
Structure, Culture, and Agency: Examining Succession
Planning in California State University (CSU) Libraries

Crystal Goldmana,b

aInstruction Coordinator/Associate Librarian, UC San Diego Library, University of California, San Diego,
La Jolla, CA, USA; bDoctoral Student, Department of Leadership Studies, University of San Diego,
San Diego, CA, USA

ABSTRACT
The Library and Information Science (LIS) literature in the last few
decades has made clear that academic libraries have experienced
deep budget cuts, hiring freezes, and an aging workforce. In
response to this situation, many libraries have reorganized and flat-
tened the hierarchy in their organizational structures, leaving far
fewer middle management positions. An unfortunate consequence
of this situation is that, as Baby Boomer library administrators/deans
retire, there are few qualified applicants to succeed them. Thus,
many in the LIS field have called for better succession planning by
current library deans, while others have pointed out the difficulty of
succession planning in libraries with flat organizational structures.
Few studies, however, have directly addressed this issue by examin-
ing deans’ perceptions or behavior in regard to succession planning.
This study attempts to begin filling this gap in the literature by con-
ducting a thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews with library
deans in academic libraries with flat organizational structures.
Findings include an examination of the structure, culture, and
agency of the individuals involved, which impact how and why the
participant-deans engage or do not engage in succession planning.
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Background

A variety of factors have contributed to a professional crisis in the field of Library and
Information Science (LIS). This crisis involves a high number of upper and middle
management positions opening in the past five years and an underqualified applicant
pool available to fill those positions. Financial strains brought on by downturns in the
economy meant that many universities faced years of hiring freezes during which few to
no new staff or faculty – including librarians – were hired (Arthur, 1998; Long &
Sheehan, 2015). This lack of new hires for academic libraries, combined with an increas-
ing average age for LIS students in the past twenty years, means that the entire library
workforce has aged or “grayed” accordingly (Arthur, 1998; Long & Sheehan, 2015). In
response to these substantial budget cuts and staffing reductions, many academic libra-
ries have also undergone significant organizational restructuring that often resulted in
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hierarchy flattening and, thus, fewer middle management positions (Feldmann, Level, &
Liu, 2013; Lugg & Fischer, 2007).
In a flattened academic library hierarchy, all librarians report to an associate dean,

or sometimes directly to the library dean, with no further management layers in the
organizational structure (Braun, 2002; Moran, 2001; Sweeney, 1994). Managers in a
flat structure have a high level of autonomy, but that also means they are more iso-
lated from their superiors than those in tall organizational structures (Ghiselli &
Siegel, 1972) (see Figure 1 for an example of a tall hierarchy in an academic library
and Figure 2 for an example of a flat hierarchy in an academic library).
These substantial organizational and budgetary shifts took place over the past two

decades, and many of the academic library leadership and management positions during
this time were dominated by the most experienced (i.e., the oldest) librarians. Now that
those librarians are beginning to retire, there are not enough qualified applicants with
leadership education or experience to fill the management positions opening in the
field. Indeed, several scholarly articles have pointed to the lack of adequate succession
planning on the part of library administrators as a significant determinant in the pre-
sent under-qualification crisis (Bridgland, 1999; Curran, 2003; Galbraith, Smith, &
Walker, 2012).

Figure 1. Example of a tall academic library hierarchy.

Figure 2. Example of a flat academic library hierarchy.
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Literature review

In their article about succession planning in academic libraries, Webster and Young
(2009) remarked that

Academic librarians often become leaders by being functional experts and gain initial
experience in a specialty. Many are then called upon to play management and
administrative roles for which they have not prepared and frequently do not desire. These
frontline supervisory assignments may lead to success and advancement into a middle-
management role. As a result, librarians often find that they have drifted into leadership
roles and responsibilities without adequate preparation and must rely on instinct and
adaptability to grow in these roles. Frequently, these early struggles lead to a loss of self-
confidence and an unwillingness to seek additional leadership assignments. (p. 782)

This is especially true when confronted with the idea of taking on the role of senior
library administrator. Many academic librarians see the hard work and sacrifice needed
to succeed in upper administrative positions as simply not worth the potential rewards,
which creates a serious problem for succession planning efforts, especially since this is
an area in which academic libraries have historically struggled (Hall-Ellis & Grealy,
2013; Rowley & Roberts, 2008; Singer, Goodrich, & Goldberg, 2004; Webster &
Young, 2009).
Succession planning requires a concerted, proactive effort to guarantee continuous

and effective performance of a library, and “is a deliberate and systematic effort by an
organization to ensure leadership in key positions and encourage individual
advancement” (Bridgland, 1999, p. 21). Nixon (2008) further defines succession plan-
ning as “a strategy for developing leaders from within the company or organization” (p.
249). Succession planning should involve creating a strategic plan to assess the leader-
ship knowledge and skills of current librarians, identify those who have potential to
advance into more demanding leadership roles, and provide opportunities to develop
that potential (Day, 2014; Murray, 2007). To that end, good succession planning should
begin with recruitment of librarians who have high potential for future leadership
(Fitsimmons, 2013). Effective succession planning provides a library organizational
environment ready to respond to “sudden changes, critical backups, and individual
development. Leadership can be dispersed throughout an empowered high-performance
work team with the technical knowledge and experience required to pass on to succes-
sors for organizational stability” (Hall-Ellis & Grealy, 2013, p. 587).
Unfortunately, articles that discuss the need for succession planning often also point

