 0.82 4.50 0.63 0.19 
Forward Thinking 4.46 0.84 4.29 0.80 -0.18 
Culturally Competent 3.54 0.93 3.71 0.88 0.18 
Accountability 3.46 0.75 4.07 0.80 0.61 
Team Building 4.08 0.92 4.36 0.61 0.28 
Development 3.77 0.70 4.14 0.83 0.37 
Inspirational / Motivational 3.92 0.62 4.36 0.72 0.43 
Communication Skills 4.15 0.86 4.00 0.93 -0.15 
Manage Change 4.62 0.49 4.36 0.61 -0.26 
Resource Management 3.77 0.80 4.14 0.52 0.37 
Strategic Planning 4.31 0.61 4.36 0.72 0.05 
Collaboration 4.46 0.63 4.50 0.63 0.04 
Flexibility / Adaptability 4.08 0.73 4.07 0.80 -0.01 

 

Although the sample size is too small for generalization using inferential statistics, 

a two-sampled t-test shows that the highest differences in the tables are statistically 

significant at a 5% level for the three competencies: importance of Accountability (p=.028), 
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importance of Flexibility/Adaptability (p=.006), and interest of Reflective Thinking 

(p=.026). Other differences are not statistically significant. 

The result implied that, when exploring librarians’ leadership perception and 

development in this study, I should consider the potential differences between unit heads 

and project leaders. 

4.3 ADDITIONAL COMPETENCIES  

Fifteen respondents suggested additional qualities they found important for their 

work performance (Table 22). Only 6 respondents suggested additional competencies they 

were interested in developing (Table 23). Among them, “negotiation”, “leading by 

example”, and “being fair” are mentioned twice. Many of these additional qualities can be 

linked to competencies in the competency model. For example, leading by example is an 

element of Accountability as well as Motivational, both are in the Interpersonal domain. 

Project management involves knowledge and skills of Manage Change and Resource 

Management.  

These additional comments reflect important qualities that are not explicitly 

encompassed by the competencies in the model. Some are not purely competencies, but 

closer to qualities relating to personalities, attitudes and moral values (e.g. kindness, 

approachable, being fair). They reveal some important personal attributes in librarians’ 

leadership capacity. The last columns of Table 22 and Table 23 name some of these 

attributes. 

Table 22: Additional Important Competencies 

Respondents’ answers Related competencies or 
domains 

Related qualities 
outside of the 
model 

Negotiation Communication Skills; 
Collaboration 
Managerial Effectiveness 

Emotional skills 

lead by example  Accountability Integrity 



96 
 

Awareness to local 
legislation, risk management, 
relationship building 

Global Thinking; Manage 
Change; Team Building 

 

Motivation, Delegation Inspirational/Motivational; 
Resource Management 

 

Negotiation - When conflicts 
arise, be able to arrive at a 
compromise that satisfies 
both parties 

Communication Skills; 
Collaboration 
Managerial Effectiveness 

Emotional skills 

Lead by example wherever 
possible. 

Accountability Integrity 

Forbearance Problem-Solving; 
Flexibility/Adaptability 

Emotional skills; 
perseverance 

Pay fairness to employees Accountability; 
Inspirational/Motivational 

Integrity 

Kindness, patience, and 
humility 

Interpersonal Effectiveness Emotional skills, 
patience, kindness 

My work does not require 
me to exhibit any leadership 
skills.  

---  

firm, meticulous, tactful, 
good memory 

Managerial Effectiveness  

Project Management Manage Change; Resource 
Management 

 

Openness Flexibility/Adaptability Emotional skills, 
approachability 

approachable and fair Accountability; 
Inspirational/Motivational 

approachability, 
integrity 

Coaching and mentoring  Development Emotional skills, 
sense of caring 

 

Table 23: Additional Interested competencies 

Respondents’ answers Related competencies 
or domains 

Related qualities 
outside of the model 

Conflict management; 
International collaboration 

Managerial 
Effectiveness 

Emotional skills 

relationship building Interpersonal 
effectiveness 

Emotional skills, 
integrity 

meeting/time management  Managerial 
Effectiveness 

 

Skills that can be used to: 1) 
discover the hidden talent of the 
employee, and 2) increase 
employee engagement 

Interpersonal 
effectiveness; 
Development 

Emotional skills, sense 
of caring 

Succession planning Resource management  
the reason I put neutral on some 
these is because I have already 
received training on them and 
don't feel a really strong need to 

-- -- 



97 
 

get more training on them. But if 
I were a person who had never 
been trained, or only minimally 
trained on them, then I would be 
more interested. 

 

Based on these comments, important attributes for library leaders should include 

integrity, perseverance, emotional skills, approachability, and sense of caring. This is going 

to be explored further based on interview data in section 5.2. 

4.4 MEMORABLE DEVELOPMENT EXPERIENCES  

Twenty respondents answered the question about previous experiences of 

leadership development. The answers vary from brief comments to informative description 

of past events. These experiences can be categorized into four broad groups, listed in Table 

24, which include examples illustrating the types, and the number of responses for each 

type. 

Table 24: Survey Results on Development Activities 

Types of 
Activities 

Examples Number of 
responses 

Training 
programmes 

“Attended one leadership workshops for several 
days. It was not good as expected. Most of the topics 
selected for discussion were already addressed in my 
library. I was interested and got inspired for only 2 
sessions out of 8.”   

10 

Work 
experiences 

“The new integrated library system - This cross 
institutional project is a once-in-a-life-time challenge for 
many librarians.  The good thing is we can develop many 
kinds of leadership skills at the same time, in particular 
problem solving, resource management, project 
management and collaboration skills.  The disappointing 
side is the negative attitude or poor skills of a few 
members may jeopardize the collaboration or even ruin 
our long-term relationship.  However, we still have to 
manage such kind of scenarios and turn them into 
opportunities.” 

7 

Social 
relations 

“I learnt from observing my supervisors, either 
good or bad. I also had a very good relationship with my 

5 
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previous supervisor, who was an excellent leader in my 
perspective. I did consult him on leadership skills when he 
was working here.” 

Self-learning “self learning - reading books and articles are 
especially useful for me” 

1 

 

Appendix 9 shows the full list of comments. All comments are put into NVivo for 

qualitative analysis together with the interview data. 

4.5 USE OF THE SURVEY FINDINGS IN INTERVIEWS 

The survey result drew my attention to the following key points, which were to be 

further explored in subsequent interviews: 

1. Leadership Capacity: librarians in the 5 libraries find the majority of the 

competencies in the model relevant in their leadership context; either they find them 

important at their current positions, or they are interested to develop further. Some 

competencies attract more attention than others, as shown by the rankings in Table 14. 

Additional competencies described by respondents suggest important qualities that are 

better described as personal attributes rather than competencies.  

2. Units Heads and Project Leaders: the rating data from these two groups reveal 

perceptual differences. Unit heads perceive higher importance and higher interest than 

project leaders. The differences are prominent in the importance ratings across four 

domains; and the interest ratings of the domains of Cognitive and Interpersonal Skills. 

Other demographic factors do not seem to affect the ratings in a visible pattern.  

3. Leadership Development Activities: Survey respondents offer four main types 

of leadership development activities: training programmes, work experiences, social 

relations and self-learning. These are also mentioned in current literature to different 

degrees (discussed in section 2.5.1). Apparently, librarians in the participating libraries 
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have access to similar kinds of leadership development activities as those reported in 

literature; subsequent interviews were to find out more about them. 

The survey responses are helpful to shed some lights on this unknown topic. The 

answers to open questions are informative. The low response rate (37 responses; about 31% 

of the sample) is rather disappointing; a higher response could have provided richer data to 

help outline a better understanding of the issue. Nevertheless, the response rate does not 

affect the study, which is not meant to generalize the survey results; it is still helpful to 

initiate discussion in the interviews. 

4.6 SUMMARY 

This chapter summarizes the survey data collected and explains how it informs the 

interviews in the second phase of data collection. The next three chapters lay out the 

findings, answering the three research questions respectively: what leadership capacity is, 

how they are developed, and what factors affect the development process. 
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CHAPTER 5 LEADERSHIP CAPACITY 

Findings of this study are organized around the three research questions. This 

chapter reports the findings that answered the first question: “How do academic librarians 

perceive leadership capacity in their work environment?”  

The literature review helps me understand leadership capacity as a construct 

consisting of three components: competencies, personal attributes and actions. To find out 

about leadership capacity of academic librarians, I start with exploring competencies. The 

survey first collected perceptual ratings using the vocabulary of the competency model; 

subsequent interviews solicited participants to express their views without necessarily 

following the model. The data shows that librarians deploy competencies and personal 

attributes dynamically to perform different actions. Through thematic analysis, four 

clusters of personal attributes are identified. In addition, four leadership roles emerge from 

the data to symbolize effective actions. 

This chapter first describes librarians’ perception of competencies. The first section 

reports the participants’ perception of competencies; it is organized around the four 

domains of competencies and the attribute dimension. It then describes the personal 

attributes identified in the data; and elaborates the emergence of the four leadership roles. 

The chapter ends with summarizing the findings into the three components of leadership 

capacity. 

5.1 COMPETENCIES 

The survey results show that almost all the competencies in the model are highly 

relevant to academic librarians, in terms of their importance to librarians’ work, as well as 

librarians’ interest to develop them. As reported in section 4.2, some competences have 

very different ratings on the two scale, for example, decision making, accountability and 

creativity (Table 16). The interviews reveal more details about participants’ considerations 

behind the ratings.  
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Importance to one’s current work is a relatively straight forward way to rate a 

competency, because one’s daily work and performance requirements provide a rather clear 

reference point. On the contrary, interest to develop a particular competency can be affected 

by different considerations. Important competencies do not necessary arouse interest. A 

key factor is a librarian’s attitude in learning. Librarians who are open to learning may be 

more curious about competencies without immediate work relevance. For example, the two 

highly interested competencies, creativity and collaboration, are deemed more desirable 

because they are affiliated with changes, new trends and potential future value; and they 

are perceived as more elusive, hard to grasp, and not easily learnable through daily working 

experience. “Novelty”, “difficulty” and “changing environment” are ideas that mentioned 

by a number of interviewees as reasons that drew their interest to learn about creativity and 

collaboration. Linda said “Creativity is usually not important in daily work; but people may 

want something new for future development.” While Cindy commented: “Creative, and 

collaboration are what people talk about… these are not easy to accomplish… They are 

hard to learn, (I’m) interested to know more, but not so easy.” The “interest” aspect of 

participants’ perception of competencies relates to their learning attributes in the context 

of leadership development; this is to be further explored in section 7.2. 

The interview data reveals a much more complex picture of participants’ 

perception of competencies than the survey ratings. Since the competency model mainly 

served as a set of vocabulary in this study, interviewees did not have to follow the model 

in discussing competencies. They often expressed their views as a free flow of ideas, with 

or without the set of vocabulary. For a typical example, this is how director Luna described 

leadership skills: 

“If you are doing leadership, clearly people management, team management is 

critical, and communication. And then I think, that’s always collaboration;… and clearly 

as you kind of move your way up the management chain, and things like resource 
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management, project management, in a form of problem solving skills, change 

management all become increasingly important.” 

Sometimes interviewees interpret competencies differently from the definitions in 

the model; in some cases, different interviewees might have different interpretation of a 

single competency. These differences are important to note during data analysis; they are 

reported in the discussion below whenever appropriate. 

5.1.1 COGNITIVE DOMAIN  

The focus of this domain is on the personal processes a leader undertakes when 

working through problems, making decisions, and assessing the institution as a whole. It is 

rated as the most important domain but only ranked 3rd in the interest scale (Table 15 in 

section 4.2.2). As the rating summary for this domain shows (Table 25), problem solving 

and decision making are rated at the top in the importance rank (2nd and 3rd); reflective 

thinking is much less so (11th). Yet, on the interest scale, while all their means are above 4 

(the Interested mark), they are at the middle to lower half of the ranking. 

Table 25: Ratings on Cognitive Domain 

 Importance (n=37) Interest (n=37) 
Cognitive Domain Rank M SD Rank M SD 
Problem Solving 2 4.78 0.42 8 4.22 0.76 
Decision Making 3 4.69 0.62 13 4.08 0.81 
Reflective Thinking 11 4.42 0.69 12 4.14 0.80 

 

About half of the interviewees explicitly discussed problem solving and decision 

making; all of them emphasized these two competencies were very important as well as 

closely related. Agnes, a unit head who had rich experience in various kinds of projects 

said, “how can you solve problems without making decisions”. These two competencies 

are particularly crucial for librarians when they manage projects and change processes. 

When work is out of routine, there are often unpredictable situations that call for problem 

solving and decision making to find work-around solution.  
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These competencies are crucial because leaders are expected to make final 

decisions and tackle problems for the collective, be it a project team, a functional unit, or a 

whole library. Tammy, a unit head with over 20 years of experience shared that, when she 

looked back at how she and her supervisors made things happen, good decision making 

was often the key element. In academic librarianship, good decisions and problem solving 

heavily based on a leader’s professional knowledge and work experience. Karen was the 

head of acquisition unit in Library D, she worked in a cross-library JULAC committee that 

coordinated subscriptions of journals and databases. She had issues with the committee 

chair, who was a director with expertise mostly on providing public services to library users, 

rather than on working with publishers on subscription costs and terms. Karen did not agree 

with that chair’s approach to negotiate with publishers; she said: 

“I notice that those directors who had public services background are 

knowledgeable on public services but not on [purchasing resources]; … therefore I find that 

while they do not understand our issues [acquiring collections such as journals], but they 

make decisions on our behalf…A director should know all aspects of library operations… it 

is because, as a leader you are making decisions for the library; if you don’t have the 

experience and exposure then there are lots of things you don’t know; if you make a wrong 

decision you don’t even know.” 

Professional knowledge and work experiences are crucial for quality decision 

making and problem solving. 

On the other hand, reflective thinking appears to be rather different from the other 

two in the same domain.  Its importance ranking is not at the top like the other two; and 

interviewees’ interpretation of it seems to come in two different angles.  

To some, it is about reflecting on one’s experiences; it is an essential process to 

learn from experiences. Director Lara said, “if you don’t reflect on an experience, even if 

the lesson is there, you would not learn from it.”  
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The second interpretation is about reflecting on one’s situations and the 

environment. This matches the scope as defined in the model, which characterizes this 

competency as the ability to assess situations and identify problems. Two unit heads 

pointed out that one needed to find time regularly to “think about, what the next thing is, 

the next step is” (Keith); and to think about “what you are doing, how it relates to other 

things, whether you’re really on the right direction, this’s what should be working on, 

what’s going on in the field… because otherwise you are always in the weeds.” (Eddie) 

The first angle of reflective thinking is essential for getting lessons learnt from 

experiences; it relates more to the learning attribute (section 7.2) than to leadership actions. 

The second is instrumental for planning and generating visions. For goal-settings, leaders 

have to be able to accurately assess the strengths and weaknesses of the organizations, and 

to recognize opportunities and threats. As reported in section 4.2.3, unit heads have a 

significantly higher interest rating than project leaders on this competency. This point will 

be further discussed in a subsequent section (5.5). 

The interview data also shows how the competencies in the model interlink. Within 

the cognitive domain, problem solving and decision making are often exercised together; 

while reflective thinking is a cognitive process of its own. These competencies connect 

with those in other domains intricately. When solving problems and making decisions, 

leaders often need many other competencies including forward thinking, global thinking, 

communication, strategic thinking and resource management. Different from the other two, 

reflective thinking requires the ability to think beyond one’s situation (i.e. global thinking 

in the Vision domain), and be open minded (flexibility in the Managerial domain). This 

competency is supported by personal qualities in the attribute dimension such as self-

awareness and self-regulation, which will be explored in more detail in section 5.2. 
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5.1.2 VISION DOMAIN 

The Vision domain relates to goal-setting in leadership process. It focuses on a 

leader’s ability to see beyond the current situation. Creative and innovative is the ability to 

think innovatively about the mission and goals of the organization; forward thinking 

encompasses the abilities to anticipate problems, opportunities and consequences; while 

global thinking covers the ability to consider a broader scale beyond one’s institution. 

Interestingly, this domain was rated as the most interested one but ranked last in the 

important scale (Table 15 in section 4.2.2). This was almost the opposite of the perception 

of the cognitive domain. The competency of creative/innovative got the highest interest 

rating, but was in the lower part of the importance scale (Table 26). The interview data 

points to a number of reasons behind these ratings. 

Table 26: Ratings on Vision Domain 

 Importance (n=37) Interest (n=37) 
Vision Domain Rank M SD Rank M SD 
Forward Thinking 8 4.47 0.70 4 4.36 0.76 
Creative/Innovative 13 4.28 0.94 1 4.44 0.69 
Global Thinking 14 4.25 0.77 7 4.25 0.69 

 

In fact, interviewees did recognize vision as important for leaders, although they 

did not necessarily name the specific competencies under the domain. A mid-career project 

leader emphasized that a leader “should know how to step back to have vision and find the 

leverage point.” Seven interviewees talked about vision, but they did not articulate much 

about the competencies in the domain. It reflects the abstract nature of vision as 

competency; and could explain why the respondents did not recognize the competencies as 

important for daily work, but were interested to know more. As unit head Agnes said that 

she found Cognitive domain mundane as she deployed the skills in day-to-day work, but 

she saw creativity as something new. Young project leader Julia was also keen on learning 

about Vision domain because “one can always delegate [cognitive tasks], but cannot 

delegate [visionary tasks].” 



106 
 

Forward thinking was mentioned by three interviewees as important for leadership 

(one director, two experienced unit heads), but only implicitly. For example, director Lara 

thought that “you cannot just work hard with what you have around you, but you have to 

consider the future and the surroundings.”  Interviewees understand that leaders need to 

plan ahead in time, but the term “forward thinking” does not draw much of their attention. 

No one explicitly used the term in the interviews. 

On the other hand, interviewees show keen interest in learning to be creative and 

innovative. In developing new initiatives and skills to fulfil new purposes, innovation and 

creativity become essential (Walton & Webb, 2016). Yet, it is a skill that many 

interviewees do not understand very well, and are curious to learn more about. Most 

interviewees could not pinpoint what creativity meant for their work and leadership role. 

Loretta was a young librarian who did not yet carry any leadership role; she observed that 

being innovative in academic library leadership called for boldness to step beyond 

traditional library roles, into new areas that might be perceived as “other’s territory”; for 

example, many university libraries installed computers and software that was traditionally 

provided by computer centres.  

Experienced unit head Tammy recalled herself being more creative when she 

served the architecture faculty in her early career (in mid-1990s). She observed that 

professors in the faculty frequently looked for architectural articles in Hong Kong 

publications, but there was no good way to find them. She therefore took the lead to build 

an index for this very specific subject. It was a new initiative of her own; no one in her 

library had done something like that before. That was a creative endeavour. 

In general, interviewees perceive that being creative in academic libraries is about 

being more flexible and less conventional. These viewpoints indicate that being creative 

and innovative is particularly relevant for library leaders to set goals that break away from 

tradition, in both frontline operation context as well as executive context. 
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The competency global thinking in the model is likely to be interpreted by the study 

participants differently from the original definition, which is about the ability to think 

beyond one’s organization, including its impact in the greater community and beyond. 

Possibly, survey respondents understood it in the literal sense of having a global, 

international perspective. It was evidenced by a couple interviewees, commenting how 

global thinking was less important because their libraries mostly work with local library 

users.  

However, the ability to think from a broad perspective is in fact considered very 

important by over half of the interviewees. It is an essential element in generating insights. 

A few unit heads expressed the importance of learning to see beyond one’s own functional 

area and institution. Eddie said that library leaders should develop holistic view of the 

organization, the contexts where the organization is nested in, and those beyond. Luna and 

Rose emphasized it was crucial to break away from one’s silo. 

The interview data supports that this is an important competency, but the survey 

rating is distorted by a misunderstanding of the label. To more accurately represent this 

competency, in this reporting I will use the term “holistic thinking” instead of “global 

thinking” when discussing this competency from this point onwards. 

The Vision domain connects strongly with strategic planning in Managerial 

domain. Visionary goals direct how strategic planning is conducted. Vision also connects 

with Interpersonal domain in leadership act. Director Keith said he aspired to be able to 

articulate the visions and priorities so that everyone is clear on what he wanted to do. 

Director Paul said that “having some kind of vision, and including people in developing that 

vision and moving towards it is important.” 

5.1.3 INTERPERSONAL DOMAIN 

The 6 competencies in this domain describe how leaders can create a positive 

atmosphere grounded on respect, responsibility, and motivation. These are key 
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competencies that leaders deploy to exert influence and motivate others. The domain was 

rated as the 3rd important one and 4th interested one (Table 15 in section 4.2.2). The ratings 

of the 6 competencies are summarized in Table 27. Communication skills is rated as the 

most important, accountability as the 4th, the rest are ranked lower in the important scale. 

On the interested rank, team building is the 5th, and the rest are also on the lower half of the 

ranking. 

Table 27: Ratings on Interpersonal Domain 

 Importance (n=37) Interest (n=37) 
Interpersonal Domain Rank M SD Rank M SD 
Communication Skills 1 4.89 0.32 8 4.25 0.69 
Accountability 4 4.58 0.76 16 3.86 0.80 
Inspirational / Motivational 8 4.47 0.81 10 4.19 0.71 
Team Building 11 4.42 0.81 5 4.31 0.75 
Culturally Competent 16 4.03 0.94 17 3.78 0.87 
Development 17 3.97 0.77 14 4.00 0.80 

 

Communication skills draw the most attention in both the survey and interviews. 

It is rated as the most important competency in the survey. All respondents in the project 

leader group rated it as Very Important. All 22 interviewees talked about this competency.  

To librarians, good communicators can express oneself clearly, be able to listen 

without being judgmental, and to accept opposing opinions. Librarians need to 

communicate with different user groups and work with people at different positions at the 

organization hierarchy beyond the library. Within a library, they need to persuade their 

supervisors to accept their ideas, collaborate with peers, and convince their subordinates to 

handle change; a mid-career project leader Amy described it as “ 上 傳 下 達 ” 

(communicating upwards and downwards). They need different communication strategies 

with different audience. As examples of communication strategies, unit head Rose shared 

her experience: 



109 
 

“To professors, I’ll put aside a lot of library jargons and our stand. Often, when 

library talks with professors we sell what we think are important to them, but they don’t 

think those are important…but if I don’t use the perspectives of the library, but theirs, the 

outcomes will be very different. …Then you also need different skills for supervisors and 

subordinates. To subordinates, you need to reason with them and touch them by heart, 

you need to help them see how the (change) will bring them benefits. To supervisors I 

usually use data and facts.” 

On accountability, one aspect of it that participants find important is the ability to 

lead by example. This is mentioned by 3 interviewees, and emphasized by two survey 

respondents in their written comments. This may reflect librarians’ inclination to be 

motivated by transformational characters of leaders. Another component of accountability 

is taking responsibility of one’s decisions. Only one interviewee, experienced unit head 

Eddie, pointed out that “taking responsibility for yourself, your actions, and the actions of 

those under you, is very important. And, if things go negatively, find a way to make it not 

happen in the future, rather than divert responsibility to somebody else.” 

Inspirational/motivational is mentioned by 3 interviewees, and only one of them 

explicitly stated that being motivational was very important for leaders to lead other 

colleagues towards a visionary direction. 

On team building, participants talk about building relationships in teamwork 

through empathy, respect to colleagues, recognizing subordinates’ effort, and building trust. 

Effective delegation is another key component of team building. Delegation requires 

understanding one’s colleagues and using people’s strength. It is not simply about assigning 

works to others. Without following it through with trust and respect, it can be damaging to 

the team. Crystal described a case of poor delegation skills: 
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“…it hurt colleagues’ confidence… after [the supervisor] received the work that she 

delegated, she found that it was not up to her standard and changed everything. It gave 

[us] heavy pressure and stress.” 

In the model, development is about actively seeking ways to grow people and 

viewing staff development as an integral part in the growth of an organization. It is not 

rated high in the survey; but interviews uncover a different picture. Several unit heads 

emphasize that developing staff is crucial for academic libraries; and leaders with authority 

have the responsibility to develop their staff. Tom observed how some of his colleagues 

failed to adapt to the new library system installed in 2017. It was a major system migration 

that affected almost all the library workflows. Some colleagues, including professional 

librarians and support staff, simply wanted to keep their old ways because they were 

reluctant to change; they would rather ask other people to work around to suit their 

preferences. Tom pointed out that the lack of development in his library was one of the 

reasons: 

 “Especially now, when changes happen fast. When we [recently] changed the 

systems, some colleagues cannot follow; because for over 10 years they probably had been 

using the same mentality, their view is very narrow. [The reasons could be that] the library 

hadn’t given them the chance to develop, and they were content with their environment… 

When big changes come you can see… some colleagues obviously are quite far behind.” 

Cultural competence is ranked at the bottom part of both important rank and 

interest rank. Two interviewees mentioned by passing that they did not consider this 

competency as important as others because colleagues in their libraries were mostly Hong 

Kong Chinese, therefore cultural difference was not considered a prominent issue in 

leadership context. 

The competencies in this domain have strong interconnection among them. Good 

communication skills is fundamental for the other 5 competencies. Being accountable for 
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one’s decisions and actions can be motivational by building trust and integrity. Staff 

development enhances colleagues’ ability to work as individuals as well as in a collective, 

contributing to team building. Cultural competence is about the awareness of diversity and 

cultivation of mutual respect. This should be able to enhance motivation and team 

communication. 

This domain relates to competencies in other domains, particularly those in 

managerial domain. For example, the aforementioned example about staff development 

raised by Tom also reveals that development can be a key element in change management. 

