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L ibraries at colleges and universities provide a challeng-
ing environment for the practice of human resource 

(HR) administration. The dynamics and structure of the 
academic library within the higher education community 
create complex environments for the library administra-
tor attempting to navigate the myriad rules and regula-
tions (state, federal, and institutional) that affect staff 
recruiting, hiring, processing, compensating, and related 
functions for library personnel. Depending upon the com-
plexities of the HR function in any academic library, the 
organization may be best served by designating an HR 
expert as a member of the library’s administrative team. 
This article will review the HR function at the college and 
university level, then evaluate specific structures of the 
academic library within this broader organization. The 
intent is to help both library and campus HR administra-
tors in understanding each other’s perspectives on HR 
issues and to evaluate the importance of an in-house HR 
expert to address the situations encountered in the day-
to-day administration of the library. 

A review of the relevant library literature reveals that 
while there are numerous examples of discussions relating 
to HR issues and how to resolve or handle specific situa-
tions, there is very little information regarding the design 
or use of the administrative HR function. Questions relat-
ing to the best practice when deciding how the HR func-
tion in the academic library is established are missing from 
the general library literature.1 The journal College and 
University Professional Association—Human Resources 
(CUPA—HR) has not provided any in-depth discussion 
on developing or transforming the HR office in an aca-
demic library and what role the library’s unique staffing 
circumstances should play in the overall HR function on 
a campus.2

The complexities of the HR challenges for library 
administrators are unique to the individual college or uni-
versity. Size matters. A basic caveat: the more complex the 
institution, the more complex the library organization. For 
example, when comparing libraries at a research university 
to those at a comprehensive university or community col-
lege, it is evident that research libraries are physically large, 
have staff that may number in the several hundreds, are 
generally open more hours a day, and may serve several 

sites on a campus or in the community. By contrast, while 
libraries in a small community college may not have the 
numbers of employees compared to a large research univer-
sity, they may still have the same variety of HR issues, only 
at a lesser scale. These specific organizational elements 
in different libraries create dynamic environments that, in 
many ways, are unlike any other on campus. While many 
college and university administrators believe that their 
office, department, or function is somehow different from 
the rest of the institution, there are some organizational 
and structural elements of the academic library that truly 
are unique in the organization.3 These factors, combined 
with federal and state laws regarding employment, benefits, 
compensation, discipline, and termination that continually 
become more complicated, make the case for an in-house 
HR specialist. 

Campus Human Resources
The campus HR operation is charged with a variety of 
responsibilities that make it one of a relatively few depart-
ments that have direct, campuswide effects. The functions 
usually include, but are not limited to: staff employment, 
classification, salary and benefits administration, employee/
labor relations, training and development, employee assis-
tance, workers compensation, safety, and so on. Because of 
the nature of these responsibilities, the campus HR opera-
tion is, in some fashion, responsible for every employee 
on the campus. Faculty benefits are usually administered 
through the HR department. Student employment may be 
separate, but payroll forms and I-9 certification typically 
come to HR to be processed. Often, the HR department is 
the primary repository of all official employee files. The HR 
function at an academic institution serves a multifaceted 
community, and the skill level and administrative expertise 
of the department varies according to the size and type of 
institution. As a general rule, the larger an organization, 
the more decentralized the HR function. 

The HR department’s professional employees are 
required to understand the overall makeup and operation 
of their institutions. Expertise with the organizational 
dynamics between the various vice presidents, deans, 
directors, and departmental chairs is necessary to provide 
the services each unit requires. Knowledge of federal and 
state laws, university and college policies and procedures, 

Dennis R. Defa (DefaD@cwu.edu) is Assistant Vice President 
of Faculty Relations, Central Washington University. 

Human Resource Administration  
in the Academic Library
Dennis R. Defa



22, no. 3	 Summer 2008	 139

recruitment philosophy, market analysis, affirmative action 
and diversity, and myriad campus-specific details (for exam-
ple, private vs. public, secular vs. religious, civil service vs. 
noncivil service, union vs. nonunion) are integral to the 
successful management of the HR function on a campus. 
It is important that the campus HR professionals working 
with departmental administrators are empowered to make 
decisions, waive procedures, and provide flexible opera-
tions to address the individual department’s concerns. 
Laws cannot be broken and institutional policies cannot be 
violated, but, even so, the complexities of large organiza-
tions require a less rigid and more creative approach to 
problem solving.

A trend in HR management in higher education is 
to “push out” many of the day-to-day functions to the 
appropriate administrative office (deans, directors, and 
department chairs) instead of handling every issue or task. 
With the improvement in electronic data management, 
many human resource information systems allow individu-
als to access their own information and make changes and 
updates. Larger administrative units, such as college deans 
or directors of large departments, may have access to 
employee records on their desktops and assume much of 
the data integrity responsibility that historically has been 
given to HR. Examples of this self-service function are the 
ability to change addresses, W-4 deductions, and some ben-
efit enrollment information. This trend makes administra-
tive offices more accountable for HR-related issues in their 
areas of responsibilities.

