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INTRODUCTION

Building a Foundation
of Wellness

Strategies to Build a Well-Being-Centric
Culture in Libraries

I n today’s library environments, fostering well-being in the workplace
is no longer a luxury but a necessity, particularly for managers who
are tasked with guiding and supporting their teams. Libraries are facing
budget cuts, attempts to ban or restrict books, bomb threats, attacks on
library staff online and in-person, and increasingly hostile and aggres-
sive patrons. Taking care of ourselves and our staff by putting good
policies and practices into place is more important than ever. Creating
a working environment that fosters well-being and helps prevent or
reduce the internal factors that create an unhealthy work environment
is essential.

Understanding these practices is essential for library managers
who aim to create a supportive, productive work environment that
fosters well-being. This book offers advice and resources to address the
unique challenges faced by library staff and offers practical strategies
for enhancing workplace well-being. By actively working to improve
their well-being and that of library staff, managers can cultivate a work
culture that supports their employees’ health and satisfaction and
enhances the overall service provided to the community. The chapters
in this book will help you create an environment at work that improves
overall well-being for yourself and your staff.

XV
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xvi INTRODUCTION

Why This Book Is Needed: Key Factors Shaping
Workplace Well-Being in Libraries

We cannot address unhealthy practices in the workplace without first
exploring the concept of “vocational awe,” where library workers feel an
overwhelming reverence for their work, which can lead to unrealistic
expectations and self-neglect.' Internalized vocational awe often creates
barriers to implementing policies and practices that foster well-being.
While this sense of awe can inspire dedication and a strong sense of
purpose, it can also set unrealistic expectations and impose pressures
on library workers to constantly go above and beyond the call of duty—
often at the expense of their own health and work-life balance. This ideal-
ization can lead to burnout and other health issues, as managers expect
employees to meet lofty standards without adequate support or recog-
nition. Additionally, employees feel compelled to engage in behaviors
such as working excessive hours, neglecting their work-life boundaries,
and accepting poor pay and benefits because of this belief. Vocational
awe can create an environment where employees hesitate to voice
concerns or seek help, fearing that they may be seen as lacking commit-
ment or passion for their work. As a result, library staff may experience
increased stress, decreased job satisfaction, and mental health issues.
Managers are as susceptible to this as everyone else. It is important to be
aware of the influence of vocational awe on your beliefs and decisions as
you navigate managing a team.

Another key factor is “compassion fatigue,” the emotional strain
resulting from prolonged exposure to others’ suffering.? This phenom-
enon occurs when library employees, consistently exposed to the
emotional and psychological burdens of others, begin to experience
feelings of exhaustion and decreased empathy. This is a significant
concern in libraries, where staff often engage with patrons facing
various personal and social challenges. Compassion fatigue can lead to
burnout, reduced job satisfaction, and diminished physical and mental
health among staft.? The cumulative effect of compassion fatigue can
erode the overall well-being of employees, impacting their ability to
provide effective service and support to patrons. Addressing compas-
sion fatigue through proper training, support systems, and self-care
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BUILDING A FOUNDATION OF WELLNESS xvii

practices is crucial to maintaining the health and resilience of library
staff and ensuring the continued delivery of compassionate service to
the community.

Burnout is also a significant and growing issue among library profes-
sionals; it is characterized by chronic stress, exhaustion, a diminished
sense of personal accomplishment, and negative feelings about work or
mental distancing from work. Burnout is caused by six key factors: an
overwhelming workload, lack of control, insufficient rewards, lack of a
supportive team, the absence of fairness, and a mismatch in values.s In
libraries, these causes manifest in unique ways. Overwhelming work-
loads can arise from understaffing and the high demand for library
services, leading to fatigue and reduced effectiveness. A lack of control
over work processes and decisions can leave staff feeling powerless
and undervalued. Insufficient rewards, including salaries, benefits,
and recognition, often contribute to a sense of not being appreciated.
Team issues, such as strained relationships with colleagues or a lack
of support, can exacerbate stress and isolation. Perceived unfairness,
whether in workload distribution, advancement opportunities, or
treatment by management, can lead to resentment and disengagement.
Finally, a mismatch between personal values and organizational goals
can cause employees to feel conflicted and unfulfilled. Together, these
factors significantly impact the well-being of library staff, leading to
higher rates of absenteeism, decreased job satisfaction, and mental
health challenges.