out where library administrators on the whole have not yet succeeded in putting this
type of plan into action, and that failure to do so will come at great cost to the profes-
sion (Bridgland, 1999; Curran, 2003; Galbraith et al., 2012; Hall-Ellis & Grealy, 2013;
Webster & Young, 2009). Curran (2003) mentioned that libraries had previously relied
on recruiting experienced managerial candidates from other libraries as part of their
succession plan, which is no longer a viable option given the shrinking pool of qualified
candidates as the most experienced library leaders begin to retire.
Complicating the issue of succession planning in academic libraries is the inability or

unwillingness for those in the profession to come to a consensus on core competencies
needed in a library leader (Ammons-Stephens, Cole, Jenkins-Gibbs, Riehle, & Weare,
2009; Bryant & Poustie, 2001; Mason & Wetherbee, 2004). Multiple studies have been
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conducted on attributes and competencies desirable in all levels of library leaders, from
middle managers (e.g., department heads) to administrators (e.g., library directors or
deans). None of these studies represent a formal competency model, and there contin-
ues to be a significant amount of variety in ideas for appropriate library-related leader-
ship competencies. Generally, these studies provide different attributes and
competencies that can include the abilities, knowledge, attitudes, skills, values, behaviors,
and personal characteristics that leaders need in order to be successful in their positions
(Bryant & Poustie, 2001; Hernon, Powell, & Young, 2002).
Articles describing desired library leader characteristics suggest that leaders need to be

flexible, energetic, enthusiastic, empathetic, mature, wise, creative, courageous, risk-tak-
ing, self-confident, principled, credible, gregarious, articulate, results-oriented, deter-
mined, and possess a sense of humor (Hernon, Powell, & Young, 2001, Hernon
et al.2002; Jange, 2012; O’Connor, 2014; Sweeney, 1994; Wilkins Jordan, 2012). A deeper
review of the scholarship that surrounds library leadership details the essential leader
skills for librarians, including the need to be assertive and self-aware (Cottam, 1990), to
communicate an overarching vision (Ammons-Stephens et al., 2009; Riggs, 1993; Wilkins
Jordan, 2012), to be open to new ideas (Jange, 2012), to be innovative and problem-solv-
ing, to be technically and professionally competent, to be willing to delegate, to have the
trust of library staff members (Hernon, Powell, & Young, 2004; Sheldon, 1991; Wilkins
Jordan, 2012), to empower others (Sullivan, 1991), and to value people (Creth, 1988).
Library leaders must also possess a high level of accountability, communication skills,
political understanding, advocacy skills, planning, integrity, resource management, finan-
cial management, and customer service (Hernon et al., 2004; Wilkins Jordan, 2012),
while at the same time they must display cognitive ability, interpersonal effectiveness,
and managerial effectiveness (Ammons-Stephens et al., 2009).
All of these studies put forth different lists of potential competencies, many with

marked overlap. Despite this sizeable body of work, the field does not yet have an
accepted set or sets of core leadership competencies. Many LIS scholars have called for
professional standards to be instituted for library leadership and management, and it
would seem that such guidelines would do much to improve preparation and retention
of new library managers and might assist in better succession planning (Mackenzie &
Smith, 2011; Mason & Wetherbee, 2004; Matteson, Schlueter, & Hidy, 2013; Rooney,
2010; Tompson, 2006).

Problem statement

Succession planning can be difficult even under ideal circumstances, but in the flatter
and more flexible hierarchies of contemporary academic libraries, change is considered
the norm and that can present additional challenges to creating realistic succession
plans (Knight, 2009; Singer & Griffith, 2010). Other than acknowledging that these extra
challenges exist, most of the research on this topic does not dwell on library organiza-
tional structures. In fact, the majority of the literature surrounding succession planning
in libraries falls into a few notable categories, including the following:

� case studies that deal with succession planning in a single library (Murray, 2007;
Singer, Goodrich, & Goldberg, 2004),
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� descriptive quantitative or mixed method studies on leadership training and/or
competencies that only tangentially discuss succession planning (Hall-Ellis &
Grealy, 2013; Webster & Young, 2009),

� opinion or concept articles based on an extensive review of the existing literature
surrounding library succession planning (Bridgland, 1999; Curran, 2003;
Fitsimmons, 2013; Hall-Ellis, 2015), or

� reflective pieces that lament the dearth of literature on library succession plan-
ning (Nixon, 2008; Rowley & Roberts, 2008).