While HR professional employees are experts in the 
fields they represent (compensation, staff employment, 
salary and benefits administration, recruitment practices, 
employee/labor relations, and so forth), they do not, 
for the most part, have the experience of working in an 
academic or support department. Whenever the campus 
HR professionals examine an issue within any depart-
ment, they generally do so from the perspective of the HR 
department’s mission and not necessarily from that of the 
department’s needs. 

In larger colleges and universities, the sheer size of 
the campus dictates that HR professionals will be unable 
to create close, working relationships with employees in 
the many academic and support departments. Thus the 
HR department has “teams” that are responsible for spe-
cific areas of the campus (for example, one team may be 
responsible for the library and another for the college of 
social and behavioral science). The disadvantage is that not 
all HR team members can be expected to become familiar 
with the many issues of library operation. So it becomes 
critical for large departments with employees in a variety 
of categories to have a professional HR employee on their 
management team. 

HR in Academic Libraries
The academic library is a microcosm of the institution 
because it faces most of the issues confronted by the 
campus HR office. The scale of the issues may be smaller, 
but, in terms of their affect on the operation of the library 
and its ability to fulfill its mission, they are just as critical. 
Again, depending upon the size and complexity of the cam-
pus, the library will be staffed by a cross-section of campus 
employees. Librarians may hold faculty status or a modi-
fied academic appointment. Staff employees include admin-
istrative employees exempt from the Fair Labor Standards 
Act (FLSA) and clerical, support, and paraprofessional 
nonexempt employees that are subject to FLSA. Part-time 
employees include both permanent and temporary, student 
and nonstudent, and some student employees that qualify 
for various forms of financial aid, like work study.

If the institution has a library science program, there 
may be the added issue of having a teaching faculty and 
a service faculty sharing the same facilities. Each will 
have a different set of criteria for recruitment; each will 
have different promotion, retention, and tenure/perma-
nent appointment documents. Or, it may be that only the 
teaching librarians are faculty and the service librarians 
are professional/administrative employees without tenure 
or continuing appointment. Some instructional librarians 
may not have any administrative relationship to the library 
but simply have their academic department located in the 
library facility. Cases such as these provide a number of 
challenges for the HR professional in academic libraries.

While the academic library is not the only administra-
tive unit on a campus with this mix of faculty, exempt, 
nonexempt, part-time, permanent, temporary, student, and 
nonstudent employees, it is one of the only places where all 
these employees interact in a number of ways, and in none 
of these other offices is the mix of employees such that 
patrons can mistake one for the other. For example, there 
is no mistaking medical faculty for “the staff,” and there is 
no mistaking professors for “the staff,” but when a patron 
approaches any service point in the library, there is often 
no visible differentiation between the librarian, paraprofes-
sional, and even the student employee. Despite working 
side-by-side at a service desk, all categories of employees 
are hired, processed, and administered in different ways 
depending upon the institution’s policies and procedures. 
In addition to the workforce diversity, there are the issues 
related to being open long hours each day, including week-
ends. During the weeks before final exams, many libraries 
are open twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. The 
hours of coverage creates issues relating to shifts, over-
time, compensation, and scheduling of employees. 

Thus, for these and other reasons, a compelling case 
can be made for the establishment of an HR professional 
position in the academic library. Once acknowledging the 
need for such a position, library administrators must con-
sider how they expect the HR function to operate. Do they 
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anticipate the HR function to be primarily transactional 
in nature, processing paperwork and completing forms? 
Or is there a strategic role for HR in the library? Will the 
HR functionary be part of the management team and have 
input into the library operation? Or will the function be 
primarily clerical?

Then administrators need to decide how they want to 
interface with the HR functions at their institutions. There 
really are only two choices. The first is to assign HR duties 
to one of the library administrative personnel, who assume 
this role in addition to their existing duties. The second is 
to create an in-house HR position and hire someone with 
the skills and experience to function in that capacity. The 
first choice is used primarily if the library is smaller and 
relies upon the campus HR department to provide much of 
the personnel gatekeeping operations. The individual who 
fills this position typically has little or no formal training in 
HR management, and the position is chiefly task oriented: 
making sure forms are signed, filed as necessary, and meet 
processing requirements. In many such instances, the 
responsibility of being the primary contact with the cam-
pus HR department is added to the duties of the library’s 
senior clerical support person.

