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Library Governance 

 
 Systems of library governance vary by state and locality.  Federal, State, and local 
governments all influence the ways in which libraries function.  While the library must 
interact with these different levels of external government structures, the library also 
has its own internal government structures.  These internal structures generally come in 
two different forms, each with its own benefits and problems. 
 Generally, state legislation lays out the conditions under which a library may 
operate.  This general declaration of policy may also define the library's reporting 
structure, as reports on the library's business operations must be made to various 
bodies to maintain accountability.  The composition of boards and certification and 
professional standards for staff my be included.  Tax structures and the distribution of 
state aid may also be addressed.   
 Local ordinances, put in place by the city council or county board, supplement 
state law.  Therefore, these ordinances must be consistent with state and federal 
legislation.  However, local custom can have the force of law when the law is not in 
conflict with custom.  This can allow for creative opportunities for library governance 
when establishing policy.  
 Internal library governance structures generally take two forms.  In the first 
instance, the library administrator is a local government department head, while the 
board serves in an advisory capacity.  The library becomes, then, an agency of the local 
government.  The value of this system is that resources can be shared with other 
governmental departments.  For instance, the library may have access to government 
buildings and other facilities for use with programs.  Municipal maintenance services 
may handle necessary repairs or snow removal.  Personnel, purchasing, accounting, are 
all functions that can be handled by other governmental departments, removing the 
responsibility for these actions from the library administrator's duties.  However, this 
structure does reduce the autonomy of the library department, as these other 
departments then have more influence on the functioning of the library. 
 One more autonomous governance structure is that of the operational library 
board.  In this structure, the board is responsible for setting policy and charting the 
direction of the library, while the library director is responsible for carrying these 
policies out.  Along with setting policy, the board is responsible for hiring the library 
director and providing financial oversight of the library.  The board usually consists of 
laypeople, so as to better represent the needs of the community.  However, most are 
also appointed by government officials, and can be susceptible to political 
maneuvering.  As an example, there was controversy in 2006, when then Mayor of 
Wasilla, Alasaka,  Sarah Palin pressured the local librarian to censor books.  When the 
librarian refused, she was asked to resign, as reported in the Anchorage Daily News on 
Sept. 4th, 2008.  Apart from politically motivated appointments, the value of the 
operational library board is that it does have more autonomy than and advisory board 
to a governmental department head.   



Joanna Conrad-Pacelli 
LIBR_20700H_20112 
Governance Paper A3B 
9/11/11 

 These various aspects of library governance have differing strengths and 
weaknesses for fulfillment of library missions and meeting the needs of patrons.  
However, they both provide a structure and framework for libraries to meet their goals.   
As libraries are granted their existence by government legislation and receive their 
funding through local taxes, they have an extra duty to meet the expectations of 
governmental regulating bodies.  Whether a governmental department head or 
autonomous operational board, each structure meets these expectations in its own 
unique way.   