Only one study by Galbraith et al. (2012) directly addressed succession planning in
more than one academic library; it reported the quantitative results of a survey that was
completed by a human resources manager in each library (n¼ 34) about opinions and
practices regarding “specific succession planning principles” (p. 221).
What the LIS literature does is acknowledge the problem: that the leadership and

management competencies expected of library administrators are both diverse and
demanding, and that inadequate succession planning on the part of current library
administrators has contributed to a shortage of qualified applicants for library adminis-
trator positions. What the literature lacks, then, is a study involving qualitative inter-
views that allows others to understand not just the behavior of library administrators/
deans in regard to succession planning, but also the perceptions and context that makes
this behavior meaningful.

Purpose and research questions

The purpose of this study was to take an initial step in understanding how succession
planning is perceived and addressed by individual library deans, particularly in light of
the trend toward flattening hierarchies within library organizational structures. Thus, six
library deans in California State University (CSU) academic libraries with flat organiza-
tional structures were interviewed for this study.
The following research questions guided this study:

1. How important do the CSU library deans participating in this study perceive
succession planning to be?

2. In academic libraries with a flat organizational structure, what strategies, if any,
are these library deans using to succession plan?

3. To what extent, if any, does a flat organizational structure hinder succession
planning in the academic libraries these deans head?

Methodology

Research design

This study utilized a case study/cross-case analysis design in which each of the partici-
pant-deans were treated as a case that could provide insight into the issue of succession
planning in academic libraries (Glesne, 2016; Stake, 2005). The case study/cross-case
analysis design was appropriate given the lack of literature on this topic, and that the
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research questions ultimately seek to uncover how and why participants address succes-
sion planning (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Yin, 2009).

Site selection and sampling strategies

This study employed a combination of convenience and purposeful sampling strategies.
Convenience sampling was used because each of the participant-deans was from a
California State University, and California is also the state where the principal investiga-
tor (PI) resides. The sampling was also purposeful because all of the academic libraries
on these campuses have the flat organizational structure that is a key component of this
study. In other words, only deans in libraries with this type of hierarchy – or, rather,
the absence of a great deal of hierarchy – were invited to participate in the study. This
decision allowed the succession planning issue to be framed from the unique perspective
of deans who have few or no middle managers to draw from as possible successors.
Given what was just stated, it should also be clear that the study employed one other

sampling strategy: homogenous group sampling. The goal of this type of sampling is to
“create an information-rich group that can reveal and illuminate important group
patterns,” especially because all participants are very similar to each other, which helps
focus the study on “the characteristics they have in common” (Patton, 2015,
p. 267–268).

Participant recruitment

During recruitment, potential study participants were invited to participate via email.
Recruitment took place in two stages. First, a mini-study was conducted with two deans;
once two deans agreed to participate, the first stage of recruitment concluded.
Preliminary findings were shared at a Library Science Symposium in June 2018, and
then a second stage of recruitment began for four more participants, bringing the total
number of participants to six (Goldman, 2018) (see Appendix A for a sample invita-
tion-to-participate email).
It is important to note that the PI is a librarian at the University of California (UC),

San Diego and was formerly a librarian at a CSU campus in northern California – San
Jose State University. Thus, the PI has professional connections with librarians at a
number of other institutions in California, including CSU campuses. Whenever possible
in the participant recruitment process, a mutual colleague was asked to act as a go-
between and send an introductory email to the PI and the library dean before the PI
sent an invitation-to-participate email to the dean.

Data collection procedures

The primary means of data collection was semi-structured interviews lasting
60� 90min. While there was a predetermined set of questions for the interviews (see
Appendix B), these questions are open-ended and were asked in a flexible way; they
acted as a kind of discussion guide, and the interviews were intended to be more-or-less
conversational. A secondary means of data collection was a short survey which asked
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the participant-deans for basic demographic information about themselves and the
librarians who work under them (see Appendix C).
Interviews were digitally recorded, and the recordings were transcribed using the tran-

scription service Rev.com. The PI did not take notes during the interviews, but kept an elec-
tronic field journal to record observations, “ideas, reflections… [and] notes about patterns
that seem to be emerging” immediately following each interview (Glesne, 2016, p. 296).

Data analysis procedures

An inductive process was used to analyze the interview transcripts, PI’s field notes, fol-
low-up emails between the PI and participants, as well as relevant documents pertaining
to the CSU system (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). A priori codes were derived from the
research questions and the interview guide, and the remaining focus of this process was
on identifying emergent codes, extracting categories from the data, and assigning a code
to each of the categories (Guest, MacQueen, & Namey, 2012). Using the qualitative and
mixed method analysis software, MAXQDA Analytics Pro, the PI first conducted a
within-case thematic analysis for each participant-deans’ interview, email(s), and field
notes, and, then, a cross-case analysis to compare similarities and differences in the
coded data and discover what abstractions could be built across cases (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016).
Ultimately, the PI conducted two cycles of coding on each case. The first cycle coding

methods used were a combination of descriptive coding, which aligned with the a priori
codes, and in vivo coding, which centers the participants’ voices and enhances under-
standing of their viewpoints (Salda~na, 2016). The second cycle coding method used was
pattern coding, where the descriptive and in vivo codes and sub-codes were grouped by
theme to reduce the complexity of the data to a manageable and understandable level
(Salda~na, 2016).

