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During the COVID-19 crisis, leaders of academic libraries had to make various decisions to retain library rele-
vance and maintain essential services. The COVID-19 crisis raised the question of libraries' value to their uni-
versities more than ever. Libraries were facing financial difficulties but also operational challenges due to the
services built around physical libraries. This paper uses a mixed methods approach to investigate academic li-
brary leaders' decision-making during the first year of the COVID-19 crisis. It combines quantitative and qual-
itative data from previous studies with primary data collected by the author to determine what kind of decisions
university library leaders faced during the crisis and why. These studies show that leaders were concerned about
the following main challenges: lack of access to physical services and collections, the safety of staff and patrons,
new ways of working, and the library's role during the crisis. The results show that library leaders made decisions
in smaller groups or some cases, individually due to the lack of time or information. While there have been
numerous studies on libraries' response to the COVID-19 crisis in the past three years, this paper focuses mainly
on academic library leaders and their decision-making to solve the crisis for their libraries.

Introduction COVID-19 crisis was unique for academic libraries because of various
reasons: first, academic libraries depend on the strategy and decisions of

“What sets leaders apart are the way they handle challenging situa- their universities (Louderback, 2021); second, before the crisis, aca-

tions, especially during a pandemic.”
(Dirani et al., 2020, p. 384)

Often public sector and especially memory institutions are over-
looked in crisis research; however, the libraries' crisis management
research is not unknown. Previous research shows that economic and
financial crises are the most researched type of crises in libraries. Before
2020, the health crisis in libraries was among the least researched topics.
The research shows that libraries have disaster plans for potential
physical harm to collections (fire, water, or natural disasters like hur-
ricanes) and usually focus on small-scale disasters, but often an action
plan in the case of an immediate shutdown is lacking. While the prior
research focuses on preparations and response to the crisis in libraries
(Akhshik & Beglou, 2023), the focus is not on libraries' leadership.

Academic libraries and their leaders deserve more attention in crisis
because of their position within a larger organization (university) and
their research-related activities, which make them unique institutions.
The COVID-19 crisis forced many libraries to abandon at least parts of
their long-term strategy and traditional ways of planning because these
became irrelevant (Shaghaei et al., 2022). It can also be argued that the
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demic libraries were still focused on services offered in a physical
building and a readiness to switch over to digital services was not fully
achievable (Ashiq et al., 2022; Kumar, 2022); third, the COVID-19 sit-
uation had too many unknown factors. Often clear instructions and
recommendations from national governments or universities were
delayed or inadequate for libraries, putting academic libraries on hold in
their decision-making or inventing new policies (Tolppanen, 2021).

When the COVID-19 crisis hit in early 2020, libraries and other or-
ganizations faced difficulties and were required to adjust to the new
normality. In a normal situation, “the library's challenges mainly fall
under four major categories, such as human and infrastructural chal-
lenges, workplace anxiety and stress, infodemic and changed informa-
tion seeking behavior, and leadership and planning, respectively.”
(Ashiq et al., 2022, p.9). They were not well prepared for a crisis in this
amplitude. (Reed et al., 2022) Despite this, libraries took various actions
and made different adjustments as well as complex changes.

Since COVID-19 has been a crisis in magnitude that is extremely rare,
various surveys around the world were immediately performed to find
out how organizations, including libraries, responded to the crisis. The
current paper explores how academic library leaders reacted to the
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COVID-19 crisis and compares these reactions in Europe and the United
States.

All studies used in this paper investigated academic libraries' current
and future priorities and strategies and how the COVID-19 crisis influ-
enced and changed these. In this paper, “strategic” change looks at a
change that “involves substantive change beyond the normal routines of
the organizations.” (Rao et al., 2009, p. 461). These strategic changes
made during the COVID-19 crisis have had long-term consequences on
the general strategic directions in many academic libraries. It is also
interesting to understand if library leaders faced new challenges while
deciding how to reach these strategic decisions and if the decision-
making process in the crisis changed. Based on that, the article pro-
poses the following research questions:

RQ 1: What strategic changes did academic libraries make during the
COVID-19 crisis?