Accountability is essential for conscientious resource management. Furthermore, the 

interpersonal domain draws on personal attributes including emotional skills, resilience and 

integrity; as director Luna said, “team management is about having that kind of emotional 

intelligence, emotional resilience, that’s critical.” 

5.1.4 MANAGERIAL DOMAIN 

This domain focuses on effective and efficient ways to manage oneself, other 

people, as well as the organization as a whole. These competencies do not directly relate to 

visions and influence in a leadership process, but they are essential for organizational 

operations and personal management that support leadership process. 

The domain is rated as the 2nd important one and 2nd interested one (Table 15 in 

section 4.2.2). The ratings of the 5 competencies are summarized in Table 28. Collaboration 

is the rated as the most interested competency, manage change is the 3rd. 

Table 28: Ratings on Managerial Domain 

 Importance (n=37) Interest (n=37) 
Managerial Domain Rank M SD Rank M SD 
Manage Change 4 4.58 0.65 3 4.42 0.55 
Collaboration 6 4.56 0.56 1 4.44 0.65 
Flexibility / Adaptability 7 4.53 0.70 10 4.19 0.75 
Strategic Planning 8 4.47 0.81 5 4.31 0.67 
Resource Management 14 4.25 0.87 15 3.94 0.71 
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Although manage change is at the highest rank in this domain, interviewees did not 

talk about the competency in detail. The interviews were conducted a few months after the 

JULAC libraries migrated the library computer systems to a new shared software. It 

brought a lot of changes in workflows. Four interviewees were aware that the system 

migration made change management a salient leadership competency. A young project 

leader Linda described her approach to manage the systems change: 

“We had to keep thinking how to match (the old and the new), to keep 

trying; …then I started to find innovative ways, ... Secondly, the workflow changed too 

much, how do we help support staff through the transition with secured feeling? In fact if 

you talk with them more they would feel more secured; …It involves communication, and 

consolation, give them some positive words, like ‘this is what you are going to do, it’s not 

difficult’… communication, consolation in advance; some old workflow cannot be done the 

same way; you have to explain to them when the workflow changes, is not what we want, 

but the reality.” 

From this sharing, Linda used two strategies to handle the change: experimenting 

new practices, and communicate with staff. The latter strategy echoes what Tom shared 

about staff development as reported in the previous section. 

On collaboration, the term “give-and-take” or similar idea appears multiple times 

in interviews. Collaboration is about “create mutual benefits, create a synergy, and to save 

time; we can ‘kill two birds with one stone’” (Daisy). Collaboration is rated as the most 

interested competency to develop, probably because it is generally perceived as an 

important skill but librarians find that they do not understand it very well. It became more 

prominent after the participants in the study went through the joint library system migration. 

Flexibility/adaptability is more about a personal management ability of having an 

open mind, to be able to listen to and accept views different from oneself. Director Paul 

characterized himself as capable at “doing something very different and outside the box, 
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and something I was uncomfortable doing.” It was his flexibility and adaptability that 

made it possible for him to settle on a new directorship in Hong Kong, far from his 

hometown. One project leader emphasized open-mindedness was important for leaders to 

avoid jumping to conclusions. 

Strategic planning covers the ability to identify clear, well-defined outcomes, make 

short-term and long-term planning and to drive results. In the survey, unit heads rated it 

highly important but project leaders did not. An early-career project leader said “strategic 

planning is less important in my level”; while three directors emphasized it was very 

important. It is reasonable, as unit heads, particularly directors, have to make strategic plans 

for their units or even the whole library.  

Resource management is not limited to monetary and materials. In a broad sense, 

organizational resources also include human resources, system rewards and opportunities 

for employees. Multiple participants emphasized that leaders should be fair, in the sense 

that they should be able to uphold consistent standard in giving rewards and retributions. 

Rose explained that directors should allocate resources in a righteous manner: 

“What I mean (about being fair) is not about everyone getting the same share, 

but you need to allocate ‘gains’ to a person according to the person’s effort. It is not only 

resources, but also praises, and performance evaluation.” 

Unit head Vicky, who managed a big team, reiterated the importance of avoiding 

favoritism. She raised an example: 

“A very competent colleague was always late coming back from his tea breaks; he 

also often applied for time off at the last minute, forcing other colleagues to fill his duty 

roster…  no matter how well he performed, I had to scold him, I had to point out that’s not 

good. I find this important, giving the message that, one doesn’t get preferable treatment 
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from his boss because his performance is good. They need to know everyone is treated 

equally.” 

Vicky values fairness highly because that is her way to “gain colleagues’ trust and 

respect.” To her, being impartial means “using the same yardstick for every colleague.” 

This echoes findings in group dynamics studies correlating respect and trust within a 

relational leadership situation; fair treatment by the group authority influences feelings of 

respect by group members (Clarke, 2011). 

Among the competencies in managerial domain, manage change requires 

flexibility in experimenting new ideas; collaboration involves managing shared resources. 

Strategic planning calls for flexibility and resource management.  In addition, strategic 

planning draws heavily on cognitive ability as well as vision; while collaboration and team 

building in interpersonal domain overlap. This domain also calls for personal attributes 

including integrity, honesty and trustworthiness. 

5.2 PERSONAL ATTRIBUTES  

In the survey result, additional competencies given by respondents suggest some 

qualities that belong to the personal attribute component of librarians’ leadership capacity 

(Table 22 and Table 23 in section 4.3). These qualities included emotional skills, 

confidence, kindness, patience, integrity, perseverance, openness, and humility. 

In interviews, emotional skills were mentioned quite often. It was brought up by 8 

out of 22 interviewees. They mentioned qualities including empathy, emotional 

intelligence, emotional resilience, social awareness and self-awareness.  

Paul explained that being empathetic meant being “honest and truthful, able to 

convince people, relate to people at their level.” He shared that empathetic leaders can 

show their care and respect to colleagues; they value colleagues’ effort and build trustful 

relationship with others. Emotion resilience is another quality that interviewees value: 



115 
 

having the forbearance that helps one face frustration and difficult time; having the 

awareness “that there is more out there that you need to know” (Eddie); and the self-

regulation that maintains one’s stable demeanour in various situations.  

Another major type of attributes that emerged from the interview data relates to 

librarians’ self-confidence, self-efficacy and their identity as leaders. Director Lara 

explained her view on self-confidence: 

“And self-confidence, that’s not a skill… Where does self-confidence come from? 

It’s established by your knowledge on the organization, your work, your service, on the 

people around you; if you know them, know them deeper, you will build up your 

confidence.”  

Another director, Daisy, shared that she often initiated new ideas for projects, but 

whether these ideas could be implemented depended on her subordinates’ motivation to 

lead and their sense of duty. The eagerness to take on a leadership act relates closely with 

one’s self-efficacy. Young project leader Cindy led a small project to promote electronic 

resources to students; the experience validated her competence, and made her believe that 

she could take more leadership. Although self-identity is not mentioned in any form among 

the questionnaire written responses, it is a rather clear theme in the interview data. 

Substantiating these findings, leadership literature has proposed leader identity as a critical 

component in leadership development process; it motivates and supports leader’s growth 

(Lord & Hall, 2005).  

Interviewees echo moral values, in particular, integrity and respect. Two survey 

respondents highlighted “leading by example” as an important quality, which requires 

integrity and honesty. In interviews, participants talked about respect, in the sense of 

showing respect to colleagues’ effort. Director Keith respected contribution of his staff; he 

made public celebration on their effort in staff meetings. This gesture was appreciated by 

his staff at all levels, and helped to boost morale in his library.  
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Another recurrent attribute among the interview data is “being fair;” it is 

emphasized by a few interviewees, as reported in the Managerial section. For example, 

Crystal lamented that her supervisor berated one teammate who was late to work but not 

another who was also late. She felt indignant although she was not the person involved. 

This resonates what Vicky called the “same yardstick” quoted in the Managerial section. 

To be fair and consistent when handling resources and rewards, leaders require integrity, 

respect and honesty; these are important attributes for library leaders. 

Interviewees also shared a few other attributes that could be more connected with 

personalities. These attributes fall into two broad areas: one is about being kind, humble, 

approachable, caring; another one is about being patient, meticulous, perseverant.  

When director Paul reflected on his own strength, he highlighted empathy and 

being friendly and approachable; while young project leader Julia, despite a big contrast in 

experience and leadership responsibility with Paul, also shared that these were the 

important personality to make successful library leaders. One interesting example of a kind 

and caring leader in the data was not an interviewee: Mr. Chan was the director in one of 

the participating libraries, he left the position a few years ago. Three interviewees in that 

library coincidentally talked about how they appreciated Mr. Chan’s leadership in their 

one-on-one interviews with me. He was gentle and generous in giving encouragement and 

guidance to his librarians; he showed great care to the librarians he worked with. The fact 

that his subordinates talked about his kindness with such emotion so long after he left was 

impressive. 

The second area of personality traits is about being patient, meticulous and 

persistent. Agnes was a good example demonstrating how these positive qualities resulted 

in success. She led a complex and large-scale project of applying an innovative RFID 

technology in sorting library books. She faced a lot of technical hurdles, and had to work 

with many parties who had different expertise, perspectives and working styles. Her 

patience and tactfulness in coordinating different working groups, and perseverance in 
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tackling problems one after another, eventually resulted in a successful delivery of the new 

service.  

These two areas of personality characteristics may be understood using the 

terminology of the Five-Factor Model of Personality (Novikova & Vorobyeva, 2019). The 

model is a descriptive framework of personality traits for a lot of empirical works that 

predict job performance and success. It consists of 5 facets: Neuroticism, Extraversion, 

Openness to Experience, Agreeableness and Conscientiousness. The last two facets could 

embrace the two areas of personality being discussed. Agreeableness relates to one’s 

tendencies to be kind, gentle, trustworthy and warm; it fits well the first area of personality 

described by participants. Conscientious individuals are characterized as careful, reliable, 

organized, industrious, and self-controlled; and is found to be highly correlated with 

perservance (Duckworth et al., 2007). However, the evidence in the data is not strong 

enough to point to the main aspect of conscientiousness, namely being careful, diligent and 

organized, although they were implied, such as in Agnes’ project described above. 

Therefore, I would continue to use the term perseverance to represent the second 

personality aspect in this reporting. 

Summing up this analysis, one way to organize the attributes in the data is to round 

them into four clusters: emotional skills, self-identity, moral values and personalities. The 

attributes discussed in this section are summarized in Figure 9. These clusters are by no 

mean mutually exclusive; they are in fact deeply intertwined. For example, trustworthiness 

can be built on integrity, friendliness, self-confidence and empathy. Personality must affect 

one’s emotional skills, moral values and self-identity; having a positive attitude in front of 

difficulty can be perseverance as well as emotional skills; moral values also shape personal 

qualities such as kindness. There are numerous ways these attributes connect with each 

other. 



118 
 

 
Figure 9: Four Clusters of Personal Attributes 

5.3 ACTIONS SYMBOLIZED AS 4 LEADERSHIP ROLES 

When going through the coded segments of the interview data about leaders’ 

actions, including what they do and what they are expected to do, a few themes appear. 

These actions can be symbolized as four leadership roles. One is about leaders’ role in 

giving directions and making decisions; this is a traditional function of leaders. A second 

recurring idea in the data is the role to try something new under uncertainties, or allowing 

subordinates to do so. A third theme is the attention to staff development. One more theme 

is about effectively communicating with different groups of people to support leadership 

processes. The four themes bring to the findings of four key leadership roles of academic 

library leaders, that I label as Navigator, Experimenter, People Developer and Relations 

Builder. These roles represent the actions of effective leaders as perceived by the 

participants; they are not directly driven by the job positions and responsibilities; however, 

certainly their job responsibilities affect how they enact these roles. 

5.3.1 THE ROLE TO DIRECT AND MAKE DECISIONS 

Interviewees who discussed the competency of decision making often pointed out 

that leaders had the role to give directions for the collectives; they are expected to make 

final decisions, and sometimes difficult decisions. The kinds of decision making may 

happen in two different leadership contexts: strategic decisions and operational decisions. 
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5.3.1.1 SETTING STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS 

This role is more prominent among library directors. Director Daisy explained her 

strategic role: 

“many directions require my drive – what to do, what not to do, where should the 

emphasis be, what to pilot, which ones need longer timeframe… I need to drive the 

strategic direction…(I find) visionary is an important facet (in the role); so are strategic 

direction, vision.” 

Another director Luna highlighted strategic thinking, innovation and holistic 

thinking to have the insights for vision:  

“I think to make that kind of move to kind of top-tier leadership, you really have 

to have a kind of strategic understanding and a kind of innovation…If you are serious about 

becoming a leader, one of the key things you have to be able to do, is step outside your 

situation and see a bigger picture.” 

Relating to the ability to get a better vision, director Keith found it was the most 

important to have “a sense of clarity,” the ability to distill information from noise; and 

“being able to articulate the visions and priorities so that everyone is clear.” 

When a library’s strategic goals do not align with the priorities of the university, 

difficult decisions would have to be made. Experienced unit head Agnes shared that, at the 

time when her library proposed to build a research output management system, her 

university wanted the library to prioritize resources for developing cultural activities for 

undergraduate students. She and her director had to keep a clear strategic vision, 

communicated with university administrators to justify the library’s vision. Compromises 

had to be committed. The leaders require patience, emotional skills and robust integrity to 

achieve their directions. 
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5.3.1.2 DIRECTING OPERATIONS 

At the operational level, the directing role focuses more on problem solving, 

forward thinking, decision making and adaptability. For example, Tammy described her 

problem-solving approach in leading projects:  

“if [an idea] is impossible, I won’t consider implementing it; if it should work but 

we face difficulty, then I will find ways to tackle the difficulty. That’s what a leading role is 

about.” 

A leader directing operations does not only tackle problems when they arise, but 

also plan ahead to prevent problems arising. In the complex project of applying RFID 

technology mentioned in a previous section, unit head Agnes reframed the project scope to 

fit the physical context of her library; she expanded the work to cover the alteration of other 

library facilities and service so as to optimize the benefits of the new book management 

technology. In that she demonstrated her knowledge of her library, her ability to assess the 

situation and envision outcomes; she also showed high level of perseverance and 

motivation to get the project properly managed. Another complex project, the research 

assessment exercise (RAE) in 2014 in Library B, also highlighted how leaders’ actions led 

to the success of the project. Linda described the team leaders were always responsive and 

responsible for decision-making; they were supportive and efficient in finding additional 

resources to solve ad-hoc problems; the whole team communicated and coordinated well 

to bring the project to fruition. 

5.3.1.3 THE NAVIGATOR ROLE, COMPETENCIES AND ATTRIBUTES 

The roles of leaders in setting directions for strategic goals and operational goals 

are similar to a navigator who steers the organization, a unit, or a task through unchartered 

waters. Therefore, I use the term Navigator to represent this leadership role. 

A navigator sets goals for his or her group, and leads the group to achieve the goals 

through planning, making decisions and actions. At the organizational level, the role is 
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responsible more on finding strategic directions; while at the operation level, the role shifts 

more towards problem solving and actions to achieve operational goals.  

Haycock et al. (2012) specified strategic thinking as a holistic, divergent, dynamic 

exercise to question the status quo; while strategic planning is more about a convergent, 

systematic activity to create a strategic plan. Leaders in the strategic Navigator role need a 

broad spectrum of competencies supporting both the divergent and convergent aspects of 

the role. They use competencies in all 4 domains: decision making (Cognitive), creative, 

forward thinking and holistic thinking (Vision), communication and team building 

(Interpersonal), strategic thinking and flexibility (Managerial). As shown in the examples 

discussed earlier in this role, strategic navigators rely on emotional skills, perseverance and 

integrity to lead the collectives towards their visions. 

At operational context, Navigators need competencies of decision making, 

problem solving and reflective thinking (Cognitive); forward thinking, holistic thinking 

and creativity (Vision), communication and team building (Interpersonal), collaboration, 

resource management and flexibility (Managerial). For operational navigators, emotional 

skills including empathy and social awareness are very important to lead team members to 

tackle problems; they need strong leader identity and perseverance to work through 

difficulties to achieve operational goals. 

5.3.2 THE ROLE TO TRY NEW IDEAS IN UNCERTAINTIES 

Academic libraries face constantly changing environment. To keep their functions, 

services and workflow relevant, librarians have to set new, non-traditional goals. They 

would have to try things out without clear certainty of outcomes. In the interviewees’ 

discussion about these leadership functions, there are two aspects: taking sensible, 

intelligent risks; and creating an experiment-friendly organizational environment. 
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5.3.2.1 TAKING INTELLIGENT RISKS 

Being experimental is a common theme among early-career participants. They are 

at a position where Julia called “leading from the bottom”: “where I’m expected or asked 

to pick up a project that’s maybe unpopular, or they just want someone try something else, 

take some risks, be a bit more experimental.” 

This leadership role is about proceeding with uncertainties and being aware of the 

risk of failure. For example, Julia was asked to conduct a workshop for PhD students that 

she did not know enough how to do at the beginning; but with good preparation she 

delivered the workshop with success at the end. She appreciated the flexibility in the 

environment that allowed her to take on a new task without full certainty of success.  

Failures are possible in uncertain environment. Cindy organized database 

workshops for students; her team packaged them as “coffee hours” and offered free coffee, 

expecting this could attract more students. However, it went against their expectation, 

attendance was low. After some evaluation and reflection, she and her team identified why 

it failed: 

“then later we found that, to students in HK, free coffee was not something very 

attractive; and the timing was not good, 3-4pm in the afternoon, there were many classes 

starting at 3:30, or at the half-hours, and in the afternoon many students were in class. So 

in the year after that we did it in lunch time, and we provided free light lunch.”  

Despite the failure in the first trial, her team made changes to improve in the next 

run. Like Julia, she appreciated her library gave her the space to try different things.  

5.3.2.2 CREATING AN FAILURE-TOLERANT ENVIRONMENT 

The second aspect of this leadership role is to creating an environment that 

encourages experiments, risk-taking, and tolerating failures.  
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The experience of Julia and Cindy demonstrates that, leaders who try new, 

uncertain goals need a “spacious” environment and supportive supervisors. In this context, 

interviewees often mentioned flexibility and space for risk-taking and mistakes. As Crystal 

put it, “let people try, let people make mistakes, but in the process, failures are tolerated.” 

This was echoed from two directors: Daisy said “we need to provide an environment that 

encourage colleagues to try things out, to pilot, to test and experiment; failure is okay.” 

Keith also agreed that senior leaders should “want to create a culture where people feel 

that they can take risks.”  

Farson and Keyes (2002) introduced the concept of “failure-tolerant leaders,” 

which can help to clarify this aspect of the role to try new things. Their premise is that 

break-through comes from a willingness to encourage risk-taking and learn from 

subsequent mistakes. Failure-tolerant leaders are executives who create a culture of 

intelligent risk-taking that leads to sustained innovation; the leaders can differentiate 

excusable and inexcusable failure to yield productive mistakes and make those as the basis 

for learning. This feature echoes transformational leadership organizational culture, in 

which leaders “seek to foster organizational cultures that are hospitable and conducive to 

creativity, problem solving, risk taking, and experimentation” (Bass & Avolio, 1993, p. 

115). In the context of academic libraries, directors and senior decision makers can learn 

to be failure-tolerant leaders, to create the environment conducive to all librarians to test 

out ideas despite uncertainties. 

5.3.2.3 THE EXPERIMENTER ROLE, COMPETENCIES AND ATTRIBUTES 

This leadership role of taking sensible risks to test out new ideas, and the role to 

make this possible for subordinates to fail safely, are similar to the function of an 

experimenter, who tests ideas in a safe setting, learn from failure and improve for next trial. 

Therefore, I label this role Experimenter.  



124 
 

The role is supported by competencies including reflective thinking and problem 

solving (Cognitive); creativity, holistic thinking and forward thinking (Vision), 

communication skills (Interpersonal) and flexibility/adaptability (Managerial). Being 

open-minded, flexible and creative are key elements in letting experimental ideas grow. 

Communication skills helps experimenters to articulate ideas and to receive feedbacks. 

Reflective thinking is required to examine failures and to seek improvement. In terms of 

personal attributes, experimenters need emotional skills to learn from failures; they 

definitely need patience and perseverance to learn from setbacks. For leaders who create a 

“failure-tolerant” environment, they must have trust and respect for their teammates. 

5.3.3 THE ROLE TO DEVELOP STAFF  

One survey participant remarked that he/ she was interested to learn how to 

discover the potential of his/her staff, and to learn how to engage them. Director Luna 

resonated the same idea, saying, “as a director, I should be identifying staff with potential, 

and really encouraging them.” The responsibility of leaders to develop their staff is a 

recurrent theme in the data. All director interviewees and a few unit heads talked about this 

role, exemplified in Eddie’s words, “it’s your job to find ways to help them learn; if you 

don’t, you are not doing your job.”  

Eddie made that comment in the context of the large-scale systems change at 

JULAC that was implemented a few months before the interviews. The new systems 

required major redesign in library workflows. As quoted in a previous section, Tom 

observed that some staff members in his library could not cope with the change; their work 

had not changed for years, and they became reluctant to handle the new environment. Tom 

thought that, better staff development could have prepared people for change in working 

environments. 

Two directors particularly linked their staff development role with the career path 

of their staff. Keith set up a system to involve all librarians to join the senior library 
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administration team on a rotation basis. One of his intentions was to let his professional 

staff experience leadership work, he said, 

“let’s say one of the librarians want to apply to the associate position, in the 

interview question, ‘have you had any experience in administration?’ they can point to 

‘well, I spent time on the top administration team in the library.’” 

Another director Luna set up an in-house leadership development programme. 

Apart from upgrading the workforce in her library, she also considered the benefits for the 

staff members themselves: 

“So when somebody leaves for promotion to another university, I am always really 

pleased…you know, when staff have potential, we develop them, but we can’t offer them 

the opportunities, and they find them elsewhere, I’m quite happy about that, I think that’s 

really good news, hopefully they’ll come back at some point, having gained more 

experience.” 

Such concern about improving the performance of their staff not only for better 

organization output, but also for the individual well-being of their staff, is very close to the 

approach of Transformational Leadership, which features motivating followers by 

communicating high expectations, stimulating followers to develop to their full potential 

(Bass & Avolio, 1990). These characteristics of leadership are effective in motivating 

followers to act in ways that support the greater good rather than their own self-interest 

(Kuhnert, 1994). 

Interview discussion on the leaders’ role of developing staff surrounded two 

subthemes: how leaders create opportunities for development, and the willingness to put 

effort on staff development.   
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5.3.3.1 CREATING OPPORTUNITIES  

Leaders who care about staff development stay highly aware of learning 

opportunities available. Director Daisy and Lara both have the habit of sharing conference 

announcement, informative professional news and readings to their staff.  

Director Luna, who valued staff development a lot, had an in-house leadership 

development programme designed for her support staff and librarians separately. Director 

Daisy also arranged workshops and talks of various topics for her staff whenever there is 

an opportunity. As directors, they had the authority to deploy resources to organize staff 

development activities.  

Leaders can actively create opportunities for staff development through daily work. 

In the aforementioned example, Keith arranged his staff to join the top administration team 

in the library to learn about leadership activities. The role is not limited to library directors, 

experienced unit head Tom and mid-career project leader Linda were also aware of this 

leadership role. Both thought that frequent communication with team members about new 

changes, together with empathetic coaching to prepare them for upcoming challenges, was 

something a leader should do to help their team members keep professionally competent. 

5.3.3.2 WILLINGNESS TO PRIORITIZE STAFF DEVELOPMENT  

Just like other leadership acts, facilitating staff development requires leaders to 

convince others to achieve the goals together with them. Luna, the director who cared about 

staff development, shared: 

“one of the things I’ve done is to try to make links with universities outside of HK 

and do staff secondments. We have a staff exchange with one university in the UK. Staff 

response was indifferent, there wasn’t a kind of … ‘Wow, this is great, this is exciting, this 

is a real opportunity’; it was like ‘if do you want me to go on it, I’ll go on it’ …no, it didn’t 

work very well (no one took it)… I also found that, if we have staff coming here, then the 

attitude is, ‘oh well, but that’s more work for us’. If we take an intern, for example, 
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somebody came from Germany for 6 weeks;  it’s great because it actually led to a kind of 

link with other library; but the initial reaction was ‘oh well, that’s a lot of work for us.’” 

Luna was disappointed that some of her librarians were indifferent to the 

opportunities she created; and that some supervisors in her library (Library A) were 

unwilling to invest their effort in developing staff. She considered this as “one of the big 

challenges to make staff development a priority.” She also failed to introduce mentorship 

programme to her library because the library management group found it was too much 

work for them to operate the programme. Library E had a similar experience; a few years 

ago the management discussed the idea of one-on-one mentoring for new staff members, 

but the programme did not work out because of lack of support among managers. 

The attitude of viewing staff development as extra work, or as an inefficient use of 

staff time, was touched on to different degrees by about half of the interviewees. As Libby 

put it, “Some colleagues may think that they don’t need to attend (a programme), ‘why 

should I attend? I’m already very busy, I can’t finish my work, how can I go?’” Sometimes 

the reluctance was understandable; for example, young project leader Amy did not want to 

attend training programmes that used her after-work hours because she had young children 

to take care of. Libby, who was a mid-career unit head in Library A, commented on the in-

house leadership programme organized by her director Luna. Although she liked the 

programme, she felt that it was implemented with a top-down approach with little 

understanding of staff’s needs, as she said, “usually if senior management thinks it can be 

done this way, then we go this way.” She wanted to see more communication, and 

suggested,  

“perhaps, fewer sessions, open up to more people to participate, or make them ½ 

hour per session, it may also work. … who need the skills to be taught? … so we always 

talk about how to provide opportunities to more people. Perhaps the training can be open 

to more people at different ranks.” 
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Libby’s comment showed that leaders who value staff development, despite all the 

good intention, should understand the development needs and preferences of their staff. 