Theoretical framework

A framework with which to make meaning of the data became clear in the analysis pro-
cess, that of structure, culture, and agency, which are “sociological concepts to describe
the social construction of a phenomena” (Sleiman, 2018, p. 7). Indeed, Datnow,
Hubbard, and Mehan (2002) point out that “structure, culture, and agency construct
each other,” they “work reflexively,” and in “the agency of individuals we see structure
and culture operating; in culture, we see structure and agency; and in structure, we see
agency and culture” (p. 16). Understanding the intersections of structure, culture, and
agency within and across these case studies gives a much fuller picture of how and why
the participant-deans approach succession planning in their libraries (Archer, 2007;
Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Dutta, 2011; Hubbard, 1995).

Findings

Data analysis revealed a number of similarities and differences between the participant-
deans and their perspectives on and approaches to succession planning. All of the
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participant-deans agreed that succession planning was very important, which may have
been a driving reason behind their interest in participating in this study.

Participants and their libraries

The six participants were given pseudonyms to protect their privacy (see Figure 3). Two
of the six deans – Evelyn and Wendy – are Baby Boomers. The remaining four deans –
Francesca, Erin, Hannah, and Walter – are Generation X, which lends credence to the
library literature discussing the rising number of retiring Baby Boomers administrators.
Each dean has at least sixteen years of professional experience working in libraries, and
all but one – Hannah – holds a doctorate degree. All participant-deans are the head of
a library in the CSU system, which is the largest public university system in the United
States (CSU, 2018). As of the fall 2017 semester, this system has 23 campuses, educates
484,300 students, and employs over 52,000 faculty and staff (CSU, 2018).
All but one of the participant-deans is from campuses that would be classified as

4-year, large, primarily nonresidential public universities, based on the Carnegie
Classification of Institutions of Higher Education (n.d.). This means that there is a full-
time equivalent (FTE) “enrollment of at least 10,000 degree-seeking students at these
bachelor’s or higher degree granting institutions. Fewer than 25% of degree-seeking
undergraduates live on campus and/or fewer than 50% attend full time” (Carnegie
Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, n.d., para. 20). The remaining partici-
pant-dean, Hannah, is on a campus that would be classified as a 4-year, small, highly
residential public university, which means the enrollment is between 1000–3000 FTE
and “at least half of degree-seeking undergraduates live on campus and at least 80%
attend full time” (Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education, n.d.,
para. 14).

Structure

There are several structural factors that help account for the behaviors and percep-
tions of participant-deans in regard to succession planning.

Library Dean1 Age Range Years as 
Dean 

Years in 
Libraries 

Tenured/ 
Tenure Track 

Librarians 

Adjunct 
Librarians 

Francesca 35-44 4 28 14 4 

Erin 45-54 2.5 23 22 6 

Hannah 45-54 4 29 3 0 

Walter 45-54 5 16 13 2 

Evelyn 55-64 7 30-35 26 2 

Wendy 55-64 3.5 27 27 2 

1. Participants have been given pseudonyms 

Figure 3. Information about participant-deans and their librarians.
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Flat organizational hierarchies

The flat hierarchy in CSU academic libraries is prescribed by the California Faculty
Association (CFA) union contract that covers all faculty members, including librarians.
The union contract is discussed in greater detail in the next section, but it is important
to note that the participant-deans would not be permitted to reorganize their library
hierarchy into a tall organizational structure, even if they felt that was a better structure
for an academic library. Therefore, any strategies they might use for succession planning
would always need to take the flat hierarchy into consideration.
All participants saw advantages and disadvantages in the flat hierarchy of their

respective CSU libraries. Erin pointed out that

in the case of the California Faculty Association, they’ve done some wonderful things for
the faculty, but in many ways they force us to put faculty-rank librarians into non-
management positions, because of the agreement with the CSU that they need to report to
an administrator, and an administrator is not a faculty person. So you can’t be an
administrator and a faculty member, and I think that really hurts.

In terms of advantages, Evelyn noted that the flat hierarchy is tied to the fact that
librarians are faculty, so “with the faculty model here, there’s this opportunity to be
more engaged across the campus because there are library faculty who are participating
as equals [with other faculty members] across the campus on various committees. So
that’s a huge advantage.”
In regard to identifying high-potential librarians, Francesca stated that “I would say

in a flat organization it’s much easier to do.” She explained that, “first of all, you have
to know what people want. Like, are there people that are interested in leadership
opportunities?” Walter came to similar conclusions,

with the flat structure, you have librarians who are all pretty much at the same level. In
some ways, it makes it easier to identify people that have [leadership] abilities, because you
see the people that spontaneously step up to do things, as opposed to being appointed to
a role.