RQ 2: How does the leaders' decision-making in academic libraries
change during the crisis?

To achieve these challenges, this paper investigates five studies in
detail and compares the results to determine if the actions were similar.
Four mainly quantitative survey results are compared with a part of the
author's qualitative research on strategic decision-making in European
academic libraries, consisting of interviews with LIBER library directors.
Part of this study, which investigates decision-making during crisis sit-
uations, is included in this article. The focus of the article is on leader-
ship decisions during a crisis. Since academic libraries and their leaders'
decision-making in crisis are not yet thoroughly researched, this
research significantly contributes to the academic libraries' crisis
decision-making research by combining quantitative and qualitative as
well as primary and secondary data.

Leaders' decision-making during a crisis

During a crisis, leadership plays a crucial role in successfully
responding. A crisis tends to be most devastating to an organization's
human resources, especially concerning a health crisis like COVID-19.
During the pandemic, staff members' safety (both physical and
mental) became one of the most burning matters. A crisis demands from
a leader some risk-taking and fast decision-making. Decisions in an
emergency often depend on three aspects: time constraints, limited in-
formation, and load constraint (Cosgrave, 1996). At the same time, fast
decisions can affect the quality of the decision and the team's dynamics.
Previous studies have shown that the success of decisions made in a
hurry depends on the environmental conditions, so it may work at
certain times and may not be suitable for others. In times of uncertainty
and ambiguity, leaders are often forced to improvise and respond
quickly (Heavey et al., 2009; Shepherd et al., 2021).

Leaders' ability to successfully manage crises and decide with cer-
tainty while being flexible and adaptable is critical. A crisis can be
helpful for goal-driven and strategic leaders because it allows them to
see new opportunities and find innovation opportunities. (Dirani et al.,
2020) It may also require abandoning regular types of decision hierar-
chy and adopting shared or distributed leadership (Frederick & Wolff-
Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b; Kezar & Holcombe, 2017; Lawton-Misra &
Pretorius, 2021). Distributed leadership may help leaders solve un-
known problems and face challenges. While during a crisis, a leader
needs to be decisive and quick, knowing the organization's priorities;
however, they benefit from utilizing their team members and their skills
to develop a plan for crisis management. (Dirani et al., 2020) Shared
leadership and collaboration during turbulent times can also improve
team morale, boost motivation, and help the organization overcome the
crisis (Kezar & Holcombe, 2017; Klimczak et al., 2020).

Vroom and Yetton proposed a decision model where the leader
considers the importance and consequences before involving sub-
ordinates in decision-making (1973). They suggest that the model can be
used in a situation where a leader needs to decide if the decision must be
made alone or should a group of people be involved. In addition, it helps
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to determine to what extent a group should be involved in the decision-
making process (Vignesh, 2020; Vroom & Jago, 1995). While the
Vroom-Yetton computational model, with its decision tree, may not
necessarily be the most suitable choice for crises and emergencies
(Cosgrave, 1996), it gives a good background on library leaders' crisis
management. This model helps to look at academic library leaders' de-
cision types and their decisions regarding group involvement in crisis
decision-making.

Some researchers have noticed that the COVID-19 crisis has given
leaders a unique situation that may happen once during their lifetime;
hence, they argue that previous leadership theories may only be
partially applicable. In addition, since leading during a crisis cannot be
planned and prior experience may not be comparable to lessons from
previous challenges, leaders need to be adaptable and capable of
learning new skills on the go. They need to take certain risks in times of
uncertainty. (Lawton-Misra & Pretorius, 2021; Shah, 2020).

Library leadership challenges during the COVID-19 crisis

The COVID-19 situation brought out various challenges and critical
aspects of libraries' leadership crisis management which can be divided
into six larger categories (Graph 1).