The function is not only about setting development goals for staff, but also about getting 

staff on board to achieve the goals. 

5.3.3.3 THE PEOPLE DEVELOPER ROLE, COMPETENCIES AND ATTRIBUTES 

The leadership role of developing staff for organization as well as individual 

benefit can be represented as People Developer, who actively seek opportunities to grow 

the capacity of staff members. They care about helping others in the organization to develop 

knowledge and skills as productive library professionals; they also value developing staff 

to be productive members of the collective. That means they are eager to invest in activities 

that build not only technical knowhows, but also cultivate team spirit and collegiality. 

The key competency in the model is “development” in the interpersonal domain, 

which encompasses the abilities to actively seeking ways to grow people and develop staff, 

to view development of staff as an integral part in the growth of the organization, and to 

provide opportunities for development through training and mentoring (Ammons-Stephens 

et al., 2009). From the interview data discussed above, the role does not connect directly to 

Cognitive domain, but relates more to holistic thinking (in Vision domain) to think beyond 

one’s own situation. It connects more strongly with the Interpersonal domain, including 

development, communication and inspirational/motivational. The role also requires 

flexibility and resource management in the Managerial domain.  

People Developers are driven strongly by personal attributes, in particular a strong 

sense of caring for others, a sense of responsibility for one’s subordinates, which can be 

encompassed by the Agreeableness facet in the Five-Factor personality model. In addition, 

People Developers must have good level of empathy in order to see development needs of 

subordinates.  
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5.3.4 THE ROLE TO ENHANCE WORKING RELATIONS 

Communication is a popular discussion point in the interviews. Academic 

librarians communicate with service users, university administrators, as well as their fellow 

teammates and colleagues to meet various ends. To serve users, Julia found that “it was 

very important to be present, visible, warm and friendly;” and “that friendliness and 

openness was very very important.” Director Daisy emphasized the importance “to 

demonstrate the role of a library can play in the university; the visibility, importance and 

relevance of library to the university operations – that is a role I need to have.”  

The role to have a positive working relationship with colleagues inside the library 

and within the university is relevant to both project leaders and unit heads in this study. 

Their discussion shows that relations are built with effective communication and more. 

This section describes working relations based on building two types of rapport: trust and 

mutual understanding.  

5.3.4.1 BUILDING TRUST 

Director Paul knew that delivering changes were often challenging. However, the 

change process he did in his own library a few years ago was very smooth. He explained: 

“Well, because…, maybe it comes back to my experience, maybe it's because 

people here trust me more. I've been here for… like 13 years. The process was quite, quite 

simple in many ways. There was some disagreement and some negotiation that had to 

happen, but by and large, we (3 top library administrators) wrote the change document, 

presented it, had a forum or two, and it just did it. It was quite uneventful actually.” 

Paul believed it was his demonstrated competence in previous achievements that 

made library staff trust him for leading the change.  

Director Lara also talked about trust. At one point of her career, she was assigned 

to head the library computer systems unit, for which she had no background knowledge. 
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However, the transition turned out to be much smoother than she expected. She believed it 

was because she built trust with her new team through delegation and candid 

communication: 

“In delegation you need trust; you trust [the subordinate’s] ability, his 

performance... I had staff who can communicate honestly with me, …I could deliver my 

expectation and instruction; he can honestly tell me his difficulties or problems he faces; 

while I have to address his problems, taking his problems seriously. … the two-way 

communication builds the trust.” 

The two examples show that trust goes both ways: subordinates trusting the leaders 

and leaders trusting subordinates are both helpful in leadership processes. 

5.3.4.2 BUILDING MUTUAL UNDERSTANDING 

Common understanding is essential for teamwork and projects; Agnes commented: 

“to face new projects, if colleagues are not with you, on the same pace, having the 

common understanding on what to achieve, then you won’t achieve anything.” 

Reaching mutual understanding is not only about articulating messages clearly, but 

the personal touch is also important. Libby found face-to-face interaction essential because 

when colleagues meet each other, the kind of communication can clear a lot of 

misunderstand that might have arisen from emails. Physical gathering can build mutual 

understanding across organization hierarchy; Eddie appreciated the annual strategic 

planning day, in which “the library come together having collective direction and 

awareness of what everybody is doing.”  

To build working relationship, leaders communicate purposes, not orders. A young 

librarian Loretta had the experience of coaching a relatively stubborn colleague to change 

her outdated workflow. She achieved that by explaining why the change was preferable, 

and suggested ways to handle various consequences of the new workflow. She learnt that 
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“every leader should tell people the reasons behind every work, and not just give the order, 

but to explain why they should do it this way.” 

For early-career project leaders, since they lack official authority and a strong 

record of competence, they particularly need a good communication with colleagues who 

they collaborate with. Young librarian Julia described how she worked very hard to 

convince and involve colleagues in her social media project: 

“it’s hard to get other people involved, …telling the other people, ‘listen to me, and 

do what I’m asking you to do, let’s collaborate and work together,’ … so that’s a, kind of 

having to campaign, from a junior level… [I had to] be patient, got to be patient, keep 

repeating what it is that you’re trying to get done, … to be sure of that what you are doing 

is a good thing, just be ultra-sure of the value, read the literature and be up-to-date, …in 

that kind of the position it’s about your attitude, maybe less about particular skills, being 

confident and being patient, patient definitely.” 

5.3.4.3 THE RELATIONS BUILDER ROLE, COMPETENCIES AND ATTRIBUTES 

In this role, leaders build up trust and mutual understanding in order to have 

constructive working relations with colleagues. I use the term Relations Builder to 

represent this role.  

Relations Builder and People Developer have certain overlap in their actions, and 

they share some common competencies and attributes, but the two roles have different 

purposes and principles. People Developers prioritize developing the capability of people 

and teams based on an authentic care for the well-being of other people and the collectives. 

They take it as a responsibility of a leader to help others grow professionally. On the other 

hand, Relations Builders prioritize developing the social capital of themselves as well as 

the collectives in order to help make their work more efficient and effective. This concurs 

the discussion in the literature about how librarians tend to exert leadership influence 

through relations and social exchange (section 2.3.1.2). 
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In relationship building, empathy is a key element. Supervisors have to be 

empathetic when helping colleagues to improve their work quality; they have to carry out 

their responsibility to “give feedback or guidance to subordinates.” (Rose). Towards 

people at lower ranks, Relations Builders respect and appreciate their effort, give proper 

credits and celebrate their contribution openly. As Amy put it, “…create a positive working 

environment; you want to unite colleagues to accomplish tasks.” 

Relations Builder is supported by many competencies, in particular those in 

Interpersonal domain and Managerial domain, including communication, accountability, 

development, team building, collaboration and resource management. As described above, 

this role is heavily driven by emotional skills, including empathy, emotional awareness and 

regulations. They also need high standard of honesty, respect and integrity in order to build 

trust.  

5.4 COMPETENCIES AND ATTRIBUTES FOR THE 4 ROLES 

To sum up, the key elements within the competency domains and personal 

attributes support the actions in the four leadership roles are shown in Table 29. Navigators 

and Experimenters need many competencies from all four domains, while People 

Developers and Relations Builders draw more heavily from the Interpersonal and 

Managerial ones. Three competencies connect with all four roles, they are: holistic thinking 

(Vision), communication (Interpersonal) and flexibility (Managerial). As for personal 

attributes, one would expect all four clusters are important for all roles. The data shows 

different emphases on individual attributes at different roles. Those attributes with evidence 

in the data to relate to the roles are shown in Table 29. 

Table 29: Competencies and Attributes Supporting the 4 Roles 

 Navigator Experimenter People 
Developer 

Relations 
Builder 

Cognitive  All in the 
domain 

All in the 
domain 
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Vision All in the 
domain 

All in the 
domain 

Holistic thinking Holistic thinking 

Inter-
personal 

Communication,  
Team building 

Communication  Communication, 
Development, 
Inspirational 

Communication, 
Accountability, 
Development, 
Team building 

Managerial Collaboration,  
Flexibility,  
Resource 
management,  
Strategic 
planning 

Flexibility Flexibility, 
Resource 
management 

Collaboration,  
Resource 
management, 
Flexibility, 
Strategic 
planning 

Personal 
Attributes 

Emotional skills, 
Self-identity, 
Moral 
(Integrity), 
Personality 
(Perseverance)  

Emotional 
skills,  
Self-identity, 
Moral 
(Respect), 
Personality 
(Perseverance) 

Emotional skills 
(Empathy), 
Personality 
(Agreeableness) 

Emotional skills, 
Moral (Integrity, 
Respect) 

 

5.5 UNIT HEADS AND PROJECT LEADERS 

In the survey, the rating differences of the project leaders group (n=13) and unit 

heads group (n=14) was reported in section 4.2.3. As a summary: average ratings in both 

importance and interest were slightly higher among unit heads than project leaders across 

4 domains (Table 18 and Table 19). For individual competencies, only 3 showed 

differences that are statistically significant: the interest on reflective thinking, and the 

importance of accountability and flexibility/adaptability.  

As for the interviews, there were 14 unit heads among the interviewees (5 were 

directors), 7 project leaders, and 1 librarian who has no leadership role. Interview data 

provides a more complex understanding of the differences in perception between the two 

groups.  

The two groups have slightly different focus on decision making. While decision 

making and problem solving go hands-in-hands in a project context, directors’ decision 

making belongs to a different kind. Directors make strategic decision for the libraries, those 

are more supported by strategic thinking and visions rather than problem solving.  
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In the survey, project leaders rated communication skills higher than unit heads did 

in both scales (Table 20 and Table 21 in section 4.2.3). In her interview, experienced unit 

head Tammy said that she did not find communication important to get the job done; 

because she was the official leader, she could give orders. But she could see that project 

leaders may need good communication to motivate others. A project leader Kalvin 

concurred on the same view. He thought that heads have the role to make the final decisions, 

they may not need to rely on communication skills to get everyone on board. This brings 

up a point about influencing others in a leadership process: while unit heads can use their 

authority power to exert leadership, project leaders often have to resort to good 

communications to influence others.  

The survey rating pattern of accountability was opposite to that of communication 

skills: unit heads rated it as the most important competency while project leaders did not 

rate it very high. When interviewees commented on accountability, their interpretation of 

this competency was more focused at the managerial role and authority power than the 

aspect of taking personal responsibilities. With this interpretation, naturally unit heads 

valued accountability more than non-heads because of their positions. 

Unit heads rated reflective thinking higher in both importance and interest scale. 

In interviews, not one project leaders mentioned reflective thinking. As discussed in section 

5.1.1, three heads talked about this competency, and two of them interpreted it in the way 

close to the definition in the model, i.e., the ability to reflect on one’s situation, to assess 

strengths, shortcomings and opportunities. This is a competency more relevant to unit 

heads in making decisions and generating insights. 

Although the rating of flexibility/adaptability in the survey also showed a 

significant difference between the two groups, the interview data did not reveal any pattern 

explaining the difference. Interviewees did not have specific ideas why unit heads and 

project leaders might perceive flexibility differently. 
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With the insights of the interviewees, the differences in perception are believed to 

originate from the nature of their positions in an organization. While the survey does not 

differentiate directors from other unit heads, the five directors I interviewed can reveal 

whether the top executives perceive leadership capacity in specific ways. After going 

through the codes of their interview transcripts, they do not show any consistent pattern in 

their views of competencies or personal attributes. In fact, each of them had their own 

emphasis: Paul found empathy the most important for leaders; Daisy cared about the ability 

to drive strategic outcomes; Keith concerned the most about clear and concise 

communication in the information overload environment; Lara relied on her self-

confidence and trusting others to be successful; while Luna showed the highest attention 

among the five to the ability and role of developing her staff. Apart from the fact that they 

work at the highest level of the library organizations, the data does not have patterns 

showing that their perception of leadership capacity is different from other unit heads. 

Project leaders and unit heads are responsible to setting different types of collective 

goals, and they exercise influence differently to achieve these goals. In other words, they 

have different emphasis over the four leadership roles. For example, as Navigators, library 

directors mostly play the role of strategic navigator; other unit heads may take on both 

strategic and operational navigation. Project leaders mostly lead as an operational navigator. 

Project leaders takes the lead to be Experimenters; but unit heads have the authority to 

create an experiment-friendly organizational environment. People Developer is dominantly 

a role of unit heads. Relations Builder is a role equally relevant for both unit heads and 

project leaders. Table 30 summarizes the picture. 

Table 30: Relating Leadership Roles and Leadership Positions 

Leadership 
Role 

Unit Heads Project Leaders 

Navigator Have both strategic and operational 
navigation responsibilities 

Mostly responsible for 
operational navigation 

Experimenter Have authority to create an 
experiment-friendly environment 

Take the lead to be 
Experimenter 
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People 
Developer 

Create opportunity for staff 
development 

Little authority and 
resource to act out this role 

Relations 
Builder 

The role is equally relevant to both groups 

 

The different emphasis of the two groups imply that they should have different 

priorities in their leadership development if they target at enhancing the capacity at their 

own level. For example, a unit head Experimenter needs flexibility, open-mindedness and 

trust to allow her staff to make mistakes; a project leader Experimenter needs holistic 

thinking and decision making, in addition to flexibility to take sensible risks. However, the 

underlying competencies and attributes of these roles appear to have a lot in common, even 

when there are different emphases. Furthermore, leaders do not need to confine their 

development to current role. For example, project leaders may not be able to fully function 

as People Developers, but such capacity can prepare them for future positions. Therefore, 

the development of capacity for the two groups should overlap to a great extend in scope 

and purpose, in spite of priority differences in their work practise.  

In sum, effective leadership development for librarians at different levels of an 

organization share the same basis of competencies and personal qualities, although they 

may have different emphases at the actions component, as exemplified by the leadership 

roles. When libraries or librarians make plans for leadership development, being aware of 

these differences should be helpful. This point will be revisited in Chapter 8, in the 

discussion of organizational leadership developmental strategies.  

5.6 SUMMARY 

Leadership capacity is the ability to dynamically turn competencies and personal 

attributes in various leadership situations into effective actions. The study differentiated 

the highly relevant competencies in four domains, identified important personal attributes 

in four clusters; together they support actions symbolized by four leadership roles. 

Librarians’ leadership capacity can hence be summarized in Figure 10, showing the three 
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components and the content under each. In this study, the findings manage to trace some 

of the complex connections between competency domains, personal attributes and the four 

roles, as shown in Table 29. However, to more fully explore the relations between the three 

components, the data in this study is not sufficient; it will require a separate empirical 

research. 

 

Figure 10: Leadership Capacity and the Three Components 

With this understanding of leadership capacity, we can infer that leadership 

development should involve not only the acquisitions of competencies; but also personal 

attributes, as well as the ability to turn them into actions. The next chapter continues to 

report findings relating to leadership development activities in order to answer the second 

research question, “What kinds of activities help librarians develop leadership capacity?”   
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CHAPTER 6 LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 

ACTIVITIES 

This chapter describes the findings to answer the second research question: What 

kinds of activities help academic librarians develop leadership capacity? 

Participants in the study recalled various experiences and suggested activities that 

they believed were helpful for their leadership capacity. This chapter first describes the 

types of leadership development activities collected from the participants in the survey and 

interviews. It then discusses how these activities develop leadership capacity; in particular, 

how these activities lead to the development of the ability to enact the four leadership roles 

reported in Chapter 5. 

6.1 TYPES OF ACTIVITIES 

The survey in this study asked respondents to describe previous leadership 

development experiences. As reported in Chapter 4 (section 4.4), 20 respondents answered 

the question; their answers were grouped into four broad types (Table 24): training 

programmes, work experiences, social relations and self-learning. A full record of the 

survey responses is included in Appendix 9.  

In interviews, librarians further shared more development activities. After coding 

and sorting, the data can fit into these same four broad types. No new type emerges from 

the interview data. These broad types correspond somewhat with the types discussed in 

existing literature as discussed in section 2.5.1, which include work experiences, 

mentorship and leadership programmes. The study enriches the activity types in the 

literature by adding training workshops in the broad type of training programmes, 

identifying more activities in the social relations type beyond mentorship, and adding self-

learning as the fourth broad type. 
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The section below describes the four activity types, based on data from the survey 

as well as interviews.  

6.1.1 TRAINING PROGRAMMES 

Programmes bring people together for a formal learning experience. In this study, 

participants had attended various workshops that taught knowledge and skills relating to 

leadership. Many attended leadership programmes, especially the Hong Kong University 

Libraries Leadership Institute (HKULLI). 

6.1.1.1 WORKSHOPS  

Participants recalled a wide range of workshops they attended, some were 

organized by one’s own institution or library, or hosted collectively as JULAC programmes. 

Topics included various management skills such as team building and supervision skills; 

self-management skills such as personality and self-awareness, public speaking and time 

management. For example, Library E organized workshops on team building, project 

management, customer service and staff engagement for their librarians. These workshops 

were funded by the library, conducted by external trainers. One survey respondent recalled 

positively about two of these workshops: “I learned how to motivate staff, how to form 

and manage a team, how to manage changes and how to manage performance etc.”; 

while in another one about staff engagement, he or she further understood that “staff 

engagement is one of the most important keys of organization success. It is similar as 

motivation but more than that. It is about skills+knowledge+attitude.”  

This cluster of workshops were organized more than 10 years ago at a time of 

administration change. It was designed to target management skills of library staff. Such 

intentional programme was an exception rather than a norm among the experiences of the 

study participants. Most workshops they came across were ad-hoc learning opportunities 

rather than a systematically planned programme. This observation is related to the issue of 
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how planning can affect effectiveness of development effort; more discussion on this is to 

be covered in Chapter 7 and 8. 

6.1.1.2 LEADERSHIP PROGRAMMES 

The Literature Review chapter (section 2.5.1.3) summarizes the kinds of leadership 

programmes in librarianship. They often integrate multiple learning experiences including 

lectures, group projects, case studies, action research and more. In Hong Kong, a prominent 

leadership programme for librarians is the Hong Kong University Libraries Leadership 

Institute organized annually (HKULLI). Since its beginning in 2003, many librarians in 

JULAC libraries attended the programme; it can be considered as the most shared 

leadership development experience among them. On the other hand, Library A had 

organized an in-house leadership programme for their librarians in 2018. 

HKULLI is a multi-day immersion programme.2 It attracts audience from libraries 

in the Greater China region and many Asian countries. The Institute consists of talks 

presented by a few speakers; programme participants work in groups on case studies based 

on their learning from the talks. At the end of the programme, each group presents their 

case studies.  

In this study, 18 interviewees talked about the Institute, 4 survey respondents 

mentioned the programme in their written comments. Participants’ reaction to the Institute 

was mixed. Majority of them valued the opportunity to meet librarians from other regions 

and countries in an immersive environment; but only 4 interviewees and one survey 

respondents felt positive about the lectures. When they mingled during the programme, 

librarians from Hong Kong expanded their perspectives by learning how their peers in other 

countries and culture tackled library problems. Another positive feature of the Institute was 

the immersion nature which helps intensive training for working professionals. As Eddie 

pointed out: 

 
2 https://lib.hku.hk/leadership/2003.html 
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“it’s almost a complete week, it’s not, take a few hours out of your day and go do 

this, it’s immerse yourself in this, and do not think about your work; and that lets you 

reprogramme your brain a little bit, so you can spend the time, … so I think it’s really 

valuable that it’s intensive…” 

However, while some participants valued its format, many were disappointed with 

the content. They found that the talks did not address leadership issues specifically, and 

that the topics were dated. The content on leadership skills were insufficient. Based on the 

participants’ comments, including both positive and negative comments, it was not clear if 

the programme helped them improve their leadership capacity, except that it broadened 

their perspectives through interacting with non-local librarians. 

While a programme like HKULLI is open to all librarians, an in-house programme 

is designed for specific groups within an institution. Director Luna created an in-house 

leadership programme in Library A in 2018 for her library staff with the help of their 

university human resources office. It was driven by her concern in the development needs 

of younger staff and the library’s succession planning. It consisted of 2 half-days of 

sessions every month for 6 months, covering action learning, project management, team 

leadership, finance management, and other management topics. Such internal programme 

is valuable in supporting stronger transfer in learning and better team building: it can “bring 

the learning back to the work place,” and it can build “a kind of cohort of middle managers 

that share a common understanding about working, how the library works, breaking down 

some of the silos...” At the time of this study, the program was only starting; the participants 

had no observations and comments to share. 

The HKULLI confined itself mostly to lectures and a made-up case study, 

conducted in one immersive gathering over three to four days. It appears to lack the multi-

modal design of those integrated programmes reported in the literature. The in-house 
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programme in Library A looked more like an integrated design; but not enough details 

about this programme outcomes was captured in the study data. 

6.1.2 WORK EXPERIENCES 

Although more survey responses mentioned training programmes than work 

experiences, all interviewees said that work experiences, rather than training programmes, 

was the major way they developed leadership capacity. This corroborates the same 

recurrent theme in the literature. The following describes the various kinds of work 

experiences collected in the study. 

6.1.2.1 PROJECTS AND COMMITTEES 

Projects was mentioned by interviewees as developmental experiences. As 

mentioned in a previous section, young librarian Cindy led a small project on database 

promotion. She described this rich learning experience: 

“That project gave me a lot of project management experience. Before, I mostly 

followed instructions from bosses, rarely could I have the flexibility and lead a project from 

scratch, from talking with colleagues, reaching out to vendors, taking care of logistics 

details, from ideas in the initial planning to the final delivery of the events, there was much 

room to develop myself… There were many lessons learnt… that was a positive 

experience… you could see what was done well and what was not, and looked for 

improvement.”  

Different from routine works, projects usually have a relatively clear beginning 

and ending; and often come with unpredictable developments that require frequent 

problem-solving. The departure from routines provides good opportunities for project 

leaders to set goals, experiment, tackle problems, plan strategies and deliver results. In 

libraries, projects can come in a wide range of scale and complexity. For example, the one 

Cindy described was relatively straight-forward; the RFID project that Agnes led in Library 

C was very complex, in which she had to work with researchers, technology companies, 
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contractors as well as her own library colleagues. Agnes learnt a lot in that project through 

reframing project goals, solving problems, communicating with different parties who 

played different roles in the projects. 

In 2017, all JULAC libraries collaborated to migrate to a new library management 

system. One survey respondent described this project as a once-in-a-life-time challenge, 

which helped him or her build “many kinds of leadership skills at the same time, in 

particular problem solving, resource management, project management and 

collaboration skills.”  The project was complex, involving many cross-institutional teams. 

Three interviewees mentioned problems in communications, planning and coordination; 

negative attitude or poor skills of a few members could jeopardize the collaboration. 

However, they also learnt from this project to avoid future mistakes, to be tolerant and to 

compromise.  

Projects in libraries are often managed by project committees that consist of 

members from different units within a library. At the same time, committees may also be 

set up for regular operations without connection to specific projects. A survey respondent, 

who was a young project leader, described how committees helped him/her: 

“Be on a committee where members come from different units within the library. 

You learn to talk to colleagues with very different priorities and perspectives and get to 

understand their points of view by thinking in their shoes. This is a good activity because 

it improves communication and facilitate the information flow across units within the 

library. Of course, it depends on the particular committee. I have had good experience with 

some committees but bad experience for other committees. The bad experience usually 

stems from poor communication. Poor communication can be about information overload, 

unwilling to share information, and differences in communication style. People's openness 

is another key. Deep collaboration looks good on paper, but it really should come from 
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within it. People can get quite territorial and unwilling to open up and work together. Or, 

they are so used to certain way of doing things and refuse to change. “ 

This detailed account of committee experience showed that committees can be 

good training ground for communication skills, holistic thinking, emotional skills, and 

openness, to name a few. Cross-unit committees can expand librarians’ knowledge beyond 

one’s functional expertise; for example, Cindy was in public service, she joined a team on 

managing database subscriptions; it was a valuable experience for her to “reach things that 

are not within your usual duty.” 

Another experience of Cindy was her participation in a high-level task. Her director 

assigned her to join a committee for restructuring library staffing; she felt that the 

participation boosted her leader identity: 

“I felt flattered that I could join this taskforce as a junior librarian, to do something 

rather important, which can affect the whole library …. I think the point is, if you are being 

appreciated and recognized by someone (senior administration), or someone gives you an 

opportunity to participate in higher level tasks (in relation to your current position), it is 

helpful to your whole development…. feeling important and being informed, feeling that 

my ability was recognized, and got the opportunity (to show my ability); supervisors or 

managers giving you the opportunity to participate… those helped my development.” 

Wilkes & Ward (2016) observed that committees in libraries could empower staff 

as they found roles to play, improve internal communication, took responsibility and 

ownership of planning and implementing activities. Projects and committees are 

opportunities for people to cut across functional units, to work with people beyond one’s 

own silo. Data in this study concurs that projects and committees can expose librarians to 

a wide range of challenges and problems.  
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6.1.2.2 JOB ROTATION OR NEW FUNCTIONAL AREAS 

Job rotation lets librarians work at different functional units for a period of time. 

The practice can help librarians break through departmental silos and expand their 

professional expertise. Tammy worked in Australia early in her career, she observed the 

benefits of the job rotation system there: 

“There’s one thing I’ve been promoting since I came back from Australia but no 

one has listened so far. It’s that their job sharing and job rotation is systematic. In the 

public library they had 4 branches, they had a system that all support staff change job 

every 9 months, 2 years for professionals. Everyone knew everything, they understood 

what everyone was doing. There was empathy. This was a ‘supergood’ system, but no 

library (in hk) dared to do it. What’s good about it is that, anyone can take on any position. 