Evelyn said that the disadvantage of flat hierarchies – or, rather, the advantage of tall
hierarchies – is that “there are things that are easier in a more hierarchical structure,
such as establishing performance standards and really dealing with disciplinary issues.”
In a taller hierarchy, Evelyn found it easier to work at “building team capacity and hav-
ing more shared leadership.” Having to formally supervise every librarian in her organ-
ization was something Francesca found “inefficient, at best,” and that Wendy claimed
interfered with other critical aspects of her job duties, pointing out that “the reality is
that 30% of my time is now expected to be… directed towards fundraising. I can’t
fundraise if I have a flat organization and I have [so many] people reporting to me.”
Francesca also noted that the flat hierarchy meant that “there are very few formal lead-
ership roles in this organization. There are a lot of informal… ones, like work lead.”
Hannah tied the flat organization to succession planning by saying that “I think it [suc-
cession planning] would be a little bit easier if there were middle managers.”
In response to the challenges with their union-mandated flat organization structure,

most of the participant-deans came to a similar solution, which was to build as much
informal structure into their library as possible, while remaining technically within the
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bounds of the CFA collective bargaining agreement. They each overlaid a matrix hier-
archy on top of their flat hierarchy. In a matrix organizational structure, there are few
to no management layers between librarians and dean, but there are dual or multiple
managerial lines of accountability or responsibility (Stuckenbruck, 1979). Typically, this
means that there are functional teams or departments (e.g., collection development
team) as well as committees and/or projects (e.g., professional development committee).
Each of these teams, departments, committees, and/or projects would have a lead librar-
ian, giving them more opportunities to build leadership skills (see Figure 4 for an
example of a matrix hierarchy in an academic library).

Collective bargaining agreement

Because the participant-deans are from the CSU, the librarians on their campuses are
represented by the California Faculty Association (CFA) union, and are thus covered by
the same collective bargaining agreement (CFA, 2015). During the interviews, each dean
expressed some frustration with the way that the union contract limited the strategies
they could use for either succession planning or building leadership capacity within
their librarians.
On many CSU campuses, the library is considered both a college and a department,

and therefore has the right to elect a faculty department chair. However, not all library
faculty choose to exercise that right, while others have successfully argued with their
campus administration to have more than one department chair. Evelyn and Hannah
both head libraries that do not have a librarian chair; whereas, Wendy, Erin, and
Walter all head libraries with a single department chair. Meanwhile, in her effort to
work within the “union contract structures to be able to have… an appropriate level of
hierarchy in the group,” Francesca has made the chair of each functional team a formal
department chair under the terms of the union contract. While many CSUs consider
the library a single department, the contract does not specify this, and Francesca’s
approach to the contract made it possible for her library to have five department chairs,
not just one. Walter mentioned that only one other CSU library he knows of has more
than one department chair – CSU Northridge – where they have two depart-
ment chairs.

Figure 4. Example of a matrix academic library hierarchy.
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To better understand the language that the participant-deans are working with, it is
necessary to examine the current CFA contract. The area of the contract that pertains
to the appointment of chairs says that:

20.30 Department chairs shall normally be selected from the list of tenured or probationary
faculty employees recommended by the department for the assignment.

20.31 Such department chairs shall perform duties and carry out responsibilities assigned
by the President.

20.32 Such department chairs shall be appointed by the President and shall serve at the
pleasure of the President. (CFA, 2015, p. 85)

Therefore, with approval from the campus president, there does not seem to be a
contractual reason why other CSUs could not make the case for the library having
more than one department. The case would need to be made with the administration of
each CSU, but only if the library dean and librarians on that campus felt it would be
useful to have more department chairs.

State law definition of a supervisory employee

There was, however, some disagreement among the participant-deans about whether or
not a department chair would be technically considered a middle manager. Evelyn
noted that “a chair would be more like a middle manager because a chair could assign
work,” Francesca agreed that department heads “oversee department level work… So
they have an administrative role,” but Wendy pointed out that chairs “aren’t HEERA
supervisors” and so aren’t technically managers within the CSU system. The Higher
Education Employer-Employee Relations Act (HEERA) is the state law that regulates
labor relations between the UC and CSU systems, their employees, and the labor organ-
izations that represent their employees (HEERA, 2013).
Again, a deeper look at the CFA bargaining agreement and the associated HEERA

statutes reveal some fissures in the definition of managers. According to the CFA bar-
gaining agreement:

1.2 The parties recognize that employees in the classifications listed in Appendix B of this
Agreement and all other management, supervisory, and confidential employees as defined
in HEERA are excluded from the bargaining unit…

1.5 The parties agree that all department chairs and department heads shall be included in
the bargaining unit. (CFA, 2015, p.1)

Which means that the union contract specifically excludes all managers and supervi-
sors except department chairs. That said, a look at HEERA provides the official defin-
ition of a supervisory employee, which again excludes department chairs.