First, inadequate crisis management skills of leaders and library
staff. “The skillsets that make a library leader effective under normal
circumstances could serve as impairments in a crisis because many lack
the abilities, experience, and knowledge necessary to guide their library
through crisis events.” (Newman, 2021, p.1.). One skillset that became
crucial for library directors during the crisis was change management
skills (Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b). Technological and
virtual collaboration skills became essential for all library staff, not just
leaders (Pryce et al., 2021; Tsekea & Chigwada, 2020).

Second, unsatisfactory distant work procedures. Often crisis re-
quires new procedures which have yet to be well established (Tolppa-
nen, 2021). One of the strategic changes that most organizations,
including libraries, were forced to make during the COVID-19 crisis was
distance working. According to the survey conducted by Hosoi et al.
(2021), before the COVID-19 crisis, 74 % of academic library staff
worked on-site. In general, libraries lacked strategies for distance work
before the pandemic (Pryce et al., 2021) because libraries' work pro-
cedures are typically built around physical library buildings. One of the
LIBER Leadership survey respondents (2020) illustrates it by saying:
“Some aspects of what give our profession sense are truly challenged by
this crisis: the library as a meeting place where we can feel like being at
home. The library as a place for physical interactions. The library as a
place for Cultural events.” (LIBER, 2020b).

A crisis often brings out weaknesses in work procedures or systems,
giving opportunities not only to change during the period of crisis but to
look through existing ways of operating. (Newman, 2021). Academic
libraries are generally considered organizations behind “iron cages,”
which are not eager to change their procedures and ways of operating.
(Jantz, 2017) Their willingness to transform their operations requires a
strong and innovative leader who can take advantage of an opportunity.
(Lembinen, 2021). The COVID-19 crisis allowed academic libraries to
develop procedures and processes for the future crisis. It prepares library
staff and patrons for future uncertain situations. It offers “a sense of
predictability in the face of uncertainty.” (Eberth, 2021, p. 5).

Third, services and procedures are built mainly around physical
buildings. The “digital shift” in libraries was already happening before
COVID-19 (Greenhall, 2020); however, the pandemic put it on the
central stage and accelerated it (Kennedy, 2020). Some libraries have
already started before the crisis to move some of their procedures to
cloud-based systems allowing staff to offer remote services (Connell
et al., 2021). Various international library associations, like American
Research Libraries (ARL), urged publishers to open up access to digital
research content, which usually is behind a paywall. (Aiwuyor, 2020)
Before COVID-19, for many students, the library was a physical building;
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Graph 1. Library leaders' challenges during the COVID-19 crisis (compiled by the author based on Newman, 2021; Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b;
Pryce et al., 2021; Tsekea & Chigwada, 2020; Hosoi et al., 2021; Greenhall, 2020; Aiwuyor, 2020; Connaway, 2020; Ashiq et al., 2022; De Groote & Scoulas, 2021;

Connell et al., 2021; Temiz & Salelkar, 2020).

the pandemic has shown that libraries need to quickly update and
enhance their services and digital content to show that libraries are
necessary for improving the study experience — “a new model library.”
(Connaway, 2020) For example, how to move physical services to
entirely online or organize book lending when physical contact is
impossible.

Fourth, the COVID-19 crisis brought out more than ever the question
about the value of academic libraries. The library relevance discussion
has been going on for years (Tenopir, 2010); however, it became even
more urgent during the crisis (Deol & Brar, 2021). The Ithaka S + R US
Library Survey from 2019 showed that the primary concern for aca-
demic libraries' directors was the decreasing value of the library and its
functions in the eyes of the university and higher education leaders
(Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a). Similar worries were also shown
by the leaders of LIBER libraries who responded to the COVID-19 survey;
25,25 % of the respondents showed concern about redefining the
library's role within the university (LIBER, 2020a, 2020b). The crisis
gave an excellent chance for academic libraries to demonstrate their
value to the university by adapting their services based on the needs of
the university. “This pandemic provided an opportunity for libraries to
invest in and improve the library's value.” (Ashiq et al., 2022, p. 8).

