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Librarians IRL

Why
are we
here?
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Personal ProfessionalBoundarylessness

Librarians IRL

(Kuchi, 2022)



Librarians in the Literature
Roadblocks to Personal Boundaries

Responding to emails…
On personal cell phones
During the evenings
While taking leave

Reluctance to say no to requests from patrons
Expressions of positive emotions to suppress negative ones
Strong emotional investments in the work
Lack of personal agency 
Role ambiguity
= Burnout

Kuchi, 2022
Hines & Matteson, 2017



Burnout is the overwork, underpay, and insufficient staffing that create high levels of:
Emotional Exhaustion
Depersonalization
Diminished sense of personal 
accomplishments

Librarians in the Literature

Colon-Aguirre & Webb, 2020
Kennedy, McGurr, & Garewal, 2022



So, how do we nurture balance?
Inclusive Communities
Positive Relationships
Hybrid Work Schedules
Sufficient Staffing
Healthy Lifestyles 
Effective Leadership
All of this = Slow Librarianship

Librarians in the Literature
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under  CC
BY-SA-NC

Glassman, 2017
Carter, et al., 2023

https://cafeanimelair.com/tag/raul-fernandez/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Slow Librarianship
“[Does] fewer things in order to do them better.”
“[Focuses] on relationship-building, deeply understanding and meeting patron needs,
and providing equitable services”
Sees staff as “whole people.”
Invests in an organizational structure that prioritizes “slowing down in order to ask
why we’re doing what we’re doing so that we can do our best and most meaningful
work.
Supports “meaningful practices over chains of impressive-sounding achievements.”
Doesn’t reward overwork.
Meets local needs.

Librarians in the Literature

Glassman, 2017
Farkas, 2021 This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://mommysnippets.com/zootopia/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


The Expectations
Librarians are:

1.At Your Service
Librarians must choose:

2.To Belong or Not to Belong
Librarians must commit to:

3.Self-care Off the Clock

Each expectation was reviewed in the literature, reflected on by
working librarians, and then reimagined as actionable steps we
can take in our workplaces towards a more balanced culture in
libraries and other academic spaces. This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

Expectations

https://lovingmorethanone.wordpress.com/2011/05/10/expectations/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


1. In the Lit
2.On the Ground
3.Taking Action

Expectation #1: At Your Service



We are at your service . . .
Where service becomes subservience;
Where libraries are seen as convenience stores;
Where self is valued over community;
Where vocational awe meets the productivity pit;
Where collective action is necessary to combat structural imbalances;
Where constant adaptions overwhelm missions;
And we must learn to say no.

In the Lit

Glassman, 2017; Galbraith, Fry, & Garrison, 2017
Dixon, 2018; Nardine, 2019
Townsend & Bugg, 2020; Tulgan, 2020
Dolezal, 2023

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

https://pokerfuse.com/news/law-and-regulation/national-association-convenience-stores-urges-members-support-reidkyl-13-11/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


In our experience:
Service serves as motivation
Leading to increasing dissolution of boundaries

Lack of solid communication boundaries
Schedules that inch professional hours over into personal ones
Over commitment to instruction, consultations, and projects

Resulting in severe burnout necessitating rapid boundary setting
Communication management
Strict personal/professional time schedules
Reduce/remove the automatic ”yes”

Producing (in some cases) management of crossed boundaries

On the Ground



If you are an administrator or a manager/decisionmaker:
1.Hire enough people
2.Extra duties should go hand in hand with preparation time, appropriate structural support, and fair compensation.
3.Model communication boundaries and reward employees for the same. 
4.Never ask staff to accommodate their boundaries. 
5.Advocate for flexible scheduling or other accommodations.
6. Invest in and reward sustainable strategic work.

Taking Action (Decision Makers)Taking Action: Leaders



If you are a librarian collaborating with peers/faculty:
1.Carefully consider requests:

i.What is this the best use of your time, resources, or expertise? Does
the request meet a specific need? What are the objectives?

2.Keep vocational awe in check:
i. It’s just a job and we can slow down to prioritize meeting specific

needs over accolades and innovation for innovation’s sake.
3.Cultivate communication boundaries that work for you:

i. Establish a clear work schedule and boundaries and share these
boundaries with your users, peers, supervisors, etc.