3580.3 Supervisory employee defined

“Supervisory employee” means any individual, regardless of the job description or title,
having authority, in the interest of the employer to hire, transfer, suspend, lay off, recall,
promote, discharge, assign, reward, or discipline other employees, or responsibility to
direct them, or to adjust their grievances, or effectively to recommend such action, if, in
connection with the foregoing, the exercise of such authority is not of a merely routine or
clerical nature, but requires the use of independent judgment. With respect to faculty or
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academic employees, any department chair, head of a similar academic unit or program, or
other employee who performs the foregoing duties primarily in the interest of and on
behalf of the members of the academic department, unit or program, shall not be deemed
a supervisory employee solely because of such duties… (HEERA, 2013, para. 1)

Therefore, the union contract acknowledges that department chairs have an adminis-
trative role, but HEERA makes it apparent that they are not truly considered
supervisors.
Why this distinction matters becomes clear when looking at the minimum job

requirements for the associate dean of a CSU library (i.e., the lowest level of administra-
tion), Erin notes that “all of our associate deans have to have five years of administra-
tive experience, which is defined by… [HEERA] as having people report to you.” In
attempting to succession plan in academic libraries, the idea is to build leadership cap-
acity and experience in librarians so that they might eventually qualify for a position in
administration. The structures put in place by the CFA and HEERA make it impossible
for a faculty librarian to ever qualify for administration. Wendy summed up the conse-
quences of this, saying that “you can’t move into a manager position in the CSUs if you
haven’t been a supervisor, but our union doesn’t allow librarians to be supervisors. So,
in effect, it has taken away upward mobility.”

Culture

Compounding the structural barriers to succession planning put in place by the union
contract and HEERA, there are also cultural issues that make the transition from librar-
ian to administrator a difficult one.

Faculty/administrator tension

All of the participant-deans noted tension between faculty and administrators on their
respective campuses. Evelyn found that “there’s more of an adversarial relationship
between administrators and faculty at this institution than other places that I’ve been.”
Hannah came to her current library with previous management experience and moved
up from librarian to interim dean to dean, and she said that “sometimes it feels like a
kind of evil empire thing with the administration. Like, yeah, you’ve joined the evil
empire if you become a manager, if you’re not a faculty member anymore.”
Walter was the only participant who had worked in more than one CSU library –

one as a librarian, another as associate dean, and his current library as dean – and he
felt that this faculty/administrator tension existed on all three campuses. Indeed, he said
that “a lot of faculty see managers as, you know, as being on the wrong side.”
This mistrust between faculty and administration is not limited to the CSU system,

and has been noted in higher education in the United States. For example, Bean (2015)
offered a personal essay about her experience moving from faculty to administration at
Hartwick College in New York, losing professional friendships in the process, and deal-
ing with open animosity from faculty. She makes clear this issue is larger than the CSU,
saying, “Sadly, the nature of academe itself, with its intractable tension between faculty
and administration, had rendered me an outsider, and I could never go back” to being
a faculty member (Bean, 2015, para. 19). Not much seems to have changed since Baxter
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(1993) discussed the differing communication codes used by these two subcultures of
academia, pointing out the faculty subculture emphasized personal and egalitarian dis-
cussions that affirmed the individual self, while the administration subculture prioritized
documenting interactions in writing in order to insure the rights and responsibilities of
organizational members.

Transitioning to administration

With an academic culture that often puts faculty in opposition with administration, it
may be challenging to convince librarians to leave behind their faculty status to become
administrators themselves. Erin said that “people have to be willing to make that leap
from a tenured position into a precarious administrative position that is basically –
although they don’t say it in the CSU – it is basically an annual appointment. I mean,
at any time they could just say, you know, ‘sorry.’ And in some cases we can argue for
retreat rights, but we don’t tend to do that for anyone below a dean position,” which
would be problematic given that most faculty would begin their transition to adminis-
tration in an associate dean role.

Hiring externally in academia

Another area of culture that might make succession planning difficult is the tendency in
academia to favor hiring outside candidates, thus making it less likely that a librarian
could go from faculty to administrator within the same library (Richards, 2016). This is
what Barden (2008) calls internal-candidate syndrome, where academic institutions are
not confident that their internal candidate is more or less talented than outsiders, due
to institutional isolation, as well as a general unwillingness by faculty to embrace succes-
sion planning. Barden (2008) also mentioned that part of this unwillingness is because
succession planning is “in short, intentionality, favoritism, and special treatment… con-
cepts [that] are then perceived to fly in the face of shared governance, academic free-
dom, and, of course, tradition (‘the way we have always done things’)” (para. 13).
Many of the participant-deans in this study mentioned a reliance on national searches

for all of their positions – both librarian and administrative. Francesca thought these
types of searches were important for several reasons, including fairness, a desire to
increase the visibility of her library, and that she wanted “to have that balance of new
voices and, you know, people who have been here for a long time.” On the other hand,
Walter pointed out how such searches can make succession planning difficult because
“somebody you have in mind, they’re going to step in after you, and then there’s a
national search and they don’t get hired. So sometimes that can be problematic.”
Another factor in internal versus external hiring that Erin illuminated – cost of living

– is perhaps more germane to California than to higher education, in general. She said
that “we’ve also had people who we’ve hired from the outside that have moved on
quickly, and it’s because of the cost of living, and really not for any other reason. So
growing our own is especially important for us.”
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Agency