Fifth, one of the significant changes that all academic libraries had to
tackle during the COVID-19 crisis was how to provide support virtu-
ally to university teaching staff and students. While many libraries saw
an increase in their virtual services (De Groote & Scoulas, 2021), espe-
cially in virtual communication with library staff, services that were
linked to physical collections saw a decrease in usage (like library cat-
alogs, websites) (Connell et al., 2021). Most teaching-learning activities
also moved online, so libraries had to find ways to change their virtual
services and provide access to physical collections by digitizing them or
replacing them with digital collections (Kang et al., 2022; Pryce et al.,
2021). Research in Swedish libraries showed the need for libraries to
“digitalize their existing services, add new digital services,” and find
ways to introduce new technology like AI and the staff who can handle
this new technology (Temiz & Salelkar, 2020, p. 373).

COVID-19 studies in academic libraries
Data and method

This study uses a mixed methods approach. The study consists of four
surveys (Table 1) held during the first year of COVID-19 and a quali-
tative study among academic library directors held by the author. Three
surveys were quantitative, one was mixed (Leadership), and one was
entirely a qualitative study. Two studies were held in the United States
and three in Europe. These studies were selected because significant
library associations conducted them: American Library Association (U.
S.) and LIBER (Ligue des Bibliotheques Européennes de Recherche —
Association of European Research Libraries) which is the largest Euro-
pean researcher libraries association in Europe. They covered a more
extensive selection of academic libraries, not focusing on just a few in-
dividual libraries. The results of the four surveys are compared to the
author's qualitative study among LIBER library directors to investigate
similarities and differences in crisis management of academic libraries.
Surveys data is either public data or permission to use the data for this
paper was granted from the survey administrators. Data comes in two
formats: survey results in the form of raw data and secondary data,
which includes reports of these studies. This study compared quantita-
tive and qualitative research responses to find 1) similarities and dif-
ferences between academic libraries' decisions in the crisis and 2) to
validate and enrich previous quantitative findings with qualitative
insights.

Combining qualitative and quantitative as well as primary and sec-
ondary data gives some advantages: 1) it adds a deeper understanding of
how decisions were made during the crisis in academic libraries, not just
by looking at the data (which shows what changes were made) but also
gives an idea how libraries come to make these changes. 2) The author
alone would not have been capable of researching hundreds of academic
library leaders. Still, combining various research gives a broader picture
of what happened in academic libraries during the greatest crisis in past
decades.

When interpreting the results, the following facts need to be
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Table 1
A comparative study (compiled by the author).

The Journal of Academic Librarianship 49 (2023) 102709

Ithaka S + R US Library Survey The American Libraries LIBER COVID-19 crisis study LIBER leadership study A study among LIBER
(Ithaka) Association (ALA) (LIBER) (Leadership) academic library directors
(by the author) (Directors)
Time March 2020 May 2020 16 October—-23 November 2020 Nov.-Dec. 2020 2017-2022
Sample 638 US academic library directors All U.S. library types 298 European librarians 24 LIBER library 19 LIBER academic library
leaders directors
Topic Library leaders' priorities and Libraries Response to LIBER libraries response to COVID-19 impact on Strategic decision-making,
strategies during the COVID-19 crisis COVID-19 COVID-19 library leadership and including in crisis
strategy
Type of Quantitative survey Quantitative survey A quantitative survey with open- ~ Mixed survey Qualitative study
study ended questions
Data Secondary data Primary and secondary Primary and secondary data Primary and secondary ~ Primary data
Type data data
RQ RQ1 RQ1 RQ1 and 2 RQ1and2 RQ2
Report/ https://sr.ithaka.org/publications/a https://www.ala.org/ https://libereurope.eu/wp-conte doi: 10.53377/1q.1 Anonymized data will be
data cademic-library-strategy-and-budge tools/covid/libraries-resp nt/uploads/2020/12/Covi 0930 published in 2023 http://d

ting-during-the-covid-19-pandemic/ ond-covid-19-survey

d-19-Report-December-2020.pdf

atadoi.ee

considered: 1) U.S. and European library funding systems are different
(in many European countries, education is free or partially supported by
the government). 2) The library status within the university is different
in the U.S. and Europe, which can influence decision procedures. 3)
There are more different types of universities in U.S. than in Europe.