If I had a chance to build a new library, I’ll assign colleagues to different units; they will 

know a lot and all-rounded. Different units have different ways to solve problems, and they 

can learn all that.” 

 She found this practice very effective in developing leaders’ knowledge base, 

visions, empathy and broad perspectives.  

Changing jobs or moving to new function areas have similar effect as job rotation. 

As fate would have it, Amy changed functional areas every time she changed jobs. She 

concurred Tammy’s point; her exposure to different service areas in academic libraries 

made her more knowledgeable, more capable to communicate with people from various 

background, and more flexible in approaching problems from different perspectives.  

6.1.2.3 ACTING POSITIONS 

One survey respondent recalled an acting appointment helped him or her to think 

holistically at the organizational level, rather than at a departmental level. Director Keith 

also found his acting experience instrumental to the development of both his leadership 

capacity as well as career move. When he worked in the US, he reported to an associate 
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librarian who needed to travel frequently to another state; Keith filled in as the acting 

associate librarian intermittently. He described this as “real-life leadership learning,” as he 

“got to go to the senior management meetings, I was sitting in… budget meetings, all of 

the associate-level meetings, I would never have had the opportunity to have at my own 

department head level.” 

If job rotation expands a librarian’s exposure horizontally, acting opportunity 

expands one’s exposure vertically. In an acting appointment, often it is someone at a lower 

position acting a higher position temporarily. It therefore offers a good learning opportunity 

for the acting personnel to lead beyond his or her original level. Previous research found 

that academic librarians had little opportunity to develop important leadership skills until 

they moved into the director or assistant director positions (Harris-Keith, 2015a, p. 93). 

Having an acting appointment is therefore a precious opportunity for librarians’ leadership 

development. The findings also coincide with previous research on interim experiences of 

librarians, who asserted that the opportunity enabled them to develop their leadership skills 

and build confidence in their abilities (Irwin & deVries, 2018). 

6.1.2.4 HARDSHIPS 

Some interviewees recalled difficult situations as developmental lessons. The 

following four stories involve interpersonal conflicts and emotional struggles; the 

experiences led to deep reflection and learning. 

Early in his career, Eddie was put into a very difficult situation by his senior 

management. It involved a conflict between his director and a colleague whose identity 

was not disclosed: 

“I was put on a spot in a high-level meeting and told I must say who this person is 

to these people, …. And that is not a good way to run an organization, and this is not the 

way the person who put me in this situation generally ran the organization. So when you 

are creating a difficult or having a difficult situation sometimes you have to mentally step 
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back and say ‘is my reaction the best reaction’ sometimes you need to take things behind 

a closed door rather than… that can really have colored, negatively colored a relationship 

with subordinates for long time.” 

Upon reflection from this emotional meeting, Eddie learnt to “recognize when the 

situation is sensitive”; and to “praise in public, criticize in private.” He realized people with 

official power should be aware not to impose their perception of a situation to their 

subordinates.  

Julia shared her struggle of leading from the bottom. At a junior level, she found 

herself in a situation which she needed to campaign hard for colleagues’ endorsement to 

her projects. Her strategy was to  

“be patient, got to be patient, keep repeating what it is that you’re trying to get 

done, … if you are in that position, you have to be sure of that what you are doing is a good 

thing, you can’t just go, … just be ultra-sure of the value, read the literature and be up-to-

date, … in that kind of the position it’s about your attitude, maybe less about particular 

skills…I think it’s really good for development because it’s also really painful.” 

Rose had to handle a hostile subordinate. The person could vent out his anger 

openly to her in front of colleagues. Being a supervisor, she needed to give fair feedback 

to the person; obviously it was not an easy task. She explained how she handled this 

difficulty: 

“At the beginning, even when I heard his footsteps my heart sunk; then I was 

aware of my emotional response -- my heart beat, my hand shook, then I learnt to, e.g. 

put my hands under the table so that he didn’t see my shaking hands; and when he was 

angry, I kept direct eye-contact with him; I learnt this slowly, and I recorded my responses, 

wrote down reminders for myself not to be afraid…I had a learning process, how to 
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practice my courage, … I need to do a great deal of mental preparation (to give him 

feedback).” 

She learnt and practiced emotional skills to overcome such a hardship. 

 Unit head Tammy wanted to design a scheme that made library orientation a 

course component for all new students. She strongly believed it was a good move to 

students as well as to librarians. However, she received opposition from both her senior 

management and subordinates. In spite of resistance at all levels, she did not give up; 

eventually she found a breakthrough by implementing her idea via English language 

courses. It is now a successful programme that received commendation from an overseas 

teaching quality review panel. Although she was in a position with power, she could not 

convince her colleagues to go with what she believed was a good thing to do; however, she 

learnt to leverage her positional power to mobilize people, to restructure workflow, to 

capture opportunity, to make things happen.  

Each of the four stories is unique; but the common thread is interpersonal conflicts, 

and to some extend emotional struggle. Eddie learnt it was crucial to be socially aware and 

to use one’s authority power wisely; Julia exercised her influence strategy while she had 

no authoritative power; Rose improved her emotional skills in communicating with a 

difficult subordinate; Tammy used both positional power and social influence to attain her 

service goal. These 4 examples illustrate how hardships can develop various skills for 

different leadership roles. 

6.1.2.5 VOLUNTEER WORK 

Outside of one’s workplace, volunteer work of various nature provides a wide 

range of experiences that help leadership development. Amy worked for a local charity 

group; she participated in event planning and hosting, through which she reached people 

from different age groups, social background and ethnicity. She learnt to communicate and 

build relations with different audience.  
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Instead of charity work, Julia participated in professional volunteering. She joined 

a new body of local librarians; the community gave her more freedom than her workplace 

did. She felt that she could create something of her own, and to experiment. Her example 

highlights the value of volunteering experience in providing extra development 

opportunities even when such opportunities are lacking in the workplace. Volunteer service 

at professional organizations is reported in the literature as an excellent way to exercise 

leadership; workplaces may have limited opportunities for career advancement, association 

service can be an alternative means (McManus, 2017).  One can learn to manage priorities, 

self-direct, work with people, broaden knowledge and skills (Farrell, 2014).  

6.1.3 SOCIAL RELATIONS 

Librarians learn from others in a range of social relations. They may passively 

observe role models, discuss and learn from colleagues, learn from other libraries through 

professional visits or exchange, and engage in supportive relations in formal or informal 

mentorship.  

6.1.3.1 PASSIVE OBSERVATION 

One can learn from good models and also learn what to avoid from observing 

negative models. Karen had a supervisor who was notorious for being rough to her 

subordinates: 

“With my previous boss… What I learnt was that, not to do what she did. I always 

remind myself, if I feel that I don’t like others to treat me this way then I won’t do that to 

my staff, nor do that to my companions. Perhaps it was such a painful experience, I 

changed. I became more empathetic; … How to be empathetic, how to facilitate colleagues 

to improve their work quality, these are things I learnt from that experience.” 

Observing is the most passive way within this broad type. "Notable people" can be 

an important source of learning about leadership; they include bosses who are deviant from 

the norm, either as exceptional good or poor performers (DeRue & Myers, 2014). One can 
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pick up good skills from role models by seeing daily what they do, how they lead. It is 

worth noting that although these observations are passive, they can be impactful as the 

encounters with role models can be frequent, and may last a long period of time. 

6.1.3.2 PEER LEARNING 

Luna shared a good example of learning from a community of peers:  

“It was in the UK, SCONUL, like a national JULAC, has set up what they called a 

deputy group. Where, a group of deputies from different universities get together, usually 

over a weekend, in their own time; and they’ll choose a theme, and discuss, somebody will 

present, or 2 to 3 people will present how their libraries are dealing with this, and there’s 

discussion… it was useful to get that overall picture. And … ever so often, somebody who 

had just… made the change from being deputy to university librarian, would come along 

and talk about what are the differences, what would you need to do to do that. So, again 

I was in one of those groups for several years, and it was very very useful.” 

Apart from learning communities, another kind of learning from peers is 

professional visits. For example, Mandy joined a week-long library trip in Australia, 

visiting several libraries in different universities; she shared how she observed different 

practices in different libraries, and reflected on it: 

“One thing I still remember is, in one library, they were telling us they considered 

themselves to be an electronic library, because the majority collections there was 

electronic, so they said they should delicate most of the resources and effort towards the 

electronic collections; and don’t want to worry so much about physical collections 

anymore, so they said, for example, they got rid of library fines, overdue fines, because 

they said, ‘we spent so much money and effort in administrating these fines, but if our 

priority is not physical books, it doesn’t matter’; … and I thought… I still remember that as 

I think it is easy to say that you are focused on electronic collections… if my library is 
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focusing on electronic collections, what else does that mean for us; and it seems that they 

have a good vision of what they wanted to achieve; whether or not we agree with it, what 

I think was something else, but it seemed to work for them. … I thought it made sense for 

that library, but then we, actually on the trip we mentioned it to some other librarians in 

another library that we visited, and they said, ‘oh, that’s a foolish thing to do…’ they 

thought it was shortsighted. …they meant the whole idea of electronic library. But then for 

that university I think it made sense, but obviously it doesn’t apply to all libraries, or all 

universities. But, so, that was quite memorable for me because, especially because I was 

quite new in the library profession. It was like, refreshing to see that. … So throughout my 

career now I do keep in mind that there are a lot of different ways of doing things, there 

is not just one correct way of doing things. So, it’s specific to the institution, or your 

organization, so that’s something I try to keep in mind.” 

Visiting institutions outside of one’s own library can help librarians broaden their 

perspectives. Seeing different practices in libraries in different countries and culture not 

only gives librarians more knowledge, but it can also inspire them to think beyond their 

own mental framework, and hence cultivate flexibility, holistic thinking and other 

leadership competencies.  

Peer learning is more active than observation. Interactions with other people, either 

in the same library or from different libraries, can help librarians exchange ideas, learn how 

other libraries handle issues. In some cases, peer communities can offer emotional support 

and increase a sense of leader identity. 

6.1.3.3 SUPPORTIVE RELATIONS 

In this study, a number of interviewees emphasized that it was really important for 

young professionals to have supervisors that could coach and encourage them. However, 

only one interviewee had experience with a formal mentoring programme. Informal 

mentorship was more common than formal one. One survey respondent and six 
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interviewees talked about informal mentors. All of their experiences with supportive 

supervisors or mentors happened early in their librarian careers.  

Three out of 5 directors interviewed benefited from supportive supervisors who 

gave them encouragement, direction and confidence to move their careers forward. 

Director Luna had a few “amazing bosses” who were very supportive. When she was 

considering a higher position, her boss’s encouragement was critical: “I think for me having 

one particular boss, who said, ‘you got this potential, you can do this, I will support it, you 

can do it …’ it was pretty fundamental.” Luna also had good experience with a formal 

mentor from another organization. She appreciated the experience, and understood the 

value of mentorship programmes. Perhaps her personal experience of supportive relations 

cultivated her caring attitude to be a People Developer. As the director of Library A, she 

organized an in-house leadership programme; and she strongly encouraged her staff to 

develop themselves. 

Director Paul told his story about one supportive boss who encouraged him to take 

on a challenging position:  

“One memorable thing in my career was - the university librarian, tapped me on 

the shoulder. The library was going through a major restructure that was integrating 

library, IT, and teaching plus a few other small units. She wanted me to run the library/IT 

customer service portfolio. That was a real shock to me, because I had spent the last 13 

years working in law libraries…I applied, and I was successful, and I spent the next 2 years 

trying to bring together library and IT into a single unit and a single service point in each 

of the libraries; plus I manage software sales, I managed the central computer laboratory, 

faculty librarian service, reference services across the libraries. It was a real challenge, 

and … I didn't think I was capable of doing, but the fact that she had confidence in me, I 

tried, and I think it was quite a success.” 
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The opportunity reinforced Paul’s confidence and leader identity. With the support 

of this boss, Paul moved up in a leadership path to a position where he could practice a 

wide range of competencies, as well as many leadership roles. 

Mentor appears to be crucial to librarians’ leadership development. This point 

supports the findings of an earlier research that interviewed 60 outstanding library leaders. 

That researcher noted that all but two had mentors or role models to help shape their career; 

and their mentors or role models emerged very early in their career (Sheldon, 1992), which 

corroborates the findings of this study. 

Among the three types of social interactions, passive observation was the least 

interactive; however, the contact with role models can be a daily and long-term experience.  

Observation can help librarians pick up competencies from a role model, and learn through 

self-reflection. Peer learning let librarians exchange knowledge, skills and emotional 

support. Supportive relations are powerful in the sense that they do not only help leaders 

acquire knowledge and competencies from mentors or supporters, but also reinforce their 

self-identity and other personal attributes. In terms of duration, support relations may even 

last for a life time. 

6.1.4 SELF-LEARNING 

One survey respondent remarked, “reading books and articles are especially useful 

for me.” Five interviewees shared that self-study of various forms was important ways to 

gain leadership knowledge.  Daisy has the habit of learning daily from listening to and 

attending talks. Her learning is not driven by specific needs, but simply to keep herself 

growing personally and professionally. She said,  

“I read a lot of papers, from listserv or other sources; we scan through them to 

spot anything useful. It is not a particular programme, but also an opportunity to let you 

see how other people work, think, lead and excel in their areas of expertise; then you pick 

up ideas.” 



154 
 

She pointed out that some self-help readings and talks may inspire her with new 

ideas for work and help her face difficulties. In addition to reading and attending talks, two 

participants attended free online courses on leadership topics. 

Like training programmes, self-learning helps librarians obtain knowledge. 

Different from programmes, self-learning is self-initiated and self-directed. It particularly 

requires learner’s motivation and self-regulation. 

6.2 ACTIVITIES AND OUTCOMES  

Chapter 5 describes the three components of leadership capacity in librarianship. 

Following that discussion, development activities for librarians should address the three 

types of outcomes: acquiring the competencies in the four domains, changing or reinforcing 

personal attributes relevant to librarian leadership, and bringing improvement in their 

actions in the four leadership roles. Going through the development activities in the data 

with care, the outcomes in the three components are traced and mapped to the activities. 

The result is summarized in Table 31 below; a full account of the mapping is attached in 

Appendix 10. From Table 31, we can see that the two broad types, work experiences and 

social relations, are more comprehensive than the other two types in achieving a fuller 

spectrum of capacity. Limited by the data based on the experiences of the participants, the 

outcomes of training programs are derived from workshops and instructional-based 

leadership programs exemplified by the HKULLI, lacking the experiences of more 

integrated leadership programmes. 

Table 31: Development Activities and Outcomes Summary 

 Competencies Personal Attributes Ability to 
Enact Roles 

Training Programmes All 4 domains, 
depending on 
programme topics 

No evidence Unclear 

Work Experiences All 4 domains, in 
particular: 
communication, 
holistic thinking, 

All 4 clusters, in 
particular empathy, 
leader identity, self-

All 4 roles, 
but weaker 
for People 
Developer 
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decision making, 
problem solving 

efficacy, tolerance, 
perseverance 

Social Relations  All 4 domains, in 
particular: 
communication, 
holistic thinking, 
team building 
 

All 4 clusters, in 
particular empathy, 
leader identity, self-
efficacy, confidence, 
caring for others, sense 
of responsibility, 
trustworthiness 

All 4 roles, 
particularly 
People 
Developer 

Self-Learning  Potentially all 
domains  

Depending on the types 
of self-learning, some 
may help personal 
attributes 

Unclear 

 

It is worth noting that, communication skills and holistic thinking were two 

competencies consistently mentioned by participants in developmental activities. It 

reaffirms the findings reported in Chapter 4 and 5 that these two are very relevant skills in 

librarians’ leadership processes. There are also three frequently mentioned attributes as 

outcomes: empathy, leader identity and self-efficacy. Empathy is a kind of emotional skills; 

while the other two are grouped into the cluster of self-identity as discussed in Chapter 5 

(Figure 9). It may indicate that these attributes are particularly relevant for library leaders. 

6.2.1 ACTIVITIES, OUTCOMES AND LEADERSHIP RESPONSIBILITIES 

Project leaders and unit heads are found to have certain differences in their 

perception of leadership competencies, and different emphases on leadership roles. Do they 

have different developmental experiences in terms of activities and outcomes? Unit heads 

in general had more and richer developmental experiences than project leaders. Partly 

because unit heads tend to have worked longer in the profession; most heads were in their 

late career, and more project leaders were in their early career than mid-career (Table 4). 

One may also argue that being unit heads exposes the librarians to more developmental 

opportunities, especially in the broad type of work experiences. Arguing in the other way, 

we may say that the richer developmental experiences helped the librarians to become unit 

heads. The data in this study cannot provide enough evidence to clarify which ones of these 

factors are more valid.  
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Project leaders appear to find training programmes more useful than unit heads do. 

About half of the project leader interviewees expressed interests or appreciation for 

leadership skills workshops. Julia said, “I feel like I would benefit from some sort of formal 

training in that way, like how to manage staff, how to supervise staff, conflict resolution, 

that kind of stuff…” Some experienced heads and directors also reflected that formal 

managerial skills training were useful for early-career librarians to build their knowledge 

base in a structural way. However, unit heads also emphasized that, according to their own 

development experience, they learnt from workplaces, not from classrooms. As director 

Lara and experienced head Agnes separately pointed out, training classes provide 

foundation, insights and reminders; but it is through workplace practice that leads to actual 

learning. 

One interesting observation is the salience of supportive relations for directors. As 

reported in section 6.1.3.3, three out of five directors benefited from supportive supervisors, 

supportive mentors, or both. In comparison, only two out of nine unit heads in interviews 

had supportive relations. This might imply the importance of supportive relations in helping 

librarians develop capacity as well as in shaping their career path. 

In this study, participants shared their development activities, but they did not have 

to specify their positions at the time of those experience. Therefore, the data was not 

specific enough to provide further analysis on how librarians at different positions develop 

capacity outcomes.  

6.3 HOW ACTIVITIES DEVELOP LEADERSHIP CAPACITY 

The mapping in Table 31 highlights what outcomes each activity type can bring, 

but how do these activities bring out these outcomes? 

To explore the “hows”, the model by Day & Dragoni (2015) can guide the data 

analysis. As described in the literature review (section 2.4.3), the model distinguishes 

development activities that bring out proximal outcomes and those that lead to distal 
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outcomes (Figure 2). In the context of this study, competencies acquisition is closer to 

proximal outcomes that can be attained readily from experiences and interventions; some 

personal attributes may be attainable as proximal outcomes. However, changes in most 

personal attributes and behaviours are rooted more in intrapersonal changes; they are distal 

outcomes that require continuous practice and support to actualize. 

This section below attempts to trace how the development activities bring out 

proximal and distal outcomes in the three components. At the end, a summary presents an 

overview of the strength of the four activity types in developing the four leadership roles. 

6.3.1 TRAINING PROGRAMMES 

Workshops are usually one-off sessions that teach specific knowledge and skills. 

Leadership programmes should have a wider variety in format, length and content. Some 

are designed to develop more than knowledge and skills, but also aim to offer practice 

opportunity via case studies and action learning (McCauley, 2001); and provide platform 

for mentoring and networking (Romaniuk & Haycock, 2011). In the experiences of the 

study participants, the most prevalent leadership programme, HKULLI, appeared to be 

weak in providing practice opportunities in various forms, although it did provide 

networking opportunities. The lecture-heavy programme design barely offered some 

proximal outcomes; and failed to help attendees achieve distal outcomes. 

Training programmes in the form of individual workshops or instructional-based 

leadership programmes can impart knowledge to learners, but they lack the continuous 

practice and support that are needed to shape personal qualities or change behaviours. In 

the data, there are some anecdotes that show participants picking up competencies from 

well-conducted workshops, but almost no evidence that these programmes led to outcomes 

in the attributes and actions components of leadership capacity. 

From the literature, integrated leadership programmes can be designed to include 

elements of the other broad activity types, in particular work experiences and social 
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relations. There are examples in business sector (Conger & Benjamin, 1999; Palus & Drath, 

1995), higher education (Ayman et al., 2003; Bolden et al., 2015; Gigliotti & Ruben, 2017; 

Reyes et al., 2019), schools (Bush, 2009; Ng, 2001; Smylie & Eckert, 2017) as well as 

librarianship (Blakesley, 2014; German et al., 2009; Lipscomb et al., 2009; Romaniuk & 

Haycock, 2011). Such integrated design should be more powerful than the traditional, 

instructional-based training. Later sections in this report will revisit this topic of integrated 

leadership programmes. 

6.3.2 WORK EXPERIENCES 

Leadership literature shows that leaders mostly develop their capacity through on-

the-job and life experiences; classroom style training only has small role in leadership 

development (section 2.4.2.1). Librarians are no exception. As shown by the data in this 

study, much of librarians’ leadership development happens within an individual’s work life; 

such kind of extended experiential learning is not easily achievable through short-term, 

conceptualized leadership programme (Harris-Keith, 2016). Work experiences is unique 

among the four activity types in the way that it provides practice opportunities, which is 

essential to attain distal outcomes. 

All the work experiences identified in the data are useful in developing a wide 

range of competencies and personal attributes. Through setting project goals, tackling 

problems, testing different ideas, working with people of different background and 

expertise, and seeing success and mistakes, participants hone their skills required in 

leadership processes of goal-setting and influence. The experiences also help to cultivate 

their attributes such as patience, perseverance, confidence, leader identity and emotional 

skills. 

With these practice opportunities, librarians develop the ability to enact four 

leadership roles. The two types, namely projects / committees, and job rotation / new 

functions, are particular powerful leading to the role of Navigator, Experimenter and 
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Relations Builder, because they provide the opportunities particularly in goal-setting, 

handling problems and uncertainties, and working with different people. 

Acting positions expose a librarian to a higher level of leadership responsibility, 

and therefore potentially can help develop all four roles. Hardships encompass a wide range 

of situations; they are particularly strong in strengthening attributes including emotional 

skills and moral values. 

6.3.3 SOCIAL RELATIONS  

This group of development activities encompasses an increasing degree of 

interaction from passively observing role models to deep connections between people. 

Unlike those in the work experiences broad type, social relations do not involve hands-on 

practice, but they provide support, which is the other element to achieve distal outcomes.  

Leaders who learn by observing others passively pick up good practices or reflect 

on others’ bad behaviours. One may expect that such observation does not bring out deep, 

intrapersonal changes. However, in the data of this study, three interviewees who observed 

how their negative supervisors behaved, said that they reminded themselves not to behave 

in those ways. In these examples, the observations likely evoked emotional responses of 

the observers, and the incidents were recurrent in the participants’ workplaces. The 

emotional involvement and the repetitive nature lead to deeper intrapersonal changes in 

attributes and even role enactment. Through observing role models in daily workplace 

encounters, and reflecting on the observations, librarians develop personal attributes such 

as kindness, empathy, respect and integrity.  

Peer learning can help leaders acquire competencies as proximal outcomes through 

knowledge and ideas exchange with others. Learning communities provide emotional 

support among peers as well as knowledge and skills exchange. In the examples in this 

study, the social support component in peer learning helped the participants boost up 

confidence and self-efficacy, leading to stronger leadership roles enactment. 
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In supportive relations, librarians obtain acknowledgement, advices and emotional 

support from supervisors or mentors. It involves interpersonal connection at a deeper level 

than passive observation and peer learning; it is built through longer period of time. Such 

relations can come from a formal mentorship programme; but more often they emerge 

naturally between people. The examples in this study present a range of relations; all 

participants who had such experiences are deeply appreciative; their sharing shows that 

supportive relations is powerful in developing personal attributes; and it can strengthen all 

four roles, particularly the role of People Developer. As these leaders experience the 

benefits of supportive relations, they are more likely to offer the same to their staff. 

It is worth restating the long-term nature of social relations.  Unlike training 

programmes and some work experiences which are single events, the continuous nature of 

social relations contributes to developing leaders through time to achieve distal outcomes. 

Social relations appear to be the strongest one for developing personal attributes as 

compared with the other three broad types. For example, moral values such as integrity and 

respect are not easily changed through programme intervention, but rather through long-

term connection with role models or mentors. 

6.3.4 SELF-LEARNING  

Only a small number of participants mentioned developing oneself through self-

learning. This is not a major path of leadership development as evidenced by the data 

available. Similar to training programmes, self-learning may help leaders gain knowledge, 

but it lacks support and practice to reach distal outcomes.  

Compare with training programmes, there are two points of differences. Firstly, 

training programmes provide a structured learning experience; while self-learning has no 

or little structure. Second, training is often arranged by the organization, but self-learning 

is initiated by the individual leaders, who have total autonomy to choose what and when to 

embark on learning; at the same time, the learners must have strong self-regulation to enter 
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the learning and to put effort through it. The outcomes of self-learning depend on the 

learners. If learners can actively reflect on what they read, practice what they learn, self-

learning should lead to changes in competencies, personal attributes behaviour changes. 

However, the study data is too scant to explore deeper into such self-development process. 

6.3.5 DEVELOPMENT OF FOUR ROLES 

Although instructional training and self-learning could cover all competencies 

domains through imparting knowledge on learners, the outcomes are mostly proximal. To 

create distal outcomes from training programmes, the learners need to keep practicing the 

knowledge and skills learned. As for developing personal attributes, training and self-

learning are also not impactful, as they require long-term practice and support to 

consolidate.  

The development of leadership roles depends on distal outcomes that have to be 

facilitated by work experiences and social relations. The former is the source of practice 

and the latter is a main source of support; these are elements to attain distal outcomes. To 

see details of how various activities develop the four leadership roles, the strength of each 

activity type relating to the roles are summarized in Table 32.  