What became clear in interviewing the participant-deans is that both the structure and
culture of the CSUs significantly impacted the deans’ agency or actions in approaching
and enacting succession planning strategies.
All of the deans were able to tie their flat organizational structure to the CFA union

contract, and easily saw how this would influence succession planning. Evelyn said, “I
think part of it is the contract and the collective bargaining agreements, and I do find
those to be somewhat limiting [to succession planning].” Erin pointed out that the lack
of formal middle management layers in the library hierarchy “is a huge hindrance, I
think… we’re too flat and, you know, there are opportunities for maybe one individual
to move up” into an associate dean position. Trying to build leadership capacity by
mentoring high-potential librarians was also problematic because librarians can’t offi-
cially be supervisors, so discussing personnel issues had legal repercussions. Walter shed
some light on this when he said “because the organization is flat, I can sort of see peo-
ple that have management potential but I can’t really always talk to them a lot about
the more detailed things that come for managers.”
Wendy had the most succinct description of the situation when she stated, “I don’t

think flat necessarily works… [for] succession planning. So there’s the idea of how I
would like to strategically plan and that’s not possible.” She added that “you cannot
build people and guarantee them a [management] position, which is what succession
planning is really dependent on in so many ways.” She also summed up the final strat-
egy that many of the participant-deans arrived at when dealing with a high-potential
librarian, “should somebody want [to move into management]… they might have to go
someplace else for a bit. And also I think it’s good for people to move outside of the
system and then come back to it with a more critical eye.” She remarked that the same
constraints on organizational structure were not part of the collective bargaining agree-
ments for librarians in the UC system – because librarians do not have faculty status in
the UCs, but are instead academic staff – so the taller structure means that librarians
can gain the supervisory experience in the UCs needed to qualify for an administrative
position in the CSUs. One reason both Erin and Francesca mentioned as specifically
appealing for librarians to move between CSU and UC libraries to gain necessary
experience, is that the retirement systems for public universities in California encourage
employees to stay within the system, by (1) taking ten years to become vested, and (2)
offering benefit incentives to those who remain in the system long-term. Though the
CSUs and UCs technically have different retirement programs, they have made recipro-
cal arrangements for transfers between the two systems, so benefits gained from years
of service would not be lost by librarians moving back and forth (CalPERS, 2017). In
fact, one of the participant-deans, Wendy, took advantage of this reciprocal arrange-
ment when she transitioned from the UC equivalent of a library associate dean to her
present post as a CSU library dean.

Administrative succession planning within the CSUs

One idea that did seem intriguing to several of the participant-deans was that of CSU
systemwide library succession planning for those wishing to make the jump from
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associate dean to dean. This would offer the benefit of candidates who have an insider’s
knowledge of the CSU system, as well as the benefit of an outsider’s perspective on the
individual campus.
To some extent, this is already happening within the system, only without the for-

mal process of a succession plan. For example, Erin said that “we’re doing this at
the CSU, we’re constantly doing it. You know, we just had an associate dean leave
from Dominguez Hills to go to San Francisco” as a dean. Likewise, two of the par-
ticipant-deans were associate deans or interim deans at a CSU library before becom-
ing deans; however, it is important to note that both had managerial experience
prior to being hired into the CSU system, so they could meet the required minimum
qualification of five years of HEERA-defined supervisory experience. Walter
explained that he “got the job as associate dean of San Jose State for five years, and
I’ve been here for five years” as dean at his current campus. Hannah “became
interim dean in the summer of 2014… [a]nd then I interviewed for the job and was
appointed to the job three and a half years ago. So, I had a six month period of
being interim.”
Not all of the participant-deans were excited about the idea of collective succession

planning within the library administrator ranks of the CSUs. Wendy expressed the most
serious concern that this would be “like the Harvard grads feeding the Harvard grads,
you continue to get a monoculture going through.”
Taken together, it becomes apparent how structure, culture, and agency significantly

impact the behaviors and perceptions of participant-deans vis-�a-vis succession planning.
While all the deans thought succession planning was important, their agency or actions
were constrained by the culture of academia as well as the structure of California state
law and the CFA collective bargaining agreement.

Limitations and significance

Limitations

There are a few potential limitations to this study that need to be articulated here. First,
this study dealt with only six academic libraries in public higher education institutions
within a single university system in California. Attempting to make generalizations, in
the traditional sense, about academic libraries in public higher education institutions
would not be possible with this study. A less traditional approach to generalization will
be discussed in the next section.
Furthermore, one should not discount the possible unwillingness of the participant-

deans to fully divulge information about their institution or experiences, especially if
that information might reflect negatively on them, their library, or their institution as a
whole. A lack of “openness has the potential to create an unreliable study” (Klein &
Salk, 2013, p. 343).
Another potential limitation is that the study includes only current academic

library deans, and the perspective of former academic library deans might possibly
produce more candid responses, particularly if their experiences were negative. That
said, responses from former deans would also be somewhat outdated for the present
job market and institutional environment. With a view toward voices that are not
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included, it should also be noted that interviewing librarians and staff in the partici-
pant-deans’ libraries is beyond the scope of this study; however, members of such
groups might offer a significantly different perspective from those of their
library dean.
As previously discussed, the PI is a member of the academic librarian community in

California. This can be seen as both a limitation and an asset to the study. As a member
of this community, the PI has a stake in the results of good or poor succession plan-
ning, given that an underqualified library dean would impact the productivity and suc-
cess of the librarians who report to said dean. Obviously, the PI is attached to and
concerned about the preservation of this librarian community – what Peshkin would
refer to as the subjective Community-Maintenance I (Peshkin, 1988). And, thus, the PI
would prefer other academic librarians in the state to be as productive and successful as
possible. That said, as an academic librarian in California, the PI also understands this
community, has knowledge of the shared traditions and vocabulary of this community,
and may have had an easier time accessing potential participants because of preexisting
connections to other librarians in the state.