Ithaka S + R COVID-19 (Ithaka) survey of library directors took
place in March 2020. The survey's main goal was to investigate what
strategic changes academic libraries had to implement since the begin-
ning of the pandemic. The survey focused on library decision-making
and leadership. In total, 638 library directors from the United States
responded to the study. The study used multiple-choice questions.
(Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020Db).

The American Libraries Association (ALA) organized the survey
“Libraries Respond: COVID-19 Survey “ between 12 and 18 May 2020.
The survey target group was all library types, with public, academic, and
K-12 libraries representing most respondents. Out of 3850 respondents,
20 % were from academic libraries. For academic libraries, only the
financial aspect was included in this study; for that, primary data
publicly available on the ALA website was used (ALA, 2020). ALA survey
looked at the current status and 12 months of future predictions and
used multiple choice questions.

The third survey was organized by the Association of European
Research Libraries (LIBER) in October 2020. The survey was launched
in the LIBER network on 19 October. The survey had two purposes: to
understand better European research libraries' situation and how LIBER
can support member libraries during COVID-19. In total, 31 countries
and 298 people participated in the survey. 72,87 % of the participants
were from an academic library. The survey consisted of 33 questions
about the library's status, quality of existing services, new services,
digital services, budget cuts, and issues libraries had to deal with during
COVID-19. The author also had access to primary data with the
permission of LIBER.

LIBER also administrated the fourth survey among participants of
two webinars held in November 2020 (Leadership). The survey aimed
to discover how research library directors could become more resilient
after the COVID-19 pandemic by exploring library leaders experiences
and perceptions of the crisis and potential future scenarios. The survey
followed two prior webinars, “How are Research Libraries leading
through COVID-19?” and “New challenges and leading into the post-
COVID Recovery for Research Libraries.” Participants of the webinars
were library top leaders who also were the main target group of the
survey. The mixed-method survey contained a few multiple-choice
questions followed by open-ended ones. In total, 24 respondents filled
out the survey. The research team quantitatively analyzed the results
(Shaghaei et al., 2022). The author had access to primary data with the
permission of LIBER.

In the case of LIBER surveys, most libraries were academic or

research libraries, while on the ALA survey, all types of libraries were
included. On the financial changes influenced by the crisis, it is possible
to separate academic libraries in the ALA survey.

The author interviewed 19 LIBER academic library directors be-
tween 2017 and 2022 about their strategic decision-making (Directors).
11 directors out of 19 were interviewed after the beginning of COVID-19
(2020-2022). One part of the interview explored decision-making in
crisis. The author asked the library directors if the crisis changed the
way they decided and if they took a different approach compared to a
typical stress-free situation. Participants had to answer two questions: 1)
How does the importance and intensity of the situation affect their
decision-making process? 2) Does deciding in a crisis differ from regular
decision-making?

Data analysis

In the data analysis, quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed
separately. Data from these five studies were looked at in three steps: 1)
results from published reports on all four surveys; 2) quantitative data
and their analysis provided by surveys' administrators, followed by
question-to-question content analysis; 3) qualitative data analysis in
Leadership and Directors' studies used the coding method.