The strength of the connection was derived from the data, specifically relating to 

how participants described the development experiences. I went through all the activities 

reported by participants. When a participant described an activity in length, showing strong 

impression and enthusiasm, that was tagged as a strong impact; a moderate connection was 

tagged when the outcomes were mentioned with the activity without specific emphasis; a 

weak connection represents weak evidence that an activity led to a particular role 

development. Then, for each activity type, for example, job rotation, I went through the 

activities grouped under that type; and gave an overall strength marker for the type in 

relation to developing each of the four roles.  
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From the Table, the strength of work experiences and social relations are again 

apparent. Furthermore, four types of activities stood out as the most powerful ways to 

develop all four roles: projects and committees, acting positions, hardships and supportive 

relations. 

Table 32: Connecting Development Activities and Four Roles 

Training Programmes 
 Navigator Experimenter People 

Developer 
Relations 
Builder 

Workshops weak weak weak weak 
Leadership Programmes weak 

 
weak weak weak 

Work Experiences 
 Navigator Experimenter People 

Developer 
Relations 
Builder 

Projects / Committees strong strong strong strong 
Job Rotation / New Functions 
 

strong strong moderate strong 

Acting Positions 
 

strong strong strong strong 

Hardships 
 

strong strong strong strong 

Volunteer Work 
 

strong strong moderate strong 

Social Relations 
 Navigator Experimenter People 

Developer 
Relations 
Builder 

Passive Observation  moderate 
 

moderate moderate moderate 

Peer Learning 
 

moderate moderate moderate moderate 

Supportive Relations strong strong strong strong 
Self-Learning 

 Navigator Experimenter People 
Developer 

Relations 
Builder 

Reading, Attending talks, etc.  weak weak weak weak 
 

6.4 LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES 

The analysis of the data has established that work experiences and social relations 

are the two impactful activity types in leadership development. Training programmes and 
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self-learning are helpful as sources of competency acquisitions. They supplement the other 

two types by providing a base of knowledge and skills. 

The path of leadership development for librarians should therefore consists of 

activities of all four broad types. They come into a librarian’s career path as various 

opportunities. How do those various kinds of opportunities come about? “The development 

of leaders is largely a matter of continued individual self-development abetted by 

opportunities provided by the organization and the individual.” (Mech, 1996, p. 352). Both 

individual librarians and the organizations have the responsibilities to create leadership 

development opportunities. Training programmes can be sourced from various programme 

organizers or agencies; they are relatively straight forward to arrange if a library has the 

financial resources. It is more complex to create developmental opportunities of work 

experiences and social relations in daily work life. To understand how to capture 

developmental opportunities from daily encounters, we need to understand the factors 

behind effective leadership development. This relates to research question 3, which is to be 

answered in the next chapter.  

6.5 SUMMARY 

This chapter summarizes the findings about what activities develop librarians’ 

leadership capacity, and how they lead to outcomes. The activities collected in the study 

are grouped into four broad types. Training programmes and self-learning can deliver 

proximal outcomes, as the leaders learn new competencies through these interventions. To 

develop personal attributes and the ability to enact the leadership roles, activities need to 

deliver distal outcomes through practice and support. Work experiences are opportunities 

for practice; while social relations provide support. Therefore, these two broad types are 

the more powerful ones among the four; yet the other two types supplement librarians’ 

development through providing channels for acquiring knowledge and skills. The 

participants in this study did not report experiences with integrated leadership programmes; 

therefore, the data does not capture potential outcomes of that type of development 
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mechanism. However, we can expect that, if a leadership programme incorporates elements 

of work experiences and social relations, it should be able to develop distal outcomes 

leading to deeper changes in personal attributes and leadership actions.  

Further analysis revealed four types of development activities that have strong 

impact on all four roles, they are: projects and committees, acting positions, hardships and 

supportive relations. The deliberation of behaviours for leadership roles as distal 

development outcomes resonates the literature that highlights the long-term nature of 

leadership development.  

Current literature indicates that libraries emphasize using programmes to develop 

their staff. Considering the findings of this study, libraries should make use of work 

experiences and social relations more. While these opportunities should be available in 

daily work life, if libraries and librarians do not know how to capture them, they would be 

lost. Having a better understanding of the factors behind leadership development can help 

to retrieve some of these “lost opportunities.” The next chapter will explore the data relating 

to these factors, answering the last research question. 
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CHAPTER 7 FACTORS FOR LEADERSHIP 

DEVELOPMENT EFFECTIVENESS 

This chapter summarizes the findings that respond to the last research question: 

“What factors affect the effectiveness of leadership development?”  

The literature review (section 2.4.4) outlines a framework of leadership 

development process that consists of 3 elements: activities, learners, and organizations 

(McCauley, 2001). This study follows this approach to analyze data. Accordingly, this 

chapter summarizes various factors in the following three aspects: development features of 

activities, personal learning attributes, and organizational context. It then analyzes how 

these factors influence development activities reported in Chapter 6. 

7.1 FEATURES OF ACTIVITIES 

What makes an activity developmental? When participants in the study recalled 

previous developmental experiences, they explored what made those experiences 

successful or failed in developing leadership. From those sharing, some features of 

developmental experiences are drawn. 

7.1.1. CHALLENGES 

Many experiences recalled by librarians in the study contained challenges. “To 

allow for development, a job assignment must challenge people, take them out of their 

comfort zones, and require them to think and act differently” (Bilhuber Galli & Müller-

Stewens, 2012, p. 194).  

A new job or new functional area can pose challenges to librarians at any level of 

seniority. Early in Paul’s career, he was assigned to lead a major restructure of the library 

and IT units of a university. He spent 2 years on this complex task, bringing together 2 

separate units into a single one. He managed both the library service, and the computer 

facility. Looking back, he thought it was a pivotal development event in his career.  
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Academic librarians serving highly professional areas, such as medicines, laws, 

architecture, are in good training ground because of the challenges inherent in the work 

environment. Director Luna thought being a medical librarian when she started her career 

helped her became a leader: 

“because you are working with people who are very demanding, want quick 

decisions; it’s always at the forefront of technology developments. I actually think I was 

lucky just literally fall into medical librarianship, because I think that was really quite 

critical to be in a very challenging environment, it’s critical.” 

The theme of doing something different and getting out of one’s comfort zone was 

recurrent among the data. Lara emphasized the need “to open up oneself is to go out of 

one’s own comfort zone” when she was learning to be a director. Paul concluded what 

developed his leadership was “doing something very different and outside the box, and 

something I was uncomfortable doing;”. In the complex RFID project, Agnes enjoyed the 

hard work: “when I recall the experience, I enjoyed it, although it was hard work; because 

I had the opportunity to do something different; it was almost like, every moment I was 

solving problem.”  

Challenging tasks are not simply difficult tasks; aspects of challenges include 

unfamiliar responsibilities, high levels of responsibility, creating change, working across 

boundaries and managing diversity (DeRue & Wellman, 2009). Interviewees reaffirm these 

themes of challenges in various development experiences. Challenges take them out of their 

comfort zone, require them to break from old to new, or confront them with a high 

responsibility. 

7.1.2 FEEDBACK 

Feedback is essential to make practicing developmental. Crystal was a professional 

accountant before she entered librarianship. She recalled the practice in accounting firms, 
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where accountants were evaluated for every job; and they learned something every time. 

However, she did not have enough access to feedback in her current library workplace. 

Perhaps the nature of work tasks for librarians is less structured than accounting; and work 

engagements do not consistently have a feedback mechanism embedded in it. In training 

programmes, feedback can be a built-in element. For example, Julia joined a peer teaching 

programme organized by the university she worked in. What she found very helpful for her 

development was the feedback on her teaching from her learning partner. However, Julia’s 

example was not a leadership development programme; in the data, there was no evidence 

that training programmes the participants experienced had feedback elements. 

The function of feedbacks can go beyond performance evaluation. It has the power 

to support continuous development through highlighting improvements and validating 

one’s leadership potential (Steffens et al., 2018). When Keith filled in as acting for his 

associate director who was on regular business trips, he stayed in close contact with the 

associate director. Keith was confident to make decisions, knowing that he could obtain 

feedback and advice when things turned difficult. Leaders who get feedbacks can face 

tougher challenges than those who do not have access to feedbacks (DeRue & Wellman, 

2009). 

7.1.3 OWNING ACHIEVEMENTS 

Among the developmental experiences recalled by interviewees, the feeling of 

owning an achievement came to fore a few times. Young project leader Julia shared one 

such example. When she became the liaison librarian of a student center, which was a new 

position, she found that experience valuable for her development because she was given a 

lot of space and time to figure out how to make it work, with very little direction from her 

senior. She repeatedly mentioned the feeling of “making the role her own,” leading to a 

sense of achievement that was hers. She could try out her own ideas in that assignment, and 

experience the outcomes of her own decisions:  
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“I didn’t get a raise or anything like that, but it meant that I got to make that role 

entirely my own, … that kind of things given complete control, it wasn’t like I was partnered 

with somebody or it wasn’t like I had supervision, I was just given this whole thing to be 

my own, for me personally that was really good, I think … Being able to given position that 

I can make my own, without any instruction, for me personally that’s being very valuable.” 

Another example is Tammy’s self-initiated project to create a database of 

architectural publications in Hong Kong when she worked in the architectural library of 

her university. Although it was a small-scale project, she had a strong sense of achievement 

that was hers, because it was her own initiation and creativity to make something from 

scratch.  

Experiences that result in an achievement of one’s own can boost the leaders’ 

confidence, self-efficacy and leader identity. These are the key components in the self-

identity cluster of personal attributes.  

7.1.4 BROAD EXPOSURE 

 “If you are serious about becoming a leader, one of the key things you have to be 

able to do, is step outside your situation and see a bigger picture … that may still be within 

librarianship, or it may be outside.” (Luna) 

In many developmental experiences, participants found it valuable to be exposed 

to contexts beyond libraries; and to interact with people from a wider circle. These people 

may come from other professions, university colleagues in non-library units, librarians 

from other institutions, or even library colleagues from other functional departments.  

For example, Cindy participated in different committees in her library; she could 

work on a range of responsibilities wider than her own functional area. Various committees 

on library website, marketing, and electronic collections broadened her perspective, as she 

put it, “they let you reach things that are not within your usual duty.” 
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Librarians from other parts of the world can also give Hong Kong librarians new 

insights; Karen said: “when you talk with librarians from different countries and 

institutions you can see there are things that can be done differently, that you haven’t 

thought of; it was enlightening.”  

Mentorship can also be a channel to expose librarians to a wider world. Luna had 

a mentor from a different institution, which she found really helpful. She saw a lot of 

possibilities even within one institution; for example, a mentorship programme within a 

university could have somebody from IT or student affairs mentor a librarian, or vice versa. 

Why is it useful for library leaders to expand their perspectives? When Eddie 

explained the importance of cross-unit committees and work groups, he explained: 

“It helps us because it makes more people aware of things outside their box, more 

aware of what the other library in higher institutions are doing, collectively as a whole 

direction, to think about what other colleagues of theirs are doing; and also helps them… 

to learn how to think beyond what you do, collect additional information, think about 

other things.” 

On a similar tone, Karen expanded the idea beyond the library field, in order to 

take librarians out of their assumptions and professional narratives: 

“learning something that is not relating to library may be more effective… for 

example, organizing training from a business perspective… Often we are comfortable with 

library environment, and give ourselves a lot of reasons -- I do a certain things because .. 

these is our role in the university… But in the commercial world, they don’t care about your 

reasons, they only look at your outcomes…they are customer-driven, outcome-driven, they 

can’t stay the same. But I think, library is a very comfortable environment, we are all 

familiar with the culture; I think it may not be easy to make breakthroughs. Therefore I 

think non-library training may be useful. “ 
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Leadership development activities that give exposure to different viewpoints and 

issues include cross-sector committees, collaborative projects, visiting other libraries, job 

rotations, formal or informal mentorship, training programmes, formal education and many 

others. Exposing oneself to a broader perspective can build the competency holistic 

thinking in the Vision domain. The same competency was found to be a focus outcome in 

work experiences and social relations (section 6.2, Table 31). It reverberates that this 

competency is very important for library leaders. There is no doubt that holistic thinking is 

a key competency for leadership, especially for generating visions and goals. The data in 

this study indicates that broadening perspectives beyond one’s functional expertise, one’s 

library and even the library profession is highly valued by librarians. One possible 

explanation may relate to the silo nature of the profession. It was explained in Chapter 2 

(section 2.1.2) that silos in typical organization structures of libraries often create barriers 

for librarians’ leadership development. Building one’s holistic thinking is one way to 

compensate the limitations that structural silos impose. 

7.1.5 SUMMARY OF ACTIVITY FEATURES  

The study identified 4 features that underlie activities that participants found 

developmental: challenges, feedback, owning achievement, broad exposure.  

To be able to develop leadership capacity, work tasks should be challenging. 

Challenging tasks can be new, cross-boundary and high-stake; they take librarians out of 

their comfort zone. Work tasks that let librarians have the responsibility and autonomy in 

decision making give them an ownership of achievement. Feedback can help librarians 

improve; it also helps them learn with confidence. It can be a source of support. Activities 

that can expose librarians to people and practice beyond their own libraries or areas are 

valuable for leadership development. 

The themes of challenge and feedback agree with current literature about 

developmental experiences in the literature. (McCall, 2004; McCauley et al., 2010). An 
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ownership of achievement helps leaders to establish their leader identity and self-efficacy. 

Broad exposure indicates librarians’ emphasis on building the competency holistic thinking. 

The features that are embedded in various development activities in the study data 

are mapped as shown in Table 33, from which we can see the majority of work experiences 

can carry many of these developmental features; while social relations rely heavily on 

feedback to be effective. The table draws our attention to the observation that these features 

function differently for work experiences and for social relations. Social relations do not 

directly offer challenges nor sense of achievement to library leaders, but the social support 

can be very strong to make them developmental. 

The study identified four powerful types of activities in Chapter 6 (section 6.3.5), 

which are: projects and committees, acting positions, hardships and supportive relations. 

The first three have all the four features; but the last one only carries two out of four features. 

At the same time, job rotation / new functional areas also carry all four features, but the 

evidence is not strong enough to make that a powerful type of work experiences for all 

roles. From this comparison, we can infer that, while these features were found in many of 

the developmental experiences collected from the study participants, they are facilitative, 

but are not necessary or sufficient factors for powerful development. The nature of 

development activities is only one of the puzzle pieces of leadership development. 

Nevertheless, how to enhance these features in workplaces is still one key element for 

effective leadership development. 
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Table 33: Development Activities and the Features they Carry 

 Challenges Feedback Owning 
Achievement 

Broad 
Exposure 

Training Programmes     
- Workshops        
- Leadership Programmes       √ 
Work Experiences     
- Projects and Committees  √  √  √  √ 
- Job Rotation / New Functions   √  √  √  √ 
- Acting Positions  √  √  √  √ 
- Hardships  √  √  √  √ 
- Volunteer Work √     √ 
Social Relations     
- Passive Observation       √ 
- Peer Learning    √    √ 
- Supportive Relations    √    √ 
Self-Learning         
- Reading, Attending talks, etc.     

 

7.2 PERSONAL LEARNING ATTRIBUTES 

The previous section focuses on the nature of the activities. The other aspect that 

determines how developmental these activities are is the leaders as learners. This section 

discusses leaders’ personal attributes specific to learning. Even when a particular 

experience can have all the ingredients for being developmental, two people going through 

the same activity may learn different amounts or fundamentally different lessons about 

leadership (Ashford & DeRue, 2012). Rose shared an example illustrating this: her library 

used to invite speakers from non-library sector to their annual library meetings; they 

covered topics such as marketing and handling difficult customers. The library stopped 

doing this because the feedback from library staff fell in two extremes: some staff members 

found it very useful to hear how people outside of libraries handled difficulties; but some 

found the talks irrelevant to libraries. The same event created opposite learning outcomes, 

because the audience had different learning mentality. 
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Many personal attributes can influence outcomes of developmental activities; for 

example, diligence, attentiveness and emotional resilience, just to name a few. Since this 

study focuses on the development of capacity, which is essentially a process of learning, I 

center the discussion here at learning attributes. This section describes learning attributes 

in three stages of a development process: entering learning opportunities, engagement in 

learning, and transfer of learning to practice. 

7.2.1 ENTERING OR INITIATING LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES 

Learning starts with the awareness of learning needs. It relates to whether a 

librarian can reflect on one’s own viewpoints, and perceive his or her own deficiency in 

certain leadership areas.  Eddie described it as the “awareness that there is more out there”:  

“Some people base their judgment on their own past experiences; to realize you 

are wrong you need the ability to reflect, realizing that you need to learn; … the awareness 

that there is more out there (to learn).”  

Using the example from Rose in the opening of this section, her colleagues who 

found the non-library talks irrelevant possibly because they were not aware that “there is 

more out there”. 

This awareness issue is reflected in participants’ interest to develop competencies 

in this study. In the survey ratings, communication skills is rated as the most important but 

is ranked at the middle of the interest rank. Eddie guessed that perhaps many people thought 

they were already good communicators, and therefore were not aware that they needed 

improvement. On the contrary, creativity was rated as the most interested but was low in 

the importance rank. In interviews, Linda explained that “creativity is usually not important 

in daily work; but people may want something new for future development.” While Cindy 

commented: “Creative, and collaboration are what people talk about… these are not easy 
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to accomplish… They are hard to learn, (I’m) interested to know more, but not so easy.” 

Interest and curiosity can also raise librarians’ awareness to learn new skills. 

Apart from awareness, other factors for librarians’ motivation to enter a learning 

activity are practical ones. Tammy said, “I’m at a later stage (of career), close to retirement, 

I don’t feel the interest on any specific skills.” Time is a precious resource, especially for 

librarians who need to take care of families. They tend to be less willing to spend time 

beyond working hours even if it is for self-development. A young librarian Mandy joined 

a trip visiting libraries in Australia for a few weeks. She thought it was a good opportunity. 

She was the only one in her library who volunteered to take the trip; while she was a bit 

surprised, she also understood why her colleagues did not want to go: “I understand some 

people, you know, have other commitments; so it was difficult to take time off to travel to 

Australia.”  

For working professionals, developing a competency is an investment of time, 

effort and often monetary resources. Librarians consider whether a development is worth 

doing by evaluating the resources required, the value of the skills gained, and in particular 

her career stage. We can see that librarians are motivated by the perceived utility of learning 

opportunities when they decide to access these opportunities. In the literature, the 

expectancy-value theory can be applied to explain motivation in adult learning (Gorges & 

Kandler, 2012). According to this theory (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), learning motivation 

depends on the expectancy of success and a subjective value of the learning. These two 

factors are influenced by a range of preceding factors including personal attributes, such as 

personality and job commitment. In this study, participants talked about subjective value 

but there was insufficient data about expectancy of success. However, the lack of data does 

not mean this is not a factor in librarians’ consideration to enter a learning opportunity. 
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7.2.2 ENGAGEMENT IN LEARNING 

One example in the data can demonstrate how the kind of learning engagement can 

lead to very different outcomes. After the JULAC libraries migrated to a new shared library 

management systems in 2017, to help libraries redesign workflows under the new systems, 

a series of workshops were conducted in various JULAC libraries by the same facilitator. 

Two interviewees who attended the series did not like it, but one survey respondent found 

it very useful. The survey respondent described the workshop: 

“(the Weeding re-engineering workshop was good and effective)… active 

discussions among team members, good prompts and questions by the facilitator. All 

members are motivated to improve/smoothen workflow.  Final product is a set of living 

procedures that we can review once a year.” 

Compare with Julia’s comment about the workshop: 

“It’s a big waste of time …it was all very theoretical, like role playing in fake 

situations that didn’t really apply in a library. … I much prefer it to be specific, not only to 

libraries, but to my specific library; if I’m in training, I don’t want to learn about other 

libraries’ situation, I want to apply the learning to my situation” 

One likely reason for the contrast in reaction was that the survey respondent had a 

specific target that he or she wanted to achieve from this workshop: to redesign the 

“weeding” workflow; while Julia did not have such expectation. A clear goal helped the 

survey respondent stay focused and engaged through the learning in the workshop. As for 

Julia, without the specificity that make the learning applicable to her work, the was not 

motivated to engage in the learning. 

Research has established goal orientation as an important motivational element in 

organizational training (DeShon & Gillespie, 2005). However, as Chapter 6 concluded, the 

more powerful leadership development activities are work experiences and social relations; 
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when librarians go through these natural daily happenings in workplaces, they do not enter 

the experience with a learning goal. Learning through these experiences require reflection 

to get meanings out of them. Lara highly valued reflection in learning: “If you don’t think 

about what you learn from (an experience), after the event, even if it (the learning 

opportunity) is around you, you may not get it (the learning).”  

In Mandy’s week-long professional visit to libraries in Australia, her learning came 

from her reflection during and after the visit. She was intrigued when she saw that major 

university libraries in Australia could have opposite practices in managing their loan 

services: one library removed issuing overdue fines; another one completely disagreed with 

that philosophy. Afterwards, when she thought about the contradiction, she learnt that 

“there was not just one way of doing things” (Mandy). It was her reflection that 

consolidated the developmental change within her mind. 

7.2.3 TRANSFER OF LEARNING TO PRACTICE 

Effective learners have the motivation to extract learning from an experience and 

transfer to practice. As director Daisy said, 

“what I find important is that the participant appreciate [such learning 

experience]; otherwise, if one finds that the exposure is not related to library work, he/she 

needs to be creative to apply the learning to work.” 

She recalled a personal management workshop she attended early in her career: 

“long time ago … I attended a workshop in time management. It was early in my 

professional career… I find many of the tips in the workshop very relevant, very useful; e.g. 

it taught us to make a list of items of tasks you planned to do in a day but did not do, then 

transfer them to other days. Many people don’t do that, and therefore often miss things 

out; e.g. if there are 5 things I need to do, but I only did 3; if I do not carry on the 2 

outstanding items to the next day or next week, then it fell between cracks. I picked up 
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some skills there.  In fact they taught us to use their specific executive calendar to do time 

management in a specific way; many participants took the training as only about using 

that calendar, but I saw beyond that, and make use of the principles behind. From then on 

I picked up the practice and made it my habits.” 

What she found useful was not the tool the workshop covered, but she extracted 

the time management principle behind the technicality; she picked up the practice and made 

it her personal management habits from then on.  

7.2.4 SUMMARY OF PERSONAL LEARNING ATTRIBUTES 

In the literature review, section 2.4.4.2 describes the concept of “development 

readiness” that encompasses leaders’ ability and attitude to learn. In this study, librarians’ 

learning attributes were demonstrated in the 3 stages of learning: entering learning 

opportunities, engagement in learning, and transfer of learning. “Development ready” 

librarians are aware of their own strengths, weaknesses and developmental needs. They are 

willing or even eager to seek leadership development opportunities and to invest time, 

resources and effort. They set goals when entering a learning opportunity, make effort to 

reflect on their experiences, and to find ways to apply any learning in their workplace for 

effective leadership. 

These personal attributes are rooted on motivation to learning. Some frame it as 

learning mindset, that primes a range of cognitive behavior inclinations that are relevant to 

how leaders approach, engage with, learn from leadership challenges (Heslin & Keating,  

2017). Unlike the factors about the features of the development activities, these factors do 

not affect effectiveness of development through the activities themselves, but the learners’ 

interaction with them. In training programmes, the three stages: entering, engagement, 

transfer, are more structurally guided; but it is not the case for work experiences and social 

relations. How librarians can enhance these personal attributes, and how libraries can 
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enhance these attributes of their staff, these are key elements of effective leadership 

development to be discussed in Chapter 8. 

7.3 ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT 

The third aspect of factors is the organization environment of libraries. Positive 

organizational culture that encourages learning, sharing and application of new knowledge 

is essential to motivate continuous learning (Blakiston, 2011). The data analysis exposes 

the following organizational factors that impact librarians’ leadership development: the 

scale and complexity of a library, personnel management, development tactics and 

resources, and organization culture. 

7.3.1 LIBRARY SCALE AND COMPLEXITY 

The size of a university more or less determines the scale and complexity of its 

library as an organization. For example, the library system of a comprehensive university 

with a large student body is likely to have more staff members and finer functional divisions 

than that of a small liberal arts college. Library with bigger staff size tends to be more 

structured; organizational hierarchy is likely to be more complex, staff roles tend to be 

more defined and specialized. Julia worked in a much smaller university before she joined 

a JULAC library in Hong Kong. The total library staff was 20, less than one-fifth of Library 

C where she worked at the time of the interview. She explained her feeling of working in 

a small library: 

“From the smaller institution I feel like there were much more opportunity for 

growth, because it’s small, everybody does a little bit of everything, …whereas in a larger 

institution there are many many more staff, and all of the jobs become more clearly 

defined, because there are so many staff, that it’s harder to step outside your role, … in 

the past, there was 20 people it was easy to talk with everybody, everybody was in the 

same office, … certainly in a smaller institution I felt like there is more room for 

experimenting, trying new things, maybe that’s because, partly because it’s small staff size, 
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also because, maybe, you know everybody better, so there’s more a feeling of trust, 

perhaps. … yeah, I think, in my experience smaller institutions felt a bit more flexible in 

terms of developing leadership skills.” 

In a smaller library, with less resources, each librarian gets to have wider scope of 

responsibilities. In Julia’s words, “if there’s something that need doing, they’re not going 

to create a new role for it. Everybody who is there would have to just pick up the extra 

works. So yes, definitely you get exposure to all sorts of different things.” 

Mandy has similar observation. In a small library she worked in before, the 

hierarchy was very flat; she reported directly to the equivalence of a dean of a department. 