Taking Action (Librarians/Peers)

This Photo by Unknown Author is
licensed under CC BY

Take It Easy

Taking Action: Librarians

https://www.flickr.com/photos/audiinsperation/518551748/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


1. In the Lit
2.On the Ground
3.Taking Action

Expectation #2: To Belong or Not To Belong



Are we “safeguard[ing] the rights and welfare of all [library] employees”?
(ALA Code of Ethics, 2017)

How do we avoid “short-terminism” when seeking to advance accessibility
and engagement? (Levy & Roberts, 2022)

Can we hold organizations accountable and protect “invisible” communities
from having to advocate alone? (Price, Salzer, O’Shea, & Kerschbaum, 2017)

What would it take to normalize “body and performance differences” across
workplace culture? (Schomberg, 2018)

In the Lit



Invisibility
Fear of reprisal
Navigating phobia and isms in the workplace
“Professionalism” vs. personal safety and security
Feeling forced to “educate” colleagues
Imbalance of power
Mental and physical exhaustion

On the Ground

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

https://poetryfrommymind.wordpress.com/tag/sad-2/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Check your power
Open yourself to constructive feedback from ALL levels
Remember most sustainable change is incremental
Stop operating from a precarity model when making
decisions
Create an internal ombudsman system
Don’t hold funding hostage based on one metric alone 

Taking Action (Decision Makers)Taking Action: Leaders



Check your bias and surround yourself with trusted peers/mentors
who will hold you accountable

Speak up to decision-makers on behalf of others (if you are safe to
do so and have their permission)

Participate in decision-making opportunities (strategic planning,
policy building, etc.) whenever possible

Before making decisions, talk to the people most affected by
the potential changes
BUT remember not everyone will feel comfortable talking to
you about their lived experiences or identities
Base decisions/changes on specific, actionable needs

Taking Action (Librarians/Peers)

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND

Taking Action: Librarians

https://justbeingme1.blogspot.com/2015/07/decisions.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/


1. In the Lit
2.On the Ground
3.Taking Action

Expectation #3: Self-Care Off the Clock



Academic libraries operate from a philosophy of “precarity” and keeping the status quo “depends on keeping people
separated and focused on taking care of themselves above all else” (Schomberg, 2018).

Employees with disabilities are reluctant to disclose and request accommodations for fear of losing their job or credibility
and being treated as “other” (Price et al., 2017).

Care or self-care “is about setting boundaries that maximize our well-being and provide us with capacity to focus on
community care” (Farkas, 2021)

In the Lit



Balancing heavy work responsibilities with chronic mental health
challenges

Tangible workplace barriers to care for self and others

Experienced inadequate training and accountability for
managers/mentors within the profession

Threatened firing as a GRA for taking time off for family
emergency
After disclosure, told to “toughen up” and stop “wearing her
emotions on her sleeve” by manager
Called “marshmallow” and said she would be “eaten alive” by
faculty/students because she was “too sensitive” by assigned
mentor

On the Ground

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://loonylabs.org/2021/03/10/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Provide regular opportunities for open discussion of differing needs in the
workplace

Maintain accessibility coordinator/team responsible for adapting practices
and spaces using universal design

Require regular mental health awareness training for administrators,
managers, and mentors

Create and maintain internal policies/procedures that focus on community
care and employee wellness

Establish annual accountability evaluations of
supervisors/administrators/assigned mentors by direct reports and peers

Taking Action (Decision Makers)

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-
SA

Taking Action: Leaders

https://geobrava.wordpress.com/2020/01/17/digital-business-transformation-requires-collaboration/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Normalize talking about mental health needs (if you are safe to do so and trust has been built)

Be mindful of the whole-person experiences of your collaborators/peers and how their
personal/professional responsibilities may differ from you

Be flexible (whenever possible) with meetings/deadlines/assignments, as people’s capacity shifts over the
lifespan of a shared project

Take earned breaks/personal time off as needed and encourage peers/collaborators to do the same

Taking Action (Librarians/Peers)

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

Taking Action: Peers

https://wikitravel.org/en/Rest_area
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


1.Update chapter to focus on building belonging in culturally challenging times  
2.Adapt from authors’ experiences to interview peers across the profession
3.Continue challenging norms in our own workplaces 

Looking Forward

This Photo by Alessandro Erbetta is licensed under CC BY

https://unsplash.com/photos/person-standing-on-top-of-mountain-8oYPewvmhnY?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditShareLink
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


1.Let’s make sustainable change in academic librarianship that is more actionable than
decorative

2.Let’s listen to each other about what we need without judgement or criticism
3.Decision makers:

a.closely examine the reasonings behind specific policies/practices
b.communicate the “whys” and “hows” thoroughly to employees
c.allow for feedback and be prepared to alter course based on the feedback as necessary

Conclusion



Contact us:

Calantha Tillotson - 
ctillot1@utk.edu 

Christy Urquieta Cortes
christy.cortes@lyrasis.org 

Questions?

This Photo by Markus Winkler is licensed under CC BY
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