In the quantitative surveys, all questions were looked through and
compared to other questions, looking for similarities: budget realloca-
tion (services, digitalization, print collections). For example, in the
LIBER survey, the question “Have you had to redirect expenses towards
digital services or content?” were combined with the ALA survey's
question “What financial changes the library made in response to the
crisis to date? Print collection budget” and from Ithaka survey “Which of
the following statements best describes your role in making decisions for
the library in each of the following areas during the COVID-19
pandemic?” where the option was “Allocating funds or budget cuts to
collections and/or operations”. Health-related questions were, for
example following: Ithaka survey “How important have each of the
following activities been to date in planning for library operations and
services during the COVID-19 pandemic?” with the answer option:
“protecting the health and well-being of library employees”, LIBER
survey asked: “Which of the following aspects of the crisis do you worry
about the most?”, answer “Health and safety of staff.” Not all quanti-
tative questions are reflected in this paper. Responses from four quan-
titative studies were mainly used for answering research question 1
(which strategic changes academic libraries mainly implemented during
COVID-19).

In the qualitative studies, participants' responses to both studies were
thematically analyzed. Answers from transcripts were combined under
larger themes. The primary purpose of collecting qualitative data was to
illustrate the quantitative data collected through previous studies, so the
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theme and content of the qualitative data were used to illustrate the
crisis decision-making. Direct quotations were mainly used from these
two qualitative surveys. Two qualitative studies were mainly used to
answer research question 2 (how academic library directors decided
during the crisis).

Key findings

RQ1 - strategic changes in libraries during the COVID-19 crisis

The study shows that academic libraries in U.S. and Europe did
following strategic changes due to the COVID-19 crisis (Table 2):

First, budget allocations — more funding is now given to digital re-
sources. In the U.S., new online streaming media entered library budgets
(5 %), and budget allocations to physical books decreased - 52 % of ALA
libraries either eliminated or reduced their print collection budget.
(Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b; ALA, 2020). In Europe,
55,61 % of libraries have allocated their budget to digital collections and
licenses, and 45.81 % have redirected their budget to accommodate
more digital services. (LIBER, 2020a, 2020b).

Second, the budget cuts during the COVID-19 crisis showed that 75
% of U.S. libraries faced general budget cuts, while only 15,12 % of
European libraries had to deal with budget cuts during the first COVID-
19 year (Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b; LIBER, 2020a,
2020b). The European libraries expect the budget cuts to continue in the
upcoming year. In the United States, doctoral universities received the
deepest staff budget cuts compared to smaller universities, according to
the Ithaka S + R survey. There are also differences between public and
private institutions (Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b); based
on European research, this cannot be said because of no differentiation
in research libraries.

The budget cuts also influenced staff reduction (in the form of a hire
or salary freeze, or staff downsizing). Most staff cuts affected physical
library staff because almost all libraries were closed at least some point
during the crisis (for example, access and technical services, cataloging,
and facility operation). In the U.S., staff budget cuts were between 36
and 59 %, while the salary cut happened in 11 % of libraries (Frederick
& Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b; ALA, 2020). In addition, 56 % of
respondents eliminated or reduced new hires. (ALA, 2020) The Ithaka
survey focused on staff budget cuts and their limitations — unionization
and faculty status — limiting the possibility of cutting staff. In Europe,
one of the respondents admitted that in their country, libraries are:
“facing budget cuts, recruitment freezes (having already lost staff to
voluntary severance or redundancy schemes) and challenges related to
training redeployed staff while working remotely.” (LIBER, 2020a,
2020b).

Third, the value of the library increased through digital services: in
the U.S., 86 % of the directors said that they stress establishing library
service as a valuable and vital service for the university (Frederick &
Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b). In Europe, 37,32 % of libraries
increased their digital services because of COVID-19, and over 17 % of
respondents confirmed that they now have new digital services which
they could not offer before (LIBER, 2020a, 2020b). 30 % of respondents
admitted that digitalization is the new normal for academic libraries
(LIBER, 2020b). Library directors feel that libraries have shown their
value during the crisis through their readiness to offer virtual support
services for the university staff and students. One of the Leadership
survey respondents brought an example: “The coronavirus crisis added
hybrid learning which was not part of the plan before. We are trying to
see how we can offer places within the library for hybrid lecture
participation.” (LIBER, 2020b). Expected increases in the offer of these
types of digital services have been expected before the crisis because
investments in technology have been a large part of libraries' budgets for
years (Shaghaei et al., 2022).