In cases where the library relies on the campus HR 
department to provide necessary oversight compliance, 
it can request that the department designate a primary 
contact person for all HR matters and establish a working 
relationship. Minimally, the HR contact to the library must 
establish a working relationship with library administrative 
employee, become aware of how the library is organized, 
and learn what kinds of issues may arise. While this 
approach clearly has merit, the employees report to the 
HR department and not to the director/dean of the library. 
The issue with this model is that the HR professional will 
still evaluate issues on the basis of the HR department’s 
mission instead of the library’s needs. 

In light of today’s more complex staffing relationships 
on campus, many academic departments are reevaluating 
their organizations and realizing the advantages of having 
an HR specialist. Many academic libraries have addressed 
this internal administrative need by creating an in-house 
HR position that reports to the director of the library and 
who also interfaces with the various campus HR adminis-
trators. A library’s HR officer works with its faculty, staff, 
and student employees to coordinate all aspects of their 
particular job-related issues. Engaged in both the academic 
and administrative sides of the institution, these persons 
may likewise be involved in budgeting and planning and 
function on the management team that reports to the 
library director. 

The nature of a library HR officer’s work varies. But 
all are likely to include certain basic functions. The library 
HR officer is responsible for developing, implementing, 
coordinating, and monitoring all human resource programs 
and processes for academic librarians, professional, and 
classified staff, and hourly assistants. The HR officer man-

ages human resources, including employment, classifica-
tion, salary administration, staff training and development, 
and employee relations. Specific duties and responsibilities 
in each of the HR areas could include the following:

l	 Recruitment. Coordinate the recruitment, selection, 
and appointment of professional staff and academic 
librarians, plus the recruitment of classified staff, stu-
dents, and hourly assistants. 

l	 Employment/Compensation. Monitor library’s salary 
budgets in conjunction with the library financial/
administrative manager. Oversee annual salaries and 
hourly wages for market equity. 	

l 	 Position Administrator. Oversee the position-classifi-
cation and job-analysis process; coordinate the perfor-
mance management process, including evaluations for 
librarians and staff. Oversee and coordinate the faculty 
librarian’s tenure, retention, and promotion process. 
Ensure that affirmative action, equal opportunity, 
other federal and state regulations, and university and 
library policies are followed.

l	 Training/Staff Development. Develop and oversee 
comprehensive library employee orientation and 
employee training programs, including needs assess-
ment, curriculum design, and evaluation. Training 
may involve safety and security instruction as well as 
overseeing library security operations (for example, 
emergency plans and procedures). 

The incumbent in the library HR position may also be 
a member of the director’s management team. This report-
ing relationship ensures that HR issues are reviewed in the 
strategic context of the library as a whole. It is also impor-
tant that this administrative body be made aware how any 
decisions it makes will affect library employees. 

There is sometimes concern as to how a library HR 
person will fit into the campus organizational structure. 
Campus HR operations generally welcome the creation of a 
library HR functional expert. To have a trained, knowledge-
able HR professional overseeing the day-to-day functions 
at the campus library enables the institutional HR depart-
ment to work closely with one individual to better ensure 
all the functional needs of the library are met according 
to established protocol, and it frees campus officials of 
the responsibility of oversight. In turn, this relationship 
also allows the library HR officer to handle basic matters 
in-house, take broader library issues directly to the campus 
HR department, and represent the leadership of the library 
in addressing any related issues.

Creating a Library HR Position
The position of library HR officer can be established in sev-
eral ways. Two methods are probably most common in aca-
demic libraries. Both have distinct merits and concerns.
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First, the library HR officer could be included in the 
academic librarian ranks, with all the requirements and 
responsibilities necessary to hold an academic appoint-
ment. This would include a master’s of library science from 
an American Library Association–accredited program (or 
equivalent). A second master’s degree in a related field or 
substantial work experience in HR may also be a require-
ment. In this case, the incumbent is accountable to meet the 
promotion, retention, or tenure procedures for librarians, 
and thus will be reviewed by peers on a predetermined time 
basis. While reporting to the library director, the incumbent 
in the academic ranks can be terminated by a recommenda-
tion from the appropriate campus regulatory bodies. 

In this scenario, an issue to consider is that if the posi-
tion is held by a librarian with an academic appointment, 
the majority of the employees, who are not part of the 
faculty, may view it as being designed for the benefit of the 
faculty. The perception may be that decisions and recom-
mendations will always fall in line with the librarians, since 
the “HR librarian,” with an academic appointment, will 
always be mindful of how any decision or recommendation 
may affect their own careers. Conversely, unless the indi-
vidual in the position already holds tenure or continuing 
appointment, academic colleagues will evaluate the per-
formance, often in the anonymity of the promotion, reten-
tion, or tenure meeting. That can be problematic because 
colleagues who know very little about the day-to-day HR 
function may participate in these processes without having 
any specific HR expertise, and it could be an detriment to 
how some sensitive personnel issues are handled.