Significance

Given the aforementioned lack of literature on the subject of succession planning –
particularly from the perspective of individual library deans – this study begins to
fill that gap in LIS research. There is, however, a larger potential usefulness for this
case study/cross-case study than just filling a literature gap. While the traditional
understanding of generalization (i.e., drawing broad inferences about a certain popu-
lation based on a sample subset of that population) would not be applicable in this
study, there is some argument for the idea of generalization “rooted in a conception
of experiential knowledge,” allowing readers to vicariously experience a different
context that might enrich their current thinking about a case study topic
(Donmoyer, 1990, p. 186). Hence, gaining insight about what perceptions academic
library deans have and what their behaviors are in regard to succession planning
could allow others in the LIS field to better understand their own perceptions and
behaviors surrounding this crucial issue. Likewise, those in the LIS field might
deepen their awareness of how structure, culture, and agency impact succes-
sion planning.
In a slightly different vein, what might be possible with this research is transferability

rather than generalizability, which would allow those who read the findings of this study
to decide for themselves if the findings are transferable to their particular context
(Shenton, 2004). From that standpoint, this study might specifically be useful to other
academic library deans, giving them insight into transferable strategies that the partici-
pant-deans are utilizing to succession plan.

Future research

With such a dearth of literature on this topic, there is a clear need for further research,
above and beyond a single study. Other populations could be approached, such as
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deans, associate deans, or middle managers in academic libraries with tall organizational
structures, all of whom would potentially influence library succession planning. Early-
and mid-career librarians who might be considering moving into management positions
would also be viable populations to consider, given that they would be the likely benefi-
cent of succession planning. Taken together, these groups would provide a much fuller
view of the perceived value of and the behaviors enacted toward succession planning in
the LIS field, as well as the structure, culture, and agency that influence such succession
planning efforts.
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Appendix A: Sample Invitation-to-Participate Email

Dear (academic library dean),

I am conducting interviews as part of a research study to increase understanding in the Library and
Information Science (LIS) field of how succession planning is perceived and enacted by library deans
in academic libraries with relatively flat organizational structures. As an academic library dean, you
are in an ideal position to provide valuable first-hand information from your own perspective.

The initial interview would take between 60–90min and is intended to be fairly informal. I
would like to capture your general perceptions regarding succession planning as well as any strat-
egies you might be using to succession plan in your library. While the interview would be
recorded, your responses to the questions will be kept confidential. Each interviewee will be
assigned a pseudonym to help ensure that personal identifiers are not revealed during the ana-
lysis and write-up of findings.

There is no compensation for participating in this study. However, your participation will be a
valuable addition to LIS research, and findings could lead to greater understanding of perceptions
and behaviors surrounding the issue of succession planning.

If you are willing to participate, please suggest a day, time, and location that is convenient for
you and I’ll do my best to be available. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to ask.

Thank you,
Crystal Goldman
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Appendix B: Semi-Structured Interview Schedule

1. Can you tell me a bit about your career arc and how you came to be the dean of
this library?

2. Reflecting on the work that you do, are there any particular competencies, knowledge, skills,
or abilities that you think are crucial for success in the role of library dean?

3. How would you identify a librarian who might have the leadership or management potential
to eventually become a library dean?

4. In general, how important do you think succession planning is in an academic library?
5. In general, what factors support or hinder succession planning in an academic library?
6. Have you employed any specific succession planning strategies during your time as

library dean?
7. In what ways do you think the organizational structure of an academic library (flat or tall)

impacts succession planning?
8. Has the flat organizational structure of your library had any influence over your succession

planning strategies?
9. Is there anything else that you’d like to add?

Appendix C: Demographic Survey about Participant-Deans and
Their Librarians

1. What is your age range?
a. 18–24 years old
b. 25–34 years old
c. 35–44 years old
d. 45–54 years old
e. 55–64 years old
f. 65–74 years old
g. 75 years or older

2. How long have you worked in the library field?
3. How long have you been the dean of your library?
4. Is this your first library dean position?

a. If no, for how many other libraries have you been dean?
5. How many full-time librarians are employed in your library?
6. How many of the librarians in your library would be considered middle managers?
7. Do you also employ part-time or adjunct librarians?

a. If so, how many?
8. How would you describe the career status of the majority of your full-time librarians?

a. Early-career
b. Mid-career
c. Late-career
d. Other: ________________
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