Fourth, the library staff's well-being during the crisis became one of
the priorities for library leaders. 97 % of U.S. and 70.79 % of European
respondents confirm this (Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b;

Table 2

The Journal of Academic Librarianship 49 (2023) 102709

COVID-19-related changes in academic libraries (compiled by the author).

Changes in Resource Quantitative data Qualitative data
academic
libraries during
COVID-19
Budget Ithaka 33-57 %
redirection due ALA 48 %
to COVID-19 LIBER 45,81 %

2020

Leadership “The efforts made to
invest in digital
resources have been
successful during the
lockdown.”

Increase of digital ~ Ithaka Over 80 %

services, LIBER 37,20 %

priority on 2020

online and Leadership 30 % 1) “We've been able to

hybrid teaching provide our services in
different ways
according to different
restrictions.” 2) “Thrust
of digitization and thus
of networked working”.
3) “We are trying to see
how we can offer places
within the library for
hybrid lecture
participation.” 4)
“Provided more
eBooks”

Directors “We've been innovative
in the library with in
adapting the services
and the collections and
the spaces to the new
normal of the COVID-
19”

Adding new Leadership 1) “We started to
digital services support e-learning”. 2)
“New digital services
(scan and deliver,
library learning and
teaching online)”
LIBER 54,5 %
2020
General budget Ithaka 75 % (63 %
cuts or collection budget)
reduction LIBER 15.12 %

2020

ALA 52 % print

collection budget
Staff-related Ithaka 59 % (higher for
budget cuts some academic
(salaries/ library types); 63 %
training/new new hires/43 %
hires) salaries
ALA 11 %/salaries; 52 %
training; 56 % new
hires/36 % staffing
Staff well-being/ Ithaka 97 %
health/safety LIBER 70,79 %

2020

Leadership  Priority “Had to de-prioritize
our front-facing
physical services due to
staff welfare and public
guidelines.”

Directors “For example,

pandemic (2020) when
we were to first
quarantined, we had to
make decisions very
quickly (close library
partly or fully) - I made
the decision to close

(continued on next page)
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Table 2 (continued)

Changes in Resource Quantitative data Qualitative data
academic
libraries during

COVID-19

library based on the
restrictions of the
country and security of
people.”

1) “I do not think that
crisis changed our
values.” 2) “One value
is openness, and it was
challenged in many
ways”.

“When under a very
critical situation like
this one of the COVID,
probably 80 to 90 % of
what your strategic
planning was would
not change. Because
the mission, the vision
of your institution, and
...of your service, ...
will not change because
of the COVID”

Remain true to
the existing
strategy

Leadership 91 %

Directors

LIBER, 2020a, 2020b). Similarly, the LIBER leadership survey verified
that staff health and safety became library leaders' main concerns during
COVID-19 (Shaghaei et al., 2022). Leadership survey respondents
admitted that they had to de-prioritize their physical services because of
the welfare of the library staff (LIBER, 2020b). One respondent claimed
that in their country, “academic libraries, the real concern is being
forced to keep physical buildings open during the pandemic even when
there is a national lockdown enforcing the closure of most other physical
buildings. While it is nice to know that libraries are deemed ‘essential,’
staying open physically creates a two-tier workforce with those who
must work on-site at greater risk than those who are able to work
remotely.” (LIBER, 2020a, 2020b) This is also validated by qualitative
interviews with library directors “Where people's health is at stake, the
decision sometimes had to be made faster and with fewer people.”
(Lembinen, 2022).

Decision-making during the COVID-19 crisis showed that library
directors consulted other academic leaders before making decisions.
Library directors decided mainly on budget cuts and allocations; how-
ever, they consulted the library's senior leadership in advance. One of
the significant changes compared to previous studies was that library
directors had to decide on the closing and re-opening of a library
(Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b). Some directors consulted
the university's crisis management teams, and some formed crisis
management groups (Lembinen, 2022).