The second option is to install someone with an admin-
istrative appointment in an FLSA–exempt, professional 
position. The position can be recruited for someone with 
specific academic training and experience in HR, preferably 
in a higher education environment. The position would be 
part of the director’s administrative team and be respon-
sible for all of the in-house library HR functions, including 
librarian recruitment. The person for this position may 
even come from the campus HR department, or some other 
HR entity. The immediate benefit of hiring someone from 
a campus HR department is that the library administra-
tion has someone who understands the campus processes 
and has connections. Even if hiring from outside the 
university or college, recruiting someone from elsewhere 
with relevant HR experience is a viable option. Another 
issue to consider is how the employees in the library view 
this position. If the HR officer is an exempt, professional/
administrative employee, the faculty librarians may view 
this position as an additional “administrator,” someone 
not familiar with library faculty issues. The librarians may 
not appreciate a nonfaculty member having any role in 
faculty issues such as promotion, retention, or tenure. It is 
then important to clarify to the faculty that the HR officer 
coordinates related faculty processes to ensure that policy 
and guidelines are followed, but takes no role in the faculty 
decision-making process.

By contrast, the nonlibrarian employees may view the 
HR officer as their voice on the director’s council and see 
this position as a conduit for staff information and con-
cerns to reach library administration. This relationship can 
be beneficial because the majority of individuals working 
in any academic library are nonfaculty staff employees. 
Many of these employees can be concerned about being 
represented in library decision making, especially since 
those in control are professional librarians and may have 
a very different perspective on issues that relate to the 
library as a whole.

Each option has its own merits, and the decision to 
fill the position in either category must depend upon the 
specific needs of the library and institution. Here are some 
of the questions to consider: 

l	 What is the climate in the library with respect to staff 
issues?

l 	 Is there friction between the faculty, paraprofessional, 
and administrative employees?

l	 What is the general sense of trust regarding the 
administration by all the library employees?

l 	 Does the campus HR operation understand the needs 
of the library and make decisions and recommenda-
tions accordingly?

l	 Does the library need someone to provide strategic 
input for planning for the future, or is clerical and 
transactions support all that is needed?

l 	 The relationship between the library administration 
and the campus human resources department must 
also be considered. Are the HR needs of the library 
being met, or is there room for improvement?

Conclusion
Library administrators must constantly assess how effec-
tive the HR function is in the library. To do this, they need 
to assess their current needs and the climate in their opera-
tion. One constant concern is the morale of the employees. 
Others are, what is the relationship between the library 
administration and the faculty (professional) employees? 
Between library administration and the staff employees? 
Between faculty and staff? Also, what is the working rela-
tionship between the library and campus HR?

Library leaders need to evaluate the nature of the HR 
function in their organizations. Do they view a strategic 
role for HR? Or is the function transactional and task-
oriented, providing limited input to library administration 
and governance? If the complexities of the ever-changing 
HR world in higher education seem to keep the library 
in turmoil, or if the service provided by the campus HR 
department is not as responsive as required, the library 
management team may wish to look at making some 

continued on page 154



154	 Library Administration & Management

l	 The more you practice good management skills, the 
better you’ll be. Read good books and articles on 
management, find strategies that suit your style, and 
use them. Listen to your employees and let them know 
that you care about them.

l	 If it’s time to have a difficult conversation with an 
employee, practice talking to yourself in the mirror or 
find a trusted colleague to work with.

l	 Know when to delegate. This demonstrates trust 
in another’s ability and helps develop that person’s 
decision-making skills.

Save Your Money and Buy a Postcard
This is a clever travel technique that I’ve come across sev-
eral times. Do you really think that your photo of the Eiffel 
Tower is going to match any postcard that you could buy? 
So, if it’s just a picture of the monument that you want, 
pay for it. On the other hand, if you feel that you’ve found 
a particularly unusual angle that speaks to you, or if you 
spot a unique photo opportunity, go for it!

l	 Did a normally reliable staff member drop the ball on a 
project? Find out what the circumstances were behind 
it and then move on (buy the postcard). On the other 
hand, you may need to spend a lot of time coaching an 
employee who isn’t always able to follow through on a 
project. In this case, be prepared to examine different 
ways to motivate and encourage the employee.

Have Fun!
If photography is your hobby, you should enjoy it. Focus on 
flowers, or set up that still life that you’ve been visualizing 
for a while. Capture some exciting cityscapes. Genuine 
interest will keep you going and encourage you to con-
tinue learning. Similarly, discover the joys of management. 
Watching people grow and develop, providing opportuni-
ties for others, or managing projects all contribute to your 
growth, both personal and professional.

changes. Although this article focuses solely on the role, 
scope, and purpose of library HR officers in academic insti-
tutions, public library directors in larger systems face many 
similar situations and may likewise benefit from using 
specialized HR administrative models. In many cases and 
for many reasons, the prudent decision is often to have an 
in-house HR expert familiar with the library’s issues. 
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