She felt greater responsibility, and had opportunities to participate in higher level decision 

making that is not available for younger librarians in a bigger institution. In such context 

with less structure, she started to learn skills that she thought was important for leaders, 

such as engaging in major collection purchase decisions and budgeting. She found that in 

a small organization she got to know different aspects of the library, which was eye-

opening. It gave her a better understanding of the bigger picture of libraries. Mandy also 

contrasted the amount of guidance she received from supervisors in a larger library with 

that in a smaller one. Without much guidance, librarians are left to handle situations 

independently, which also become developmental opportunities: 

“just working in a small organization and I got to know different aspects of the 

library, that did open my eyes a bit, I think; so I had a better understanding of maybe …, 

yeah better understanding of, maybe the bigger picture of libraries.” 

These two young librarians shared similar comments that libraries with fewer staff 

members and simpler organizational structure are more conducive for leadership 

development. In flat organizations, where authority is dispersed, leadership opportunities 

can occur at all level; and a broader range of librarians are also exposed to managerial 

challenges (Renaud & Murray, 2003). The two elements, organizational size and hierarchy, 
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often go hands-in-hands: larger libraries have more complex organizational structure, 

smaller libraries have flatter structure and fewer functional units. However, while a library 

cannot change its size, library management can change its organizational structure. 

7.3.2 PERSONNEL MANAGEMENT 

Personnel structures and policies form the framework of reward and retribution in 

an organization. Proper structure and policies not only drive performance, but also motivate 

staff to develop further. 

As explained in section 2.1.2 in the literature review, university libraries in Hong 

Kong have a clear division in staff grading between professional staff and support staff. 

Cindy found this limiting: “some colleagues in the support rank are experienced, some 

already obtained a library degree but there is no way to move to librarian rank.” She found 

this structural delineation inhibited leadership development. 

Even within the professional rank, there can be barrier for upward movement. 

Director Luna, commented that the personnel structure in her institution was “quite limited 

in terms of opportunities for movement because once they are in a kind of senior positions 

they don’t really move; and we have this kind of ratio of so many senior staff to other staff, 

it’s quite rigid.” She pointed out the problem that the staff ratio limited leadership mobility. 

Another barrier is job stability that can dampen the incentives to invest in 

leadership development. Luna found this a challenge to her as a director:  

“I think the issue here is… people are in very very good contracts; people here have 

been here for a long time, they are on very good contracts, … there is little incentive in 

many cases for them to take that next step. I think that’s one of the issues we’ve got with 

leadership and succession planning; and you can see it, while I’m very well-paid, I’m on 

excellent contract, why would I want to take on that new challenge and move … I actually 

think they are… the kind of the bubble that’s in HK, to me is more a challenge than any.”  



181 
 

 

Apart from an upward stagnancy, movement across functional areas or library 

sectors was also raised by some interviewees. Rose commented on cross-sectoral mobility: 

“it is hard for us to change job, and to change functional areas; once you are in JULAC you 

won’t leave because the remuneration is good; we are very narrow.” This stability-

mobility factor not only affects librarians’ motivation to move on, it also reduces the 

opportunities to practice in different areas and to expand their professional exposure. 

Taking a long-term view of one’s career development, having a broad work experience is 

a key asset. In a study of medical library directors’ career path, one key elements in the 

path to leadership was the breadth of experiences; the directors in that study showed 

remarkable variation in education and work experiences (Fought & Misawa, 2019). Staying 

in the same position throughout one’s career may be harmful to the growth of leadership 

capacity. 

To break functional silos, director Paul created a matrix staffing structure that 

affects job designs and enhances development opportunities. The structure has 

responsibility line cutting across different divisions, creating opportunities for librarians to 

take on cross-sectional leadership. Similarly, in Eddie’s library, embedded in their 

workflow structure is “the active emphasis on cross membership of committees, taskforces 

and working groups.” Such beneficial structural design makes people aware of things 

outside their box; it also makes the whole library team more flexible, in terms of having 

cross-training, shifting reassignments and shared duties. 

Performance appraisal is a commonly used mechanism in human resources 

management. Effective implementation of appraisal is also important in encouraging staff 

effort to make improvement and development. In the university where Rose worked, their 

personnel unit did not set clear guidelines to assess staff performance, leading to unfair and 
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inconsistent evaluation across different units. For example, some supervisors overrated 

their staff to avoid conflicts. This is detrimental to one’s development.  

Clear guidelines on how to set development objectives in the appraisal exercise are 

important to optimize the value of the exercise. Otherwise, appraisees and appraisers may 

not be able to set constructive goals for development. For example, Tom shared that their 

annual learning goals did not help development; some colleagues listed learning goals that 

were not feasible, and some were not relevant to their work. 

7.3.3 DEVELOPMENT TACTICS AND RESOURCES 

Attending leadership programmes takes time and often cost. Therefore, financial 

support and allowance for time off are both important for librarians. Among the 

participating libraries in the study, there seem to be ample resources to support staff 

development in terms of funding and time-off for attending training programmes. All the 

participating libraries in this study have some kinds of financial and policy support for 

training programmes. 

Director Luna of Library A organized the in-house leadership training for her staff, 

with the help by the human resources unit of their university. She started this programme 

with clear intention:  

“I was very concerned about our senior paraprofessional staff… many of them are 

excellent. …have got master degrees in librarianship, young, bright, but they weren’t 

getting that kind of development they needed. So, the head of library administration 

worked with our personnel office to set up a kind of 18-month long development…” 

Library A demonstrated a proactive approach to creating leadership development 

opportunity. The in-house programme had clear intention to develop leadership capacity 

with designed targets to help staff with recognized developmental needs. Another example 

of planned programmes was a series of management workshops organized by Library E 
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more than 10 years ago. A survey respondent shared that experience positively; he/she 

could still recall what was learnt from the workshops.  

In terms of creating development opportunity among work experiences, there was 

only one example in the interview data. Director Keith deliberately put his staff into senior 

administration committee in rotation: 

“One of the things that I started when I got here, was that we had a library admin 

group that meets every Tuesday morning…So one of things that we did, …is we now have 

a rotation position of 3-months, so everyone of the professional librarians has an 

opportunity to rotate on to the administration team. And they attended all the meetings, 

they got to see all the budget information, they hear all the personnel discussions, they 

understand it’s confidential until it’s announced otherwise. … I think at the very least it 

took the mystery out of what happened at the admin meetings,… but that also hopefully 

will be type of leadership experience, that say one of the librarians want to apply to the 

associate position, in the interview question, ‘have you had any experience in 

administration?’ they can point to ‘well, I spent time on the top administration team in the 

library.’” 

When a library sets its development programme for staff, instead of taking a top-

down, or one-size-fit-all approach, catering for individual differences and specific needs 

would be helpful. Libby described how she preferred her in-house training programme be 

more open and diversified to meet colleagues’ needs. She would prefer more interaction 

between the administrators who plan the training and the librarians who attend the training; 

more flexibility to co-develop programmes that suit more diverse needs in terms of time 

required and target skills, so that more people can benefit from the opportunities. Eddie 

emphasized that it is important to make sure “development opportunities are not just held 

for senior management or professional staff, but there are opportunities throughout the 

structure, the hierarchy.” 
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7.3.4 WORK CULTURE  

Organizational policies and rules are articulated, explicit factors that affect how 

leadership development happens within a library. On the other hand, work culture and 

norms are tacit forces in a workplace that can push forward or pull back librarians’ 

development. Organizational culture affects the kinds of opportunity for staff to participate 

in leadership and collaboration. As Lara explained: 

“if the organization culture encourages collaboration between different groups, 

then you are in a more diverse environment, and you have more opportunities to try out 

different experiences…if the organization encourages you to go out and see things.” 

When a library has a strong development culture, librarians can see a wide variety 

of learning opportunities. For example, Linda’s library offers a lot of staff development 

activities. Apart from the opportunities to attend conferences and workshops inside or 

outside of the library, her duties are rich and varied. Through different types of work she 

can learn different things.  

Such openness can be cultivated by what Julia called “a cultural of enthusiasm, 

saying yes to things;” in another word, it relates to how experimental a workplace is. 

Director Daisy explained how she created such experimental culture: 

“you need to give opportunities to colleagues to expose (to challenges), to try 

things out. So it is hard to say you intentionally create a staff development programme to 

learn collaboration skills, problem solving or decision making; but in the job context, 

colleagues need to dare to try, to do…. We need to provide an environment that encourage 

colleagues to try things out, to pilot, to test and experiment; failure is okay; they pick up 

(learning) from such experience… in an experience, they do not only pick up one or two 

skills, but a combination of all these” 
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Vicky from the same library corroborated her director’s description. In this library, 

when the director forms working groups for projects, she does not always prescribe specific 

members, structure and responsibilities of each member. Librarians are welcomed to join 

groups, and group members can volunteer to take up leadership roles. Vicky finds this 

culture very beneficial for staff members who are willing to develop.  

The attitude of administrators and supervisors towards staff development is an 

important cultural factor. Understanding the importance of continuous development, Tom 

thinks “if you are a manager or a supervisor you need to spend more time to understand 

colleagues’ needs in development.” However, sometimes supervisors value performance 

giving short-term work output, over development that should give long-term benefits. 

Director Luna observed that her middle managers were reluctant to let their subordinates 

spare time to take part in development activities: 

“It wasn’t the individual who didn’t want to take part (in training), it was their 

bosses… saying ‘I haven’t got time to let them go, to let them do it.’ ‘we’re so busy, we 

can’t make time for development’…” 

Tom observed how a team culture could turn a learning opportunity to the negative 

side. About the library systems migration in 2017, he shared: 

“Some departments are rather negative in this change, from the head to staff 

underneath; the head may have conveyed negative ideas to his staff (about the systems 

change). So when the change happened, he took on a sarcastic attitude, pointing at 

people’s mistakes, and was not understanding. It was rather obvious.” 

Stable job environment can build a sense of complacency. Even young librarian 

Cindy observed how complacency can diminish one’s ambition: 

“once one gets the position of assistant librarian there is no motivation to develop 

oneself further, one finds that the job is ... I should not complain that the job is very stable, 
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but sometimes I feel that because it’s stable, and you don’t have anything else to climb up, 

and it makes someone even less motivated.” 

Complacency in a work culture might have built up through a long history of an 

organization. Paul said, “Here [in his library] I thought there was a real sense of 

complacency, …, they didn’t need to do anything exceptional [to excel].” This affects the 

drive of a library and its librarians to strive for improvement. 

7.3.5 SUMMARY OF ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT 

The factors relating to the organizational aspect can be grouped into 4 areas: the 

scale and complexity of a library, personnel management, organizational tactics and 

resources, and work culture.  

The result supplements McCauley’s analysis reviewed in section 2.4.4.3. She laid 

out three organizational factors for development effectiveness: leadership development 

strategies, human resources systems, and culture. For academic libraries, this study 

identifies one more factor: the scale of the organization.  

In a library with smaller and less hierarchical structure, there seems to be more 

developmental opportunities available as work experiences. Personnel policies provide 

mechanisms that motivate people to perform and to develop. Similarly, if a library 

proactively designs development activities, and is willing to commit resources to develop 

leadership capacity of staff members, it creates more developmental opportunities and 

stronger mechanisms to motivate staff to learn. Lastly, organizational culture works like 

policies and rules except that it is implicit; culture also affects the opportunities available 

to staff, and staff’s motivation to learn. From this analysis, we can see that organizational 

context affect leadership development effectiveness through enabling the mechanisms that 

generate development opportunities as well as motivation of librarians’ learning.  
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7.4 THE DYNAMICS AMONG AND BETWEEN THE THREE ASPECTS  

The factors affect each other within each aspect, namely features, learners’ 

attributes and organizational context. The three aspects also influence each other. Their 

interactions lead to effective leadership development in an organization. 

When we look at the four developmental features of learning activities, we can see 

that an ownership of achievement is a likely outcome if a leader accomplished a challenging 

task. Challenge of a work task may come from the broad exposure nature in the work. 

Feedback can broaden leaders’ perspectives. Within the aspect of personal learning 

attributes, the three factors relate to leaders’ motivation and attitudes in learning. In the 

aspect of organizational context, the scale of a library affects the culture, which can affect 

personnel rules and organizational tactics in development. Personnel management also 

affects development tactics, which in turn can loop back to change the work culture. 

When we look into the interactions between the three aspects, firstly we can see 

that activity features and learners’ attributes go hand-in-hand in leadership development. If 

an activity has all the developmental features, but the librarian lacks the attributes for 

learning, development does not happen; similarly, if a highly motivated learner cannot find 

developmental opportunities, learning cannot happen either. Both of these aspects are 

necessary to facilitate effective leadership development. Furthermore, the two aspects can 

reinforce each other. Developmental experiences and the ability to learn have a direct 

impact on each other. Being engaged in a developmental experience can enhance a person’s 

ability to learn, and individuals with high ability to learn are able to seek out and may 

benefit more from a variety of experiences (McCauley et al., 2010). 

Organizational factors affect the mechanisms that generate developmental 

opportunities available to librarians. As discussed in section 7.3, in smaller libraries with 

flat hierarchy, most librarians have to work in multiple functional area with leadership 

responsibilities. Many of the work assignments carry the developmental features of 
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challenge, ownership of achievement and broad exposure. Libraries with leadership 

development plans can create developmental opportunities for their staff with more designs 

and outcome targets. Work culture enables development mechanisms in more subtle ways. 

A learning culture enriches developmental opportunities in a workplace; in the opposite, a 

negative culture can inhibit development. For example, young librarian Loretta was 

assigned by her supervisor to represent the library to join a university-wide discussion 

committee. If done well, this could have been an interesting learning opportunity for 

Loretta to learn about how things worked in the wider institutional context. However, in 

the meetings, she felt that she was not the right person to be in that group; she was not at 

the proper level of authority to make meaningful contribution, and she was discouraged to 

bring discussion back to her supervisor. She later found out that her supervisor only 

assigned her there to fill up the library’s spot in the group, but never meant to make a useful 

contribution or learning. As a result, it was an opportunity wasted, and Loretta felt 

discouraged and frustrated.  

Organizational factors also enable a motivating environment for leadership 

development, facilitating librarians’ learning attributes. A learning organizational culture 

motivates librarians by letting them feel encouraged to initiate learning and to engage. 

Organizational tactics on development have similar effect. Personnel rules can motivate 

development through many measures including constructive performance assessment, 

reward mechanisms that encourage capacity development and alike. 

To summarize this analysis of tracing how various factors contribute to effective 

leadership development, we can express the relationship as shown in Figure 11, which 

highlight two key points: first, activity features and learners’ attributes interact with each 

other to deliver development outcomes; second, organizational aspect exerts its influence 

on the other two aspects through facilitating mechanisms that generate development 

opportunities, and motivating librarians to be developmental ready. In the Figure, the 
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connection is symbolized by two nodes, namely mechanisms and motivation. The 

illustration helps to clarify the complex dynamics between these factors.  

  

Figure 11: The 3 Aspects Contributing to Effective Development 

7.5 SUMMARY 

Understanding these factors can help us to explore how positive elements can be 

cultivated and how negative elements can be mitigated. From the developmental 

experiences of the study participants, the factors affecting leadership development for 

academic librarians can be analysed from three aspects: the developmental features of the 

activities, personal learning attributes and organizational context. The study supplements 

the literature by revealing the complexity specific to the context of academic librarians in 

Hong Kong; and describing details of how these factors play out, using a diagram showing 

relationships between the three aspects of factors. 

This is the last chapter of the three describing the result of the data analysis. The 

next chapter will summarize the answers to the three research questions and discuss the 

insights and implications of the findings.  
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CHAPTER 8 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This final chapter summarizes the findings reported in previous chapters through 

an overview, then a description of three points of insights into leadership development, and 

an analysis of the challenges for the five participating libraries. The chapter then discusses 

the theoretical contributions and practical implications of this study. It concludes with a 

review of the limitations of this study, and proposing areas for future research. 

8.1 OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS 

Through exploring academic librarians’ perception and experiences, this study 

reveals the complexity of leadership development for practising librarians. The findings 

enrich the understanding of leadership capacity and developmental activities in the context 

of academic libraries. Three research questions guide this study:  

1) How do academic librarians perceive leadership capacity in their work 

environment?  

2) What kinds of activities help them develop leadership capacity?  

3) What factors affect the effectiveness of leadership development?  

Using qualitative analysis of 37 survey responses and the experiences of 22 

interviewees from five participating libraries in Hong Kong, the study provides a multi-

faceted picture of how leadership development unfolds in academic libraries. 

8.1.1 A CONSTRUCT OF LEADERSHIP CAPACITY AS DEVELOPMENT OUTCOMES AND 

GOALS 

Through reviewing literature, I learned that leadership capacity could be 

understood with three components: competencies, personal attributes as well as the ability 

to take leadership actions. To explore what the three components consist of for academic 

librarians, the study used the core competency model for librarian leadership as a tool to 

help the participants to express their perceptions. As reported in Chapter 4 and 5, the study 

confirms that the four domains in the competency model: Cognitive, Vision, Interpersonal 
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and Managerial, are all relevant to librarians’ leadership work. At the level of competencies, 

the term “global thinking” in the model was likely misinterpreted by the participants; based 

on the participants’ description, the competency is relabeled as “holistic thinking.” Through 

thematic analysis, study data further identifies four clusters of personal attributes that are 

important for library leaders: Self-identity, Emotional Skills, Moral Values and 

Personalities. The data reveals four themes of actions, symbolized as four leadership roles: 

Navigator, Experimenter, People Developer and Relations Builder. The overall picture of 

leadership capacity with the three components is represented in Figure 10 in Chapter 5.  

The better understanding of leadership capacity clarifies what outcomes are 

relevant for librarians’ leadership development. It can also serve as a framework that guides 

librarians to assess their development needs and set development goals.  

8.1.2 A HOLISTIC SYSTEM TO DEVELOP CAPACITY 

This study identified four broad types of development activities: training 

programmes, work experiences, social relations and self-learning. Further differentiation 

within the first three groups provide more nuanced picture of the nature of these activities; 

while the last group, self-learning, do not have subgroups based on the data available. Using 

the development outcomes model by Day and Dragoni (2015) as a guide to analyze data, 

the study places personal attributes and ability to act as mostly distal outcomes that require 

continuous practice and support, which can only be provided through work experiences 

and social relations. Training programmes and self-learning are found to be instrumental 

in offering proximal outcomes in terms of competencies acquisitions.  

Work experiences and social relations can serve as the primary ways of leadership 

development; while training programmes and self-learning are supplementary. The 4 broad 

types of leadership development activities complement each other in the long-term 

development process throughout librarians’ career.  
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Upon closer examination, four activities are found to be powerful on developing 

all the four leadership roles identified in the study. They are: projects and committees, 

acting positions, hardships and supportive relations. The first three types are work 

experiences; the last one is a type of social relations.  

With these findings, we can infer that a holistic system for leadership development 

should consist of activities of all four broad types. There are teaching components that 

impart knowledge and skills, hands-on components that afford learning by practice, and 

social relations that enhance reflection and support. In particular, such system should have 

the mechanism that makes opportunities available to librarians in the forms of project, 

committees and acting positions. It should help librarians reflect on hardships; and include 

mentorship programs. Ideally, to optimize the effectiveness of the system, different 

components should reinforce each other in a coherent way; be flexible for librarians to 

target at diverse development goals; and provide on-going development. Such system 

cannot come into being by chance, but requires a deliberate, holistic design. 

The literature review describes integrated leadership development programmes 

that have become popular among libraries in different parts of the world. Some of these 

programmes contain multiple components including coaching, action research, and 

problem-based case studies; some had a relatively long timespan, extending the 

development experience up to two years. These programme elements achieve the 

multipronged design as well as the on-going approach (Ford et al., 2007; German et al., 

2009; Herold, 2015). In the study data, the participants did not report experience with such 

integrated programmes. If the HKULLI, being the most established leadership programme 

in the Hong Kong and South East Asia, could enrich itself towards a more integrated design, 

it would be greatly beneficial to librarianship in the region. 
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8.1.3 MODERATIONS OF FACTORS FOR DEVELOPMENT EFFECTIVENESS 

The study examined factors of development effectiveness in three aspects: 

developmental features of leadership development activities, personal learning abilities of 

leaders, and organizational context of libraries. Activities that give leaders challenges, 

feedback, ownership of achievement, and expanded exposure tend to be more 

developmental; yet these features are not necessary conditions nor sufficient conditions to 

make an experience powerful in bringing developmental outcomes. The learning attributes 

of leaders is another important aspect. Effective learners are aware of their own capacity 

and learning needs; they engage in learning process through setting development goals and 

reflecting on learning, and are motivated to put learning into practice. Organization context 

is the third aspect. Organizations with less hierarchical structure are more conducive for 

leadership development. Rigid personnel practice can discourage leadership development 

to happen in an organization. On the other hand, proactive development tactics and culture 

can facilitate leadership development.  

Organizational context can enhance the other two aspects through the facilitation 

of developmental mechanisms and staff motivation to learn. In libraries that have those 

factors in the positive ways, opportunities of developmental activities in many forms are 

more available to librarians, who are also more motivated in develop themselves through 

the whole learning cycle from taking on learning to transferring learning to practice. Many 

organizational factors are difficult to change by the management of a library, for example, 

the scale of a library and the personnel rules of the institution. However, with the findings, 

library executive leaders can examine how these factors are relevant in their context, and 

make plan to moderate them to facilitate leadership development. 

8.2 INSIGHTS INTO LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 

This study was conducted to understand how academic librarians develop 

leadership capacity, with an ultimate purpose of contributing to constructive development 
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effort for library leaders, and improving leadership quality for the profession. The findings 

lead to three points of insights into leadership development; they are important 

considerations for librarians who want to improve leadership in their libraries, and for those 

to work on their leadership capacity for a more fruitful career.  

8.2.1 LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT AS DAILY WORK LIFE EXPERIENCES 

One important result in this study is how the four broad types of activities develop 

leadership capacity in different ways. Work experiences and social relations are more 

powerful because they offer practice and support, that can lead to intrapersonal changes in 

personal attributes and leadership behaviours and actions. This entails that leadership 

development should be embedded in day-to-day workplace activities rather than episodic 

training events. This also poses a challenge to librarians: how do we create or capture 

activities in daily work life experiences and turn them into developmental activities? The 

findings in the study may give us some insights. 

Among the different types of development activities reported in Chapter 6, four 

types are identified as the most powerful for librarians’ leadership roles. They are: projects 

and committees, acting positions, hardships and supportive relations. We can focus the 

discussion on these powerful development activities, and explore whether and how 

librarians can enhance their developmental value and accessibility in daily work life. 

Projects and committees are common ways to organize missions and tasks in many 

libraries. Librarians who organize projects and committees can expand memberships to 

their peers from various functional units, to provide opportunities for cross-unit exposure. 

While most members are enlisted because of their expertise and potential contribution to 

the collective, some members may be involved for performance as well as development 

purposes. Most projects are inherently challenging; to enhance the developmental value of 

project learning, project groups can try to identify challenges openly, in order to have 

members discuss for problem solving and decision making. Members should be 
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encouraged to offer constructive feedback to each other. For this, training workshops on 

giving feedback would be helpful, especially for librarians with less work experience. 

While projects and committees are collective effort, achievements of individuals can still 

be recognized and celebrated.  

Acting positions normally arise by chance, especially when upper positions stay 

vacant. However, a library can create these opportunities as a practice. One way can be 

making acting arrangement for unit heads who are on-leave for a considerable amount of 

time. The opportunity to be acting for a higher position should be challenging by nature, 

which should also come with a sense of achievement if successful. What a library can 

deliberately enhance is the availability of feedback. The librarians who take on acting 

positions should have access to feedback on their performance in order to capture the 

developmental value of the learning opportunity. 

Hardships cannot be planned out, but they can be abundant in daily work life. To 

capture the developmental value of facing and overcoming difficult situations, librarians 

have to be aware of them and to reflect on them. A work culture that encourages reflection 

is conducive for librarians to capture learning from hardships. 

Supportive relations can come in the form of formal or informal mentorship. 

Libraries can establish mentorship programmes of their own, or encourage librarians to join 

mentorship programmes in the parent institutions or beyond. Informal mentorship can be 

facilitated by job-shadowing or internship arrangement within a library, in which a librarian 

can follow a more senior person and learn. Training workshops can give mentors and 

mentees useful knowledge and skills to build effective mentorship. Librarians should 

actively seek for potential mentors and role models. 

There are many more ways librarians can explore to create and capture 

developmental opportunities than what this report can cover. The important point is for 

librarians to be aware that day-to-day work life is a valuable source of leadership 
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development; and they can make effort to capture them rather than allow them to become 

lost opportunities. 

8.2.2 LIBRARIES’ LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT SYSTEMS AND STRATEGIES 

Another important finding of this study is the dynamics between the three aspects 

of factors affecting leadership development effectiveness. As visualized in Figure 11 of 

section 7.4, organizational context drives its influence to the other two aspects through 

facilitating development mechanisms and learners’ motivation. With that insight, 

moderating organizational factors should be a useful starting point to drive effective 

leadership development. One approach that library decision-makers can consider is 

devising leadership development systems and strategies for their librarians. 

A systemic approach means that the various kinds of support for leadership 

development in the library are coordinated and reinforcing rather than fragmented or 

contradicting; while development strategies ensure the organizational effort is a sustaining 

plan rather than being a short-term operation.  

The four organizational factors reported in section 7.3 are not easy to change. The 

scale of a library is not something that a director can control; work culture takes long time 

to form and change; resources and personnel rules are mostly controlled by the parent 

institution. Nevertheless, a library director and his/her management team can find different 

ways to establish systemic and strategic leadership development in the library. 

A library’s scale and structural complexity depends on the size and nature of the 

parent institution. For a complex library structure, library management team can increase 

structural flexibility by using cross-unit collaboration to break silos. They can set up 

practice to involve frontline, junior librarians in higher level work in order to provide them 

with development opportunities. 