Regarding consulting resources during the crisis, library directors
used the following resources: other academic libraries, state/govern-
ment guidelines, and online instructions (Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg,
2020a, 2020b; Lembinen, 2022). European libraries said that there
were no specific measures or support from the government for libraries
(52,36 %). User feedback was least consulted during the COVID crisis
both in the U.S. as well as Europe (78,05 %) (Frederick & Wolff-
Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b; LIBER, 2020a, 2020b).

Post-COVID-19 academic libraries

Surveys also looked at how library leaders predicted future de-
velopments within twelve months. Library directors believe that in the
future (after the pandemic), the importance of a physical library
building will remain - at 59 % (Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a,
2020Db).

Library directors expected budget cuts in the next 12 months to
continue (in addition to budget cuts since the pandemic's beginning). U.
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S. library directors believed that budget cuts would happen without
their consent and would be forced by the university. They expect the
budget cuts to be between 14 and 24 % in the upcoming year (Frederick
& Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b; ALA, 2020). For the staff, 69 % of U.S.
library directors believe that in the upcoming 12 months, there will be
no or very limited new hires at their libraries. (ALA, 2020). European
library leaders did not expect massive budget cuts in the upcoming year
(52,2 %) (LIBER, 2020a, 2020Db).

Leadership survey respondents believed that one of the changes that
will also remain in the future is the distance collaboration for their staff,
including digital meetings and more home working hours (LIBER,
2020Db). 50 % of U.S. library directors believe that they will allow library
staff to be more flexible in their working locations in the future (Fred-
erick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020b). European library leaders are
convinced that within the upcoming months, they must focus on staff
digital skills training (48,77 %) even though over 50 % of them felt their
staff is either highly or knowledgeable in delivering virtual services
(LIBER, 2020a, 2020Db).

At the same time, library leaders admit that even with the crisis, they
remain faithful to the library's strategy and vision. The Leadership sur-
vey showed that 91 % of library leaders believe their strategy remains
relevant during the pandemic and does not need to be changed (Sha-
ghaei et al., 2022). Results show that the crisis did not change the main
goals and strategies of the academic library. Furthermore, the value of
academic libraries for their universities increased during the COVID-19
crisis. 86 % of Ithaka respondents also confirmed this (Frederick &
Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b).

RQ2 - academic library leaders' decision-making during the crisis

Academic library leaders' decision-making in crisis differs slightly
from routine decision-making. While library directors in crisis situations
are forced to make decisions independently, they often consult with the
either senior academic leadership of the university or their leadership
team in the library (Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b; Lead-
ership; Directors).

Various directors confirm in their interviews that the crisis has
changed the pace of decision-making and procedures from decision to
implementation (fewer committees, fewer discussions, etc.). “I like crisis
management. You have to act quickly, and there is no space for long
everlasting debates of ‘what if,” which makes it so difficult for our library
system to develop.” (Lembinen, 2022). One of the main findings
(Table 3) showed that directors tend to make decisions quickly in a crisis
(11 out of 19 interview respondents), allowing them to push through
decisions within the library or university much faster. “Pandemic has
helped me a lot to get things through that I wanted to get through.”
(Lembinen, 2022) or “the speed of implementation has changed... de-
cision making has become slightly more streamlined.” (Lembinen,
2022).

At the same time, library leaders do not turn into autocratic leaders
who do not consult their staff (at least the leadership team is usually
involved) while deciding in a crisis. “It changes, I won't have a group of 4
but 2. It is very fast, discuss in minutes and draw decision.” (Lembinen,
2022). Library directors consulted smaller teams when deciding on the
opening-closing of the library or budgeting issues (almost half of these
decisions were made independently or after consulting with the uni-
versity leadership). One of the directors in the interview confessed that
the library was “the most prepared service within the university. We
were ready... the university said no. We are ready, we can do every-
thing. And we are not allowed” (Lembinen, 2022; Frederick & Wolff-
Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b). When it came to budget cuts, often library
directors' independence was decreased, and these decisions were often
made