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ASK A DIRECTOR

Successful Leadership
Question: How do you utilize your leadership and
management capabilities to create success and
visibility in your library?
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y friend Greg Lambert once wrote something that has
stuck with me: “Law library leadership has fundamentally changed in the last decade. It is no longer about
reporting on the number of books on the shelf, or how to turn
empty shelving into collaboration spaces or coffee bars. It is
about positioning the library in a manner that aligns all our
resources—internal and external, human and information—
for the best possible outcome. It’s about risk management,
negotiating the best deals with very expensive vendors,
community outreach, and collaboration.”
I believe that is true. I also believe that leadership is about turning over
every rock to see if it may bring us revenue. It’s about evaluating whatever
comes, and making sense of how the law library can best function in that
new environment. Above all, leadership is about planning for the future.
My feeling is that in good times and bad, a leader has to be able to
maintain staff morale. You have to nurture the strength of the team. Good
communication is essential, but communicating well and efficiently is
essential as well—praising others, thanking others, and celebrating good
work and achievements. To do this we have many communication outlets: a short monthly newsletter about important directions and activities,
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and a management group that works
together to solve day-to-day problems
as an interdependent unit, allowing us
to benefit from the input of all staff. We
hold quarterly staff meetings for training and mentoring, twice monthly educational sessions, daily staff check-ins,
service incentive programs, monthly
birthday celebrations, monthly open
forums with the director, surprise
rewards for great service, and a staff
message board relaying important
project news. In all these examples, we
praise good work and good ideas and
measure the efforts we are making. We

Our reality is that law library
revenue has fallen nearly 40 percent
since 2008, and we aren’t expecting
it to come back. With limited staff
and a diminishing budget, we have to
be very selective about where we put
our resources. We want to use staff,
databases, and our print materials to
maximum advantage. However, when
it comes down to it, I am leading a
group of people—not a group of books
or databases. That means I think of
them first before committing the
library to a project that requires going
that extra mile.
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know that we are making a difference,
and that is always nice to hear.
Of course, financial rewards are just
as important as praise. Over the years
I have given across-the-board raises,
merit-based raises, and bonuses—I
keep Visa, Starbucks, and other gift
cards of different amounts handy for
surprise accolades and on-the-spot
appreciation. For every gift or bonus
or raise, people are genuinely grateful
because they know that if I am giving
money to them, it has to come from
somewhere else. This means they are
the priority.

As a mentee and eventually as a teacher
myself, I learned that the true value of
teamwork and mentorship is to motivate people to discover their talents and
capabilities, which creates a team that is
even stronger than the sum of its parts.
As a solo librarian for 15 years, I couldn’t
have learned this experience any other
way. Now, as a leader in a public law
library, I can apply the skills I’ve learned
to help my staff as well as others.
Within my organization, I try to
empower staff to take on projects
that challenge their comfort zone and
help them learn new skills. Nothing
creates confidence like taking on a
seemingly daunting task and acquiring the skills to accomplish it. In the
past year, my staff has created a robust
public speaker program in our library

ne of the most enticing aspects of law librarianship for me is
the teamwork atmosphere and tight bond among members of
the profession. I first encountered this comradery in my local
chapter, NOCALL (Northern California Association of Law Libraries),
where I was fostered by my peers and encouraged to join in and take
on challenging work. Local involvement grew into participation in the
American Association of Law Libraries, where I continued to be mentored and pushed to challenge myself by tackling new projects. Immersing myself in volunteer opportunities boosted my confidence and
handed me a steady stream of mentors and educational opportunities.

(including MCLE certification status), produced columns and articles
in local legal publications, created
research guides that are being recognized nationwide, and coordinated
with international law firms to provide advanced legal research services.
The more complex projects our staff
tackles, the more they are inspired to
try new things. Everyone works as a
team and brings their expertise and
willingness to learn to the group. I am
so pleased we are accomplishing things
together that we couldn’t do alone. We
are gaining recognition and attracting
new patrons. It is an exciting time in
our library!
Outside my organization, I continue
to volunteer for new positions and
tasks. Volunteering allows me to share

my skills while I continue to learn
and expand my network. Serving on
legislative committees has introduced
me to legislators who can advocate
for California public law libraries as
we help bring access to justice to their
constituents. Networking with law
librarians, attorneys, and legal service
providers helps me understand the
needs of our local legal community
so we can adapt and provide better
service. I use my leadership skills to
spearhead programs (such as Sunshine
Week), meet with legislators, and
coordinate efforts with local legal
associations and businesses. The more
outreach I can do, the more visibility I
bring to the San Francisco Law Library,
proving we are an invaluable partner in
our legal community. ¢
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