Emotional and invisible labor are significant but often overlooked
aspects of library work that can affect staff well-being. Emotional
labor involves masking one’s emotions to meet the demands of a job,
such as providing friendly and empathetic service to patrons, even in
stressful situations.® In libraries, this can include dealing with difficult
or distressed patrons, managing personal stress to maintain a positive
demeanor, and often providing emotional support beyond the typical
job description. Invisible labor includes tasks that are crucial to the
functioning of the library but are not officially recognized or compen-
sated. This can range from mentoring new staff, serving on committees,
organizing events, coordinating social events such as birthdays, and
staying late to ensure that everything runs smoothly.” Both types of
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xviii INTRODUCTION

labor can lead to feeling undervalued and overworked, as these efforts
are rarely acknowledged. It is important to acknowledge that both types
of labor exist and put into place practices and policies that help mitigate
issues resulting from performing these.

Finally, psychological safety in libraries is crucial for fostering a
supportive and inclusive environment where staff feel comfortable
expressing their ideas, concerns, and mistakes without fear of retri-
bution.! When library employees know that they can speak up and be
heard, it encourages innovation, collaboration, and problem-solving.
This sense of security allows staft to bring their whole selves to work,
increasing job satisfaction and a stronger sense of belonging. It also
allows staff to share their concerns and issues related to other factors,
such as burnout, compassion fatigue, and emotional and invisible labor.
Security is an important aspect of knowing what is happening in your
team. When library staff feel psychologically safe, they are more likely to
share new ideas and experiment with innovative solutions, enhancing
the overall quality of library services. They are also more likely to engage
in open and honest communication, which is essential for effectively
addressing and resolving conflicts.

Conversely, a lack of psychological safety can stifle creativity, breed
mistrust, and contribute to stress and anxiety. Employees may hesitate
to share their thoughts or point out potential issues, leading to missed
opportunities and unresolved problems. Over time, this environment
can lead to disengagement, reduced morale, and higher turnover rates,
as staff may seek out workplaces where they feel more valued and secure.
By prioritizing psychological safety, library managers can enhance
overall well-being, reduce turnover, and create a thriving, dynamic
workplace where everyone can contribute their best. This commitment
to fostering a psychologically safe environment ultimately benefits the
employees, and the library’s patrons, as a supportive workplace trans-
lates into better service and a more positive community impact.

Putting Practices in Place

Managers who prioritize the health and happiness of their team
members create a positive and productive work environment. Managers
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BUILDING A FOUNDATION OF WELLNESS xix

can create a culture that helps reduce stress, prevent burnout, and boost
morale by showing genuine concern for employees’ physical and mental
health. When staff feel supported and valued, job satisfaction increases,
increasing engagement and motivation. This enhances individual
performance and contributes to the organization’s overall success.
Chapters 1-14 showcase how managers can create a positive environ-
ment for themselves and staff at the library, foster a culture of well-
being, build trust and loyalty, and encourage employees to bring their
best selves to work every day. Caring for staff well-being is a strategic
investment in the employees’ and the organization’s long-term health
and productivity.

Reflecting Inward

In addition to focusing on the well-being of their staff, library managers
must prioritize their own self-care and personal development. Effective
management requires a balance between professional responsibilities
and individual well-being, as leaders who neglect their health are more
likely to experience burnout and decreased effectiveness. This book
underscores the importance of self-care for managers, offering strat-
egies for maintaining physical, emotional, and mental health. Chap-
ters 15-18 help managers look internally and reflect on their practices
and self-care. Recommendations include setting personal boundaries,
seeking mentorship and peer support, engaging in regular physical
activity, and making time for hobbies and relaxation. By modeling self-
care and demonstrating a commitment to personal well-being, leaders
can set a positive example for their staff and foster a culture of wellness
throughout the organization.

Setting the Stage for Workplace Well-Being

Fostering well-being in the workplace is not merely an added benefit
but a fundamental component of a thriving library work environment.
As we've explored, understanding and addressing issues such as voca-
tional awe, burnout, compassion fatigue, emotional and invisible labor,
and psychological safety are crucial for maintaining a healthy and
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xx INTRODUCTION

productive staff. By implementing this book’s strategies and insights,
library managers can create a supportive atmosphere where employees
feel valued, motivated, and equipped to perform their best. Prioritizing
staff well-being leads to higher job satisfaction, reduced turnover, and,
ultimately, better service to the community. Together, let us commit to
building a library culture that champions the health, well-being, and
happiness of all its employees.

—Bobbi L. Newman
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