To enhance staff mobility and motivation to develop within an existing staffing 

structure and personnel practice, library management may use various measures such as 
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internal job rotation, exchange programmes with other libraries, constructive performance 

appraisal, and open recognition of individuals’ contributions. Leadership capacity and 

development effort can be included as a criterion in personnel evaluations. Being strategic, 

the library should engage in formal succession planning and identify the competencies 

needed to move on to leading functional or executive positions.  

Library resources and tactics are important for the systemic and strategic approach. 

Libraries with development strategies actively plan out training that targets specific groups 

of staff; intentional work designs create project opportunities, cross-unit committees, job 

rotations and acting positions; mentorship and peer-learning programme are available to 

benefit librarians at different levels. When designing the library’s strategies, the library 

administration considers the different emphasis between unit heads and project leaders in 

their leadership roles and development needs For example, junior librarians are offered 

leadership skills training to build up their competencies; while unit heads can join peer 

support groups to discuss, share and reflect on strategic leadership challenges. The 

leadership development strategies can include mechanisms that help librarians to have a 

better understanding about leadership capacity specific to their roles and their library 

context; and to be more aware of one’s own competence levels and development needs.  

A work culture that supports systemic leadership development accepts new ideas, 

allows risks and failures. Supervisors and administrators encourage and respect different 

views and new thoughts. Librarians at all levels are empowered to make suggestions and 

take leads. They value long-term development; they are willing to invest time and resources 

even if it implies reasonable impact on short-term work efficiency.  

In sum, a systemic and strategic approach to leadership development is about 

having long-term planning and coordinated design, with consideration for the development 

needs of individual librarians as well as the library. 
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8.2.3 LIBRARIANS’ RESPONSIBILITIES TO SET AND ACHIEVE DEVELOPMENT GOALS 

Leadership development is inherently a personal responsibility as well as an 

organizational obligation (Cardno & Youngs, 2013). While libraries should establish 

systemic and strategic programmes to facilitate effective leadership development, the 

responsibility of creating and capturing developmental opportunities in a workplace is also 

shared by librarians as individuals. They have mutual roles in librarians’ career 

management (Wichert, 2018). 

In the context of training programmes, the process of entering a learning, engaging 

in learning and transferring learning to practice is more or less structured and guided. It is 

not the case with learning from daily work life experiences. For example, when entering a 

training course, librarians prepare to learn from the experience; they may even have a 

specific learning goal in mind. However, when learning from daily work life encounters, 

librarians are usually not mentally prepared for learning; seldom do they set specific 

learning goals for the daily work encounters. If any learning happens, it is often after the 

experiences, only if they reflect on them. 

Therefore, to help oneself develop leadership capacity effectively, librarians 

should acknowledge their own active participation in the process. They cannot passively 

wait for training programmes or other activities arranged by the library, but actively stay 

alert for opportunities that come to them in their workplaces. To take on one’s 

responsibility on leadership development, librarians should have an honest awareness of 

one’s own interests, strengths and weaknesses in order to identify development goals. The 

capacity framework with the three components – competencies, attributes, actions, can be 

a reference guide to set development goals. They should actively seek developmental 

opportunities which target their leadership growth, considering all four broad types of 

development activities. Joining projects and committees, accepting challenging work 

assignment, seeking role models and mentors are crucial. Look for opportunities to meet 

and work with people outside of one’s circle so that they can expand perspectives beyond 
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their functional silos. Their motivation and ability to reflect on experiences is important to 

attain distal developmental outcomes. 

With all the developmental opportunities and organizational support and strategies, 

a growth in leadership capacity, after all, resides on the part played by a leader as learners. 

Librarians recognizing their responsibility is a key element in effective leadership 

development. 

8.3 CHALLENGES FOR PARTICIPATING LIBRARIES  

The data collected in the study indicates that the participating libraries had the 

resources and willingness to encourage leadership development, but there was a lack of 

methods and coherent strategies.  

8.3.1 LACK OF EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT 

In general, the five participating libraries were generous in providing resources for 

librarians to attend training programmes, including both workshops and leadership 

programmes. However, these programmes did not seem to be effective; and there were 

insufficient opportunities in the form of work experiences and social relations.  

Regarding training programmes, as discussed in previous section, the HKULLI did 

not seem to be as effective as hoped. Other workshops of wide range of topics were offered 

from time to time, but their quality varied. Several interviewees mentioned that workshops 

and talks tend to be too general; they are weak to offer specific skills and knowledge that 

can be readily transferrable to a learner’s workplace. Furthermore, these workshops are not 

regular nor frequent. They are ad-hoc learning opportunities rather than a systematically 

planned programme; as Julia described, “it’s kind of like, ‘human resources office is doing 

this, do you want to go this training?’”  

Regarding those work experiences and social relations experienced by the study 

participants, the majority of them came up by chance. In the participating libraries, only 
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one director, Keith, set up a rotation system to let his librarians participate in senior 

management team, with the purpose to develop their leadership. None of the supportive 

relations that participants discussed was intentionally arranged. This observation suggests 

that these libraries do not have visions and coordinated effort on leadership development. 

Although the librarians in this study brought up a variety of leadership 

development activities, not all of them were systematically available in the participating 

libraries. Job rotation is considered a good method for leadership development by a number 

of participants, but no library currently has such practice due to the administration 

complications it brings up. There was no mentorship programme among the participating 

libraries at the time of the study. 

8.3.2 CULTURAL BARRIERS 

The study participants discussed issues about work culture embedded in their 

libraries; these issues may help explain the insufficiency in their leadership development.  

Three libraries had once considered to implement job rotation as a development 

tool. However, none was successful because they could not overcome internal reluctance. 

Staff rotation takes up staff time and reduce efficiency during the rotation logistics. This 

phenomenon generally holds true across the participating libraries when it comes to how 

much supervisors are willing to sacrifice short-term efficiency and performance in order to 

gain return in long-term developmental outcomes. A similar issue makes mentorship 

programme not workable. In two libraries, there were intention to create mentorship 

programmes, but none of them materialized. Tom described how it was difficult to 

implement in Library E: 

“For example, when a new colleague joins us, say, a library assistant, we could 

find a more experienced library assistant to follow up with him. We thought about 

programme like this, but it may not be feasible; for smaller department, it’s difficult (to 

find a mentor). For TS (a bigger department) it’s easier, but we don’t have many new 
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colleagues, …if they come from different departments it’s difficult (to do mentoring). It 

was mainly to target at new colleagues, to help them get settled to the new work 

environment and duties.” 

Library A also tried to introduce mentoring; but the decision of the management 

group was not to do that because a lot of work would be needed to implement a programme. 

8.3.3 OVERCOMING CHALLENGES 

A positive sign among the five participating libraries was that they all had 

resources and intention to support leadership development; yet there were a lot of gaps 

when it came to practices and culture. The resources were mostly invested in supporting 

training programmes rather than work experiences and social relations, which were in fact 

the more powerful development activities. 

The management of the participating libraries in this study may consider widening 

their leadership development activities to include work experiences and social relations. 

The three points of insights described in the previous section can be a frame of reference. 

Expanding librarians’ leadership development experience will involve conscientiously 

making daily work tasks developmental, and proactively encouraging the formation of 

social relations of various types. Training programmes may also be diversified; for example, 

Kalvin suggested taking a business case study approach in training, engaging consulting 

trainers to explore problems of one’s library and find solutions. Karen had similar ideas of 

involving trainers from the business sector; she emphasized that people from the corporate 

world can help to break up librarians’ comfort zone. 

Work culture is difficult to change in a short time. In the participating libraries, 

staff members prioritized short-term work efficiency over staff development; a complacent 

atmosphere and a lack of mobility do not encourage development. Revisiting personnel 

rules and organization practices may reveal ways to incentivize development effort; for 

example, adding development objectives in performance assessment, and allowing 
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librarians to set aside certain working hours for development activities. The three points of 

insights described in the previous section can serve as a starting point for the management 

teams in these libraries to explore more ways to overcome their leadership development 

challenges. 

8.4 PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

The study findings provide recommendations for librarians and library 

administrators to improve their leadership development effectiveness. For librarians, 

leadership development is about one’s own capacity building and career growth. 

Regardless of one’s ambition to take on managerial positions, all professional librarians 

need good leadership capacity for performance and job satisfaction. At an organization 

level, leadership development can improve organizational performance, and safeguard the 

well-being of the organization by preparing employees for succession planning.  

The findings of the study can inform librarians who seek to proactively develop 

oneself. Recognizing that leadership development happens in their daily work life, and that 

individuals have responsibility to manage their own leadership development, librarians 

should find these insights useful to orient their career planning and development journey. 

This is particularly relevant for those working in libraries that do not yet have development 

strategies. Taking charge of one’s development and knowing how to do it is crucial for 

librarians, who often take the profession as their life-long career.  

For decision makers of libraries, the study can help them understand where to look 

for leverage points among the complex organizational factors if they intend to develop 

leadership capacity in their libraries. As expounded in the introduction and the literature 

review in this report, effective leadership is crucial for modern academic libraries, yet the 

traditional organizational mechanism in librarianship does not naturally develop leaders 

and put them in official positions. Leadership development deserves good attention of 

library decision makers, to understand the complexity of the process, and to take imminent 
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actions to make it work. The study findings should give them a solid starting point to take 

on this important endeavour. 

8.5 THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS 

The study fills a research gap about leadership capacity of librarians; it enriches 

the understanding of the dynamics of leadership development in the context of academic 

librarianship.  

The study contributes to the understanding of librarian leadership capacity in terms 

of conceptual structure and content. For conceptual structure, the study proposes the 

composite view of leadership capacity, encompassing competencies, personal attributes 

and actions. It further reveals the content of each component for academic librarians. It 

validates the relevance of the four competency domains in the competency model, namely 

cognitive, interpersonal, vision and managerial effectiveness. The study identifies four 

clusters of important personal attributes for academic librarians, as well as four leadership 

roles. Previous studies on librarians’ leadership qualities are scattered and fragmented 

(Fagan, 2012; Weiner, 2003), as summarized in the literature review (section 2.3.2), a 

structured understanding of librarians’ leadership qualities was lacking in previous research; 

this study is the first to describe library leaders’ capacity in a coherent manner. This 3-

component framework can assist future research on leadership capacity to be more 

structured. The conceptual structure can be applied to leadership capacity beyond 

librarianship. 

This study presents a broader view of librarians’ leadership development activities, 

enriches with elaboration of librarians’ leadership development activities in more details. 

Existing literature relating to librarians’ leadership development activities often focus on a 

specific type, mostly on leadership programmes or mentorship (DeRue & Wellman, 2009; 

Van Velsor et al., 2010). Empirical study on how work experiences develop leadership 

appears to be scant. This study encompasses a more holistic view of leadership 
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development by exploring different types of developmental activities beyond training 

programmes. It is the first study to identify a list of developmental activities in the four 

broad types that based on academic librarians’ experiences. It fills in details of how 

different types of work experiences develop librarians’ capacity. The findings also expand 

the scope of development through social relations beyond mentorship. In addition, it 

proposes four specific types of activities that are powerful in developing library leadership 

roles. 

Furthermore, this study clarifies the dynamics between the various factors affecting 

leadership development effectiveness in academic libraries. Existing literature describes 

organizational contexts, developmental activities and learners’ readiness as three elements 

of leadership development (DeRue & Wellman, 2009; Van Velsor et al., 2010); this study 

enriches the knowledge on these three elements in the context of academic librarianship. 

Specifically, the study laid out the interactions between the three aspects for effective 

leadership development in libraries through the two nodes of mechanisms and motivation. 

8.6 LIMITATIONS 

The study has several limitations.  

The first one is about the consistency of participants’ interpretation of leadership 

competencies. Leadership competencies are conceptualized broadly, it is not easy for 

respondents to have consistent description and interpretation of them. I used the 

competency model to provide a structured set of vocabulary; it was successfully in helping 

me in data collection and analysis. Yet, the data still needed to be interpreted with care. 

Even when brief descriptions of each competency were included in the questionnaire, some 

respondents likely interpreted the meaning differently. To avoid being misled by different 

interpretations of the competency terms, I used interview data to carefully verify and clarify 

how participants interpreted them. It helped to capture major discrepancy. The most 
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prominent example was the competency “global thinking” in the model, which was 

relabeled as “holistic thinking,” to represent how participants named that competency. 

Second, the study is based on the perception and experiences of the participating 

librarians; the findings are confined by their subjectivity. The four leadership roles are 

drawn from what the participants perceived about leadership capacity; and the leadership 

development activities are based on participants’ own experiences that they perceive as 

developmental. The participants are not exemplar leaders, their subjective views may have 

gaps and flaws. The findings therefore may not fully reflect the complexity of leadership 

process in academic libraries and the full spectrum of leadership development activities in 

the profession.  

The third limitation relates to sampling. The mediocre response rate to the survey 

might indicates a lack of interest to this topic among practicing librarians in Hong Kong. 

The survey respondents and the interviewees can be considered a self-selecting sample; 

likely they have a more positive attitude towards leadership development than their peers. 

The library directors who agree to let their librarians participate in the study are likely to 

have a stronger interest in leadership development than those that declined. Similarly, 

librarians who participate might have been more motivated in developing oneself. Hence, 

the results probably have a slant towards a more positive view of leadership development.  

Fourthly, the study sampled librarians in publicly-funded universities in Hong 

Kong, not all the findings can be generalized to other academic libraries in Hong Kong, or 

to libraries outside of Hong Kong. 

Lastly, my background as a professional librarian in one of the participating 

libraries made me an insider in this research. The interpretation of the data might have been 

different if it was done by a researcher unfamiliar with academic libraries in Hong Kong. 
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8.7 SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

Being exploratory in nature, this study raises more questions than it answers. 

Researchers may consider the following five areas for future research: scope of libraries, 

libraries as case studies, capacity model, unit heads vs. project leaders, and librarians’ 

development readiness. These research areas are elaborated below.  

First of all, this study is limited to 5 university libraries in public universities in 

Hong Kong. Academic libraries in many higher institutions in Hong Kong have different 

organizational contexts from JULAC libraries. The dynamics of leadership development in 

these libraries is worth exploring. Secondly, this study provides an overall picture of the 

status-quo of leadership development in JULAC libraries; further research can evaluate 

effectiveness of the current practices using JULAC libraries as case studies. A third area 

for future research is leadership capacity of librarians. In this study, leadership capacity 

was described using the three components of competencies, personal attributes, and actions. 

Future research can further validate these components in academic libraries in Hong Kong 

as well as overseas. The fourth area is the differences of leadership actions and 

development needs of librarians at different hierarchical levels. This study unravels certain 

differences between unit heads and project leaders. Future studies can dig deeper into that, 

to clarify the whats and hows of such differences, including their differences in 

developmental experiences, outcomes, as well as development needs. The last area for 

future research is about librarians’ developmental readiness. This study focuses on 

developmental activities but not on leaders’ motivation to learn; future research may cover 

more on the “human” side of leadership development. 
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APPENDIX 1: INVITATION TO LIBRARY DIRECTORS FOR 
PARTICIPATION  
 

Dear Director, 

Research Project on Leadership Development in Hong Kong Academic Libraries 
 
I am writing to invite JULAC libraries to participate in a research project on leadership 

development, and would hope you will agree to have your library join the study. The project is for 
my study at the EdD program at the University of Hong Kong, with Dr. HM Ng (email: 
hmng@hku.hk) as supervisor. The research explores librarians’ perception of leadership skills and 
their experiences of developing the skills. The findings will help us understand how to conduct 
leadership development more effectively. 

 
If your library participates, you and your librarians will be involved in the following data 

collection: 
1. all professional librarians will be invited to fill out an anonymous, online questionnaire 

which takes about 20 minutes 
2. you and about three librarians will be invited for an interview of about 45 minutes long 

 
The interviews will be conducted by me, at a location convenient to the interviewees; they 

will be audio-recorded. The interviewees will have the right to review and erase the audio files. All 
the data collected will be stored in my personal computer with password protection; it will be kept 
strictly confidential, and will be used solely for research purposes. Only the researcher will have 
access to the research data. No individual or institution will be identified in any reports of findings. 
Pseudonyms will be used in any report coming out of the research project. Any personal identifiers 
will be removed within a year after the completion of the research for long term retention of the 
research data.  

 
Participation is entirely voluntary.  If you have any questions about the research, please 

contact me (98720990 / gabiwong@gmail.com). I will be happy to provide more details. If you want 
to know more about the rights as a research participant, please contact the Human Research Ethics 
Committee, the University of Hong Kong (2241-5267). 

 
If you agree to let your library participate in the research, please reply with the Reply Slip 

below. 
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
Gabi Wong 
 

Reply Slip 
Name of library:   
We will / will not participate in the research 
Name of Library Director:  
Signature: 

  

mailto:hmng@hku.hk


208 
 

APPENDIX 2: ONLINE QUESTIONNAIRE CONSENT LETTER  
 

Dear Colleague: 

I am seeking your participation in this online survey, which is part of my research 
on librarians’ leadership development, for the EdD program at the Faculty of Education of 
the University of Hong Kong, with Dr. HM Ng (email: hmng@hku.hk) as supervisor. 

The purpose of the questionnaire is to collect your view about leadership skills and 
their development.  It should take you about 20 minutes to complete, and you can choose 
to stop at any time without negative consequences.  It is anonymous; in reporting data and 
findings in my thesis or any articles, participants or library names will not be identified in 
any way. All data collected will be stored in my personal computer with password 
protection; it will be kept strictly confidential, and will be used solely for research purposes. 
Only the researcher will have access to the research data. Any personal identifiers will 
be removed within a year after the completion of the research for long term retention of the 
research data. 

If you have any questions or concerns, please contact me 
(98720990/gabiwong@gmail.com). If you have questions about your rights as a research 
participant, please contact the Human Research Ethics Committee, HKU (2241-5267).  

If you are willing to participate in the study and understand the procedure described 
above, please enter the questionnaire with the link below: 

https://ust.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9QUUnoASMxcO2uV 

Thank you very much for your time and attention.  

Sincerely, 

Gabi Wong 

  

mailto:hmng@hku.hk
https://ust.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9QUUnoASMxcO2uV
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APPENDIX 3: INFORMED CONSENT FOR INTERVIEWEES 
 
Dear Librarian, 

 
I am conducting a study on leadership development among academic librarians in 

Hong Kong, and would like to invite you to an interview. 
 
The research is my EdD study at the Faculty of Education, University of Hong 

Kong, with Dr. HM Ng (email: hmng@hku.hk) as supervisor. It explores the perception 
and experiences of librarians in leadership development. In the interview, I will ask you 
about your view on leadership skills, and your experiences on previous development 
activities. The interview will be about 45 minutes, conducted by me, at a time and location 
that you find convenient. It will be audio-recorded; the audio file and transcription will be 
stored in a password-protected drive in my computer, with personal identifiers removed. 
You may review the recording; if you wish to erase the whole or part of it, I will do so. All 
audio files will be erased within one year after completion of the research. 

 
Please be ensured that all the information obtained will be strictly confidential, and 

will be used solely for research purposes. Only the researcher will have access to the 
interview data. No individual or institution will be identified in any reports of findings. 
Pseudonyms will be used in any report coming out of the research project. 

 
Participation is entirely voluntary.  You can choose to stop at any time without 

negative consequences. If you have any questions about the research, please contact me 
(phone/email). If you want to know more about your rights as a research participant, please 
contact the Human Research Ethics Committee, HKU (2241-5267).  

 
If you understand the content described above and agree to participate in this 

research, please reply with the slip below.  Thank you so much for your attention. 
 
Sincerely, 
Gabi Wong 
 

 
Reply Slip 
I will / will not participate in the research 
I agree/ do not agree to have the interview audio-recorded 
Name of participant:  
Signature: 

 

  

mailto:hmng@hku.hk
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APPENDIX 4: ONLINE QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
Leadership Skills and Leadership Development 
  
This survey is anonymous. The questionnaire asks about your views on being a leader at work, 
and your own experiences in leadership development. 
  
It consists of three pages:    

1. Ratings on a list of leadership skills   
2. Your past experiences in developing leadership   
3. Demographics   

 
It should take you about 20 minutes to complete. I thank you for your time and participation. 
 
Page 1: Leadership Skills 
Below are 17 leadership skills in 4 categories based on the Core Leadership Competency Model for 
Librarians (Ammons-Stephens et al., 2009). 
 
Question 1. How important are these competencies for your work performance? Please read the 
brief explanation of each skill, and give your rating. 
 
Cognitive Ability 

 Very 
Important Important Neutral Unimportant Very 

Unimportant 

Problem-Solving Solve problem actively, 
creatively, and holistically  o  o  o  o  o  

Decision Making Assume responsibility; 
make sound, timely and transparent 
decisions  

o  o  o  o  o  

Reflective Thinking Accurately assess 
shortcomings and assets of the organization; 
recognize and implement opportunities for 
continuous improvement  

o  o  o  o  o  

 
Vision 

 Very 
Important Important Neutral Unimportant Very 

Unimportant 

Global Thinking Think beyond the library; 
consider ideas and issues that impact 
communities on a broader scale  o  o  o  o  o  

Creative/Innovative Think innovatively; 
encourage new thoughts and 
experimentation  

o  o  o  o  o  

Forward Thinking Anticipate problems and 
opportunities; envision consequences; and 
inspire others to think about possibilities  o  o  o  o  o  
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Interpersonal Effectiveness 
 Very 

Important Important Neutral Unimportant Very 
Unimportant 

Culturally Competent Exhibit an awareness 
of and appreciation for diverse cultures and 
beliefs; foster an environment where all 
cultures are respected and valued  

o  o  o  o  o  

Accountability Instill trust; assume 
responsibility for decisions made  o  o  o  o  o  

Team Building Build effective relationships; 
actively promote strategic team building  o  o  o  o  o  

Development Actively seek ways to develop 
staff  o  o  o  o  o  

Inspirational / Motivational Inspire 
individuals to succeed; motivate individuals to 
actively contribute to the library  

o  o  o  o  o  

Communication Skills Actively listen; 
effectively articulate ideas through verbal and 
written communication; withhold judgment; 
give and receive constructive feedback  

o  o  o  o  o  

 
Managerial Effectiveness 

 Very 
Important Important Neutral Unimportant Very 

Unimportant 

Manage Change Build internal and external 
support for change; work to keep transitions 
running smoothly; demonstrate willingness to 
take calculated risks  

o  o  o  o  o  

Resource Management Understand cost 
efficiency and effectiveness; apportion 
resources equitably; assign projects to 
colleagues appropriately; act with diligence 
and care  

o  o  o  o  o  

Strategic Planning Identify clear, well-
defined outcomes; exhibit planning 
capabilities for short-term and long-term 
results  

o  o  o  o  o  

Collaboration Build relationships with 
community groups and constituents; work 
with others where sharing resources would be 
appropriate  

o  o  o  o  o  

Flexibility / Adaptability Exhibit an open 
mind; maintain steadiness through difficult 
situations  

o  o  o  o  o  

 
Question 2. Please name any other leadership skills you find important for your work performance. 
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Question 3. For the same list of skills, how interested are you to improve on them? 
 
Cognitive Ability 

 Very 
Interested Interested Neutral Disinterested Very 

Disinterested 

Problem-Solving Solve problem actively, 
creatively, and holistically  o  o  o  o  o  

Decision Making Assume responsibility; 
make sound, timely and transparent 
decisions  o  o  o  o  o  

Reflective Thinking Accurately assess 
shortcomings and assets of the 
organization; recognize and implement 
opportunities for continuous improvement  

o  o  o  o  o  

Vision 
 Very 

Interested Interested Neutral Disinterested Very 
Disinterested 

Global Thinking Think beyond the library; 
consider ideas and issues that impact 
communities on a broader scale  

o  o  o  o  o  

Creative/Innovative Think innovatively 
and encourage new thoughts and 
experimentation  o  o  o  o  o  

Forward Thinking Anticipate problems 
and opportunities; envision consequences; 
and inspire others to think about 
possibilities  

o  o  o  o  o  

Interpersonal Effectiveness 
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 Very 
Interested Interested Neutral Disinterested Very 

Disinterested 

Culturally Competent Exhibit an 
awareness of and appreciation for diverse 
cultures and beliefs; foster an environment 
where all cultures are respected and valued  

o  o  o  o  o  

Accountability Instill trust; assume 
responsibility for decisions made  o  o  o  o  o  

Team Building Build effective 
relationships; actively promote strategic 
team building  o  o  o  o  o  

Development Actively seek ways to 
develop staff  o  o  o  o  o  

Inspirational / Motivational Inspire 
individuals to succeed; motivate individuals 
to actively contribute to the library  o  o  o  o  o  

Communication Skills Actively listen; 
effectively articulate ideas through verbal 
and written communication; withhold 
judgment; give and receive constructive 
feedback  

o  o  o  o  o  

 
Managerial Effectiveness 

 Very 
Interested Interested Neutral Disinterested Very 

Disinterested 

Manage Change Build internal and 
external support for change; work to keep 
transitions running smoothly; demonstrate 
willingness to take calculated risks  

o  o  o  o  o  

Resource Management Understand cost 
efficiency and effectiveness; apportion 
resources equitably; assign projects to 
colleagues appropriately; act with diligence 
and care  

o  o  o  o  o  

Strategic Planning Identify clear, well-
defined outcomes; exhibit planning 
capabilities for short-term and long-term 
results  

o  o  o  o  o  

Collaboration Build relationships with 
community groups and constituents; work 
with others where sharing resources would 
be appropriate  

o  o  o  o  o  

Flexibility / Adaptability Exhibit an open 
mind; maintain steadiness through difficult 
situations  o  o  o  o  o  

 
4. Please name any other leadership skills you are interested to develop. 
 
Page 2: Your previous experiences in leadership development 
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Question 5. Please recall any developmental activities for yourself that were memorable in either a 
good or bad way. They could be particularly rewarding or disappointing. Describe the activities and 
explain what made them good or bad. 
 
Page 3: Demographics 
   
Question 6. Does your current position carry any of the following responsibilities? (You can 
choose more than one) 

o Leading a department or a unit   

o Leading working group(s) or project(s)   

o Supervising staff   

o None of these  

 
Question 7. Which is/are your major professional area(s) at your current position? (You can choose 
more than one) 

o Administration   

o Access services (e.g. lending, interlibrary loan)   

o Information services (e.g. reference, information literacy)   

o Research services (e.g. data service, scholarly communication, digital scholarship)   

o Collection services (e.g. acquisitions, cataloguing, collection development)   

o Systems and facilities (e.g. ILS, computing equipment, space management)   

o Special collections, archives   

o Others (please specify) _____________________________________ 

 
 
Question 8. How many years of experience do you have working in a library?  

o Less than 2 years   

o 3-10 years   

o 11-20 years   

o More than 20 years   

 
Question 9. Which university library are you working in?  
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APPENDIX 5: INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
A. Open Section 

1. Preparation 
• Confirm with the interviewee his/her choice of language 

• Briefly explain the background of the study 

• Clarify with the interviewee if there are any questions or concerns about the 

interview 

2. Interviewee’s career path 
• Briefly describe the researcher’s career path as a professional librarian 

• Can you tell me about your professional career? 

B. Main Section  
3. Views on leadership capacity 
Refer to survey result: 
• What do you think about these skills and their ratings? 

• What skills should an effective leader have at your position (as a unit head or 

project leader)? 

• How can you learn or improve on these skills? 

• Do you think these skills are developable for yourself and for everyone? 

4. Personal experiences in development activities 
[Briefly sum up leadership development experiences in the survey result] 

• Can you recall any developmental activities that were particularly rewarding, 

or particularly unproductive?   

• What made them helpful or disappointing to you? 

• What did you learn from those experiences? 

• What motivated you to participate in those leadership development activities? 

5. Library practices in supporting development 
• How does your library develop librarians’ leadership capacity? 

• As a unit head/project leader, how does your library help you develop 

leadership capacity? 

• Is there anything else you think your library can/should do? 

• Any good practices you have seen in other libraries? 

C. Closing the interview 
6. Round up with thanks 
• Potential follow up / clarification via emails 

• I will send a copy of audio and transcription to the interviewee 

   



216 
 

APPENDIX 6: SURVEY SUMMARY FOR INTERVIEWS 
Note: A copy of this was sent to each interviewee before the interview 

Leadership Development Experience Study  

Summary of Survey Results 

Gabi (gabiwong@gmail.com) 

 

The survey was open for about 120 librarians in 5 participating libraries.  It received 37 
usable responses. 

Part I. Librarians' Perception of Leadership Skills 

Using the Leadership Competency Model (Ammons-Stephens et al., 2009), respondents 
gave two ratings on each of the 17 leadership skills:  

• the importance of each skill for one’s current work performance (from 5 – Very important, 
to 1 – Very unimportant), and  

• the interest to develop the skill further (from 5 – Very interested, to 1 – Very 
disinterested).  

Results: 

• The average importance ratings are mostly above 4 (i.e. perceived as Important to Very 
important), the range is 3.97 to 4.89 

• Top 3 important ones are Communication skills, Problem-solving and Decision making 
• The average interest ratings are around 3.78 to 4.44 
• Top 3 interested ones are Creative/Innovative, Collaboration, Manage Change 

Tables and charts in sections below show more details. 

Part II: Librarians Experiences of Leadership Development 

Twenty respondents described their previous experiences of leadership development: 

• It was a mix of formal programs, workplace learning, mentorship/role model and self-
learning 

• Programs/workshops: 5 respondents mentioned HKU Leadership Institute; 2 named 
Process Re-engineering training; and various institution-specific workshops 

• Workplace challenges: Shared ILS projects, retreat planning, acting experiences, job 
assignment, cross-unit committees 

• Skills gained: problem solving, resource management, project management, team 
management, collaboration, communication, more holistic view of an organization, new 
ways of thinking 

• Challenges: working with people of different perspectives, or people with negative 
attitude; arranging time and cost for training 

• Format factors (relating to programs):  
o webinars – connection affected the effectiveness 
o HKU Leadership Institute – relevance of scenarios and topics, interaction among 

group members, skills of facilitators 
-------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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Table: Perception Scores 

Cognitive Ability Vision 
 Importanc

e 
Interes
t 

 Importanc
e 

Interes
t 

Problem-
Solving 

4.78 4.22 Global Thinking 4.25 4.25 

Decision 
Making 

4.69 4.08 Creative/Innovativ
e 

4.28 4.44 

Reflective 
Thinking 

4.42 4.14 Forward Thinking 4.47 4.36 

Interpersonal Effectiveness Managerial Effectiveness 
 Importanc

e 
Interes
t 

 Importanc
e 

Interes
t 

Culturally 
Competent 

4.03 3.78 Manage Change 4.58 4.42 

Accountability 4.58 3.86 Resource 
Management 

4.25 3.94 

Team Building 4.42 4.31 Strategic Planning 4.47 4.31 
Development 3.97 4.00 Collaboration 4.56 4.44 
Inspirational / 
Motivational 

4.47 4.19 Flexibility / 
Adaptability 

4.53 4.19 

Communicatio
n Skills 

4.89 4.22    

 

Table: Comparing the Ranks on the two Scales 

 Importance Interest Difference in Rank 
Positions  

Rank 
Position 

Score Rank 
Position 

Score “Importance Rank 
Position” minus 
“Interest Rank 
Position” 

Cognitive Ability 
 
Problem-Solving 2 4.78 8 4.22 -6 

Decision Making 3 4.69 13 4.08 -10 

Reflective Thinking 11 4.42 12 4.14 -1 

Interpersonal Effectiveness 
 
Culturally Competent 16 4.03 17 3.78 -1 

Accountability 4 4.58 16 3.86 -12 

Team Building 11 4.42 5 4.31 +6 

Development 17 3.97 14 4.00 +3 
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Inspirational / 
Motivational 

8 4.47 10 4.19 -2 

Communication Skills 1 4.89 8 4.22 -7 

Vision 
 
Global Thinking 14 4.25 7 4.25 +7 

Creative/Innovative 13 4.28 1 4.44 +12 

Forward Thinking 8 4.47 4 4.36 -4 

Managerial Effectiveness 
 
Manage Change 4 4.58 3 4.42 +1 

Resource 
Management 

14 4.25 15 3.94 -1 

Strategic Planning 8 4.47 5 4.31 +3 

Collaboration 6 4.56 1 4.44 +5 

Flexibility / 
Adaptability 

7 4.53 10 4.19 +3 

 

Table: Additional skills beyond the Model 

Other important skills Other interested skills 
Personal attributes 
Leading by example 
Forbearance 
Kindness, patience, and humility 
Being firm, meticulous, tactful, good 
memory 
Openness 
Interpersonal capabilities 
Negotiation; conflicts handling 
Relationship building 
Motivation 
Pay fairness to employees 
Approachable 
Coaching and mentoring 
Management capabilities 
Awareness to local legislation 
Risk management 
Delegation 
Project Management 

Conflict management 
International collaboration 
relationship building 
Meeting/time management  
"Skills that can be used to: 1) discover the 
hidden talent of the employee, and 2) 
increase employee engagement" 
Succession planning 
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APPENDIX 7: SURVEY RESPONDENTS’ PROFESSIONAL AREA 
Table A7-1: Professional Areas – Grouped by the number of areas selected 

 No. of 
respondents 

One area 
 

Administration 3 
Access services (e.g. lending, interlibrary loan) 1 
Information services (e.g. reference, information literacy) 7 
Research services (e.g. data service, scholarly communication, digital 
scholarship) 

2 

Collection services (e.g. acquisitions, cataloguing, collection development) 1 
Systems and facilities (e.g. ILS, computing equipment, space 
management) 

3 

Others 1 (public 
relations) 

Subtotal 18 
Two areas 

 

Administration + Information services 1 
Administration + Collection services 1 
Administration + Systems and facilities 1 
Access services + Systems and facilities 1 
Information services + Research services 2 
Research services + Special collections / archives 1 
Subtotal 7 
Three areas 

 

Access services + Information services + Collection services 1 
Access services + Systems and facilities + Others [special projects] 1 
Information services + Research services + Collection services 1 
Subtotal 3 
Four areas 

 

Administration + Access services + Information services + Collection 
services 

1 

Information services + Research services + Collection services + Others 
[outreach] 

1 

Subtotal 2 
Not identified 7 
Total 37 

 

Table A7-2: Professional Areas – Overall count 

 No. of respondents 
Administration 7 
Access services (e.g. lending, interlibrary loan) 5 
Information services (e.g. reference, information literacy) 14 
Research services (e.g. data service, scholarly communication, digital 
scholarship) 

7 

Collection services (e.g. acquisitions, cataloguing, collection 
development) 

6 

Systems and facilities (e.g. ILS, computing equipment, space 
management) 

6 

Special collections, archives 1 
Others 3 
Total 49 
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APPENDIX 8: COMPETENCY RATINGS GROUPED BY BACKGROUND 
 

  Importance  Interest  
Leadership responsibilities n M SD  M  SD  
Unit heads 14 4.56 0.39 4.23 0.53 
Project leaders 13 4.28 0.58 4.06 0.40 
No leadership role 3 4.29 0.50 4.00 0.06 
Not identified 7 4.68 0.27 4.45 0.47 
Total 37     

 

 No role (n=3)  Project leaders (n=13) Unit heads (n=14) 
Importance M  SD  M  SD  M  SD  
Cognitive 4.89 0.31 4.46 0.84 4.67 0.52 
Vision 4.00 0.82 4.13 0.99 4.40 0.82 
Interpersonal 4.56 0.60 4.18 0.97 4.51 0.68 
Managerial 3.80 0.75 4.38 0.78 4.66 0.47 

 

 No role (n=3)  Project leaders (n=13) Unit heads (n=14) 
Interest M  SD  M  SD  M  SD  
Cognitive 3.89 0.31 3.95 0.90 4.26 0.78 
Vision 4.11 0.31 4.33 0.86 4.36 0.68 
Interpersonal 4.18 0.62 3.82 0.84 4.11 0.83 
Managerial 3.80 0.54 4.25 0.72 4.29 0.68 

 

 No role (n=3) Project leaders (n=13) Unit heads (n=14) 
Importance   M  SD  M SD  
Problem-Solving M  SD  4.69 0.46 4.79 0.41 
Decision Making 5.00 0.00 4.54 0.84 4.71 0.45 
Reflective Thinking 5.00 0.00 4.15 1.03 4.50 0.63 
Global Thinking 4.67 0.47 3.92 1.00 4.36 0.81 
Creative/Innovative 4.33 0.47 4.00 1.04 4.43 0.90 
Forward Thinking 4.00 0.82 4.46 0.84 4.43 0.73 
Culturally Competent 3.67 0.94 3.62 1.08 4.07 0.80 
Accountability 4.67 0.47 4.15 1.03 4.86 0.35 
Team Building 4.67 0.47 4.31 0.91 4.57 0.49 
Development 4.33 0.47 3.69 0.72 4.21 0.77 
Inspirational / Motivational 4.00 0.82 4.31 0.91 4.57 0.73 
Communication Skills 5.00 0.00 5.00 0.00 4.79 0.41 
Manage Change 4.67 0.47 4.69 0.82 4.71 0.45 
Resource Management 4.00 0.00 4.23 0.80 4.43 0.49 
Strategic Planning 3.33 0.94 4.23 0.80 4.64 0.48 
Collaboration 4.00 0.82 4.62 0.49 4.64 0.48 
Flexibility / Adaptability 3.67 0.47 4.15 0.77 4.86 0.35 

 

 No role 
(n=3) 

Project leaders 
(n=13) 

Unit heads 
(n=14) 

Interest M  SD  M  SD  M SD  
Problem-Solving 4.00 0.00 4.00 0.88 4.36 0.72 
Decision Making 3.67 0.47 4.15 0.95 4.00 0.76 
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Reflective Thinking 4.00 0.00 3.69 0.82 4.43 0.73 
Global Thinking 4.00 0.00 4.23 0.89 4.29 0.59 
Creative/Innovative 4.33 0.47 4.31 0.82 4.50 0.63 
Forward Thinking 4.00 0.00 4.46 0.84 4.29 0.80 
Culturally Competent 4.00 0.00 3.54 0.93 3.71 0.88 
Accountability 3.67 0.47 3.46 0.75 4.07 0.80 
Team Building 4.33 0.47 4.08 0.92 4.36 0.61 
Development 4.00 1.00 3.77 0.70 4.14 0.83 
Inspirational / Motivational 4.33 0.47 3.92 0.62 4.36 0.72 
Communication Skills 4.67 0.47 4.15 0.86 4.00 0.93 
Manage Change 4.00 0.00 4.62 0.49 4.36 0.61 
Resource Management 3.33 0.47 3.77 0.80 4.14 0.52 
Strategic Planning 3.67 0.47 4.31 0.61 4.36 0.72 
Collaboration 3.67 0.47 4.46 0.63 4.50 0.63 
Flexibility / Adaptability 4.33 0.47 4.08 0.73 4.07 0.80 

 

  Importance  Interest  
Library working experience n M SD  M  SD  
up to 10 years 10 4.23 0.61 4.11 0.44 
11-20 years 8 4.43 0.44 4.15 0.44 
More than 20 years 12 4.55 0.40 4.14 0.50 
Not identified 7 4.68 0.27 4.45 0.47 
Total 37     

 

 Up to 10 years (n=10) 11-20 years (n=8) More than 20 years (n=12) 
Importance M  SD  M  SD  M  SD  
Cognitive 4.60 0.80 4.46 0.71 4.69 0.52 
Vision 4.13 0.85 4.21 1.04 4.36 0.85 
Interpersonal 4.17 0.90 4.38 0.90 4.54 0.67 
Managerial 4.14 0.92 4.63 0.48 4.60 0.49 

 

 Up to 10 years (n=10) 11-20 years (n=8) More than 20 years (n=12) 
Interest M  SD  M  SD  M  SD  
Cognitive 3.40 0.91 4.21 0.87 4.11 0.66 
Vision 4.40 0.66 4.21 1.00 4.33 0.58 
Interpersonal 4.02 0.81 3.88 0.99 4.00 0.72 
Managerial 4.14 0.66 4.23 0.67 4.09 0.73 

 

 Up to 10 years 
(n=10) 

11-20 years 
(n=8) 

More than 20 years 
(n=12) 

Importance M SD  M  SD  M  SD  
Problem-Solving 4.80 0.40 4.75 0.43 4.75 0.43 
Decision Making 4.50 0.92 4.63 0.48 4.83 0.37 
Reflective Thinking 4.50 0.92 4.00 0.87 4.50 0.65 
Global Thinking 4.00 0.77 4.13 1.05 4.33 0.85 
Creative/Innovative 4.00 0.89 4.25 1.09 4.33 0.94 
Forward Thinking 4.40 0.80 4.25 0.97 4.42 0.76 
Culturally Competent 3.80 0.87 3.63 1.11 4.25 0.83 
Accountability 4.20 0.87 4.50 1.00 4.83 0.37 
Team Building 4.00 0.77 4.63 0.70 4.67 0.47 
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Development 3.70 0.90 3.88 0.60 4.25 0.72 
Inspirational / Motivational 4.50 0.92 4.63 0.70 4.42 0.76 
Communication Skills 4.80 0.40 5.00 0.00 4.83 0.37 
Manage Change 4.30 0.90 5.00 0.00 4.67 0.47 
Resource Management 3.90 1.04 4.50 0.50 4.33 0.47 
Strategic Planning 4.00 0.89 4.38 0.48 4.75 0.43 
Collaboration 4.40 0.66 4.63 0.48 4.58 0.49 
Flexibility / Adaptability 4.10 0.94 4.63 0.48 4.67 0.47 

 

 Up to 10 years 
(n=10) 

11-20 years 
(n=8) 

More than 20 years 
(n=12) 

Interest M SD  M  SD  M  SD  
Problem-Solving 4.00 0.89 4.13 0.78 4.33 0.62 
Decision Making 3.90 0.94 4.63 0.70 3.75 0.60 
Reflective Thinking 4.00 0.89 3.88 0.93 4.25 0.60 
Global Thinking 4.30 0.64 4.13 1.05 4.25 0.43 
Creative/Innovative 4.40 0.66 4.25 0.97 4.50 0.50 
Forward Thinking 4.50 0.67 4.25 0.97 4.25 0.72 
Culturally Competent 3.90 0.54 3.25 1.20 3.75 0.72 
Accountability 3.60 0.92 3.63 0.99 4.00 0.41 
Team Building 3.90 0.83 4.63 0.70 4.25 0.60 
Development 4.11 0.74 3.88 0.78 3.92 0.86 
Inspirational / Motivational 4.30 0.64 3.88 0.60 4.25 0.72 
Communication Skills 4.30 0.90 4.00 1.00 4.08 0.76 
Manage Change 4.40 0.49 4.75 0.43 4.25 0.60 
Resource Management 3.70 0.78 4.13 0.60 3.92 0.64 
Strategic Planning 4.20 0.60 4.38 0.70 4.25 0.72 
Collaboration 4.40 0.49 4.75 0.43 4.17 0.80 
Flexibility / Adaptability 4.00 0.63 4.13 0.78 4.17 0.80 
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APPENDIX 9: SURVEY RESPONSES ON MEMORABLE DEVELOPMENT 
EXPERIENCES 

Response 
ID 

Memorable experiences in leadership development 

6 Haven't really attended any for myself 

8 Mentoring programmes, professional development workshops, participation in organising 
conferences, etc. are all good.  

14 Planning retreat days as they give you a chance to reflect with your peers on achievements 
and to develop overall appropriate forward planning  

15 The new integrated library system - This cross institutional project is a once-in-a-life-time 
challenge for many librarians.  The good thing is we can develop many kinds of leadership 
skills at the same time, in particular problem solving, resource management, project 
management and collaboration skills.  The disappointing side is the negative attitude or poor 
skills of a few members may jeopardize the collaboration or even ruin our long-term 
relationship.  However, we still have to manage such kind of scenarios and turn them into 
opportunities.  

16 I did not participate in any events or programs to develop leadership skills. 
 
Albeit, I learnt from observing my supervisors, either good or bad. I also had a very good 
relationship with my previous supervisor, who was an excellent leader in my perspective. I 
did consult him on leadership skills when he was working here. 
 
I also learnt from my interactions with my subordinates. Their reactions or feedback to my 
behaviors can help me reflect on my own skills.   

36 HKU's Leadership Institute. A good learning experience. 

37 Be on a committee where members come from different units within the library. You learn to 
talk to colleagues with very different priorities and perspectives and get to understand their 
points of view by thinking in their shoes. This is a good activity because it improves 
communication and facilitate the information flow across units within the library. Of course, 
it depends on the particular committee. I have had good experience with some committees 
but bad experience for other committees. The bad experience usually stems from poor 
communication. Poor communication can be about information overload, unwilling to share 
information, and differences in communication style. People's openness is another key. Deep 
collaboration looks good on paper, but it really should come from within it. People can get 
quite territorial and unwilling to open up and work together. Or, they are so used to certain 
way of doing things and refuse to change.  

38 A few years ago, I was asked to take up an acting appointment to cover a vacancy on the 
Library's senior leadership team. This was certainly rewarding. It was a good experience in 
regard to what I learned about the operation of the Library. Previously I did not understand 
quite how challenging it is to manage an organization like a university library effectively. 
This job assignment required me to think holistically about the entire organization, rather 
than just on my particular section of it. 
 
Perhaps my most rewarding leadership development experience was the informal mentoring 
relationship that I had with my first supervisor. I learned a tremendous deal about leadership 
from her. 

42 webinar training - poor connection --&gt; waste of time 

43 Learning Mandarin - time challenging and lack of interaction.  
As a non-Librarian, I have other areas of training that can be a challenge to arrange including 
cost & time. 

45 1. Leadership Workshop for Managers and Supervisors in HKU Library 
    * good and rewarding: learned how to motivate staff, how to form and manage a team, 
how to manage changes and how to manage performance etc. 
 
2. How the best senior leaders pave the way to Engagement 
   * good and rewarding: staff engagement is one of the most important keys of organization 
success. It is similar as motivation but more than that. It is about skills+knowledge+attitude. 

47 One of the most effective workshops I ever took was on faciltating meetings given at my 
food co-op in the 1990s. 
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I've also found a lot of training sessions on interactive teaching given at my workplace to be 
very useful.  Conferences which include workshops have also been useful. 
 
Workplace learning, on-going - learning from peers at my own institution and others, 
especially as we face challenging job assignments together. 
 
Finally - self learning - reading books and articles are especially useful for me 

49 Good experience: attending library conferences . Hear about inspiring work and meet 
dedicated professionals who believe in the work.  
 
Bad experience: attending in-house professional development courses. Old-fashioned, 
boring, time-consuming.  

50 Good/Effective: 
Process Re-engineering for Weeding workflow. 
Intro training by change manager, active discussions among team members, good prompts 
and questions by change manager. All members are motivated to improve/smoothen 
workflow.  Final product is a set of living procedures that we can review once a year. 
 
Bad/Ineffective: 
HKU Leadership Institute 
Scenarios not relevant to work. Group members not contributing. Talks not inspiring. Fold it.  

51 Leadership Institute 2017 at Bangkok -- very impressive to let me keep thinking about "What 
I am", " Who I am" in my workplace and how to lead the team to move toward together. 

60 Leadership Institute run by HKU.  Really good at getting me to think in different ways, and 
in establishing broader network connections. 
 
Internal leadership workshops ruin by HKUST Business School on negotiation and other 
topics.  Some of the activities were tedious and not very useful, but others were very 
effective at improving specific skills.  Also good for improving connections within my 
institution. 
 
Technology workshops held at an institution in the USA that gave me a much better 
understanding of how to evaluate technology impacts within the University setting. 

62 Sorry, I can't recall good or bad development activities. 

63 Process re-engineering workshop. Learnt that communication within a team is a must for 
good outcomes. 

66 Attended one leadership workshops for several days. It was not good as expected. Most of 
the topics selected for discussion were already addressed in my library. I was interested and 
got inspired for only 2 sessions out of 8.   

67 Bad example: 
I had experiences in the past when my boss required all staff to attend a weekend activity 
which is irrelevant to our work. He did not explain why. But we knew it was for his personal 
gain and interest. Staff attended have very bad impression. Staff did not attend were 
penalized in some ways.  Staff lost trust in the organization and the boss.  
 
Good example: 
We have annual strategic planning retreat. Before the planning, I have held meetings with 
senior staff on the format, purposes, run-down, etc. The final version is after much 
deliberations and discussion. Feedback from staff are very positive with 4.3 over 5 most 
years. Staff have a chance to have overview of past accomplishments and glimpse of future 
major plans and initiatives. These activities put things we normally do on daily basis into a 
holistic picture and with perspectives. Staff see a forest rather than trees. This is a good team 
building activity. We also have good lunches such as buffet and banquet for celebration that 
brings people joyfully together. Earlier versions have group discussions held during the 
retreat. Current version do not have, but with discussion held separately before the retreat. 
The final outcomes are multi-folds too; with an annual report, future plan, list of 
achievement, etc. The activity involves many staff to prepare and carefully think through the 
past and the future.    
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APPENDIX 10: MAPPING DEVELOPMENT ACTIVITIES AND OUTCOMES 
 

Training Programmes 
 Competencies Personal Attributes Ability to Enact 

Roles 
Workshops All 4 domains, depending on 

workshop topics 
No evidence Not clear 

Leadership  
Programmes 

All 4 domains, depending on 
programme content 
 

No evidence Not clear 

Work Experiences 
 Competencies Personal Attributes Ability to Enact 

Roles 
Projects /  
Committees 

All 4 domains, in particular: 
communication, collaboration, 
resource management, decision 
making, problem solving, team 
building, holistic thinking 

Tolerance, compromise, 
confidence, self-efficacy, 
leader identity 

Navigator, 
Experimenter, 
Relations Builder  

Job Rotation /  
  New Functions 
 

All 4 domains, especially holistic 
thinking and communication 

Empathy, 
approachability, leader 
identity, 
trust, confidence 

Navigator; 
Experimenter, 
Relations Builder 

Acting Positions 
 

All domains, especially 
Managerial 

Can help a wide range of 
attributes, depending on 
the positions and situations 
encountered 

All 4 roles 

Hardships 
 

Problem solving, 
communication, decision 
making, collaboration 

Emotional awareness, social 
awareness, patience, 
perseverance 

All 4 roles 

Volunteer  
Work 
 

All domains, especially holistic 
thinking, 
communication, decision making 

Emotional skills, sense of 
caring, confidence 

Navigator, 
Experimenter, 
Relations Builder 

Social Relations 

 Competencies Personal Attributes Ability to Enact 
Roles 

Passive  
Observation  

communication 
 

empathy, caring for others, 
commitment to work; sense 
of responsibility, 
appreciate peoples’ effort 

Developer, 
Relations Builder 

Peer Learning 
 

holistic thinking 
problem solving, communication 

confidence, self-efficacy All roles 

Supportive  
Relations 

All domains, especially 
communication and team 
building 

sense of caring, confidence, 
self-efficacy, leader identity 

All roles, 
particularly 
Developer 

Self-Learning 

 Competencies Personal Attributes Ability to Enact 
Roles 

Reading,  
Attending  
talks, etc.  

Potentially all domains  Depending on the types of 
self-learning, some may 
help personal attributes 

Not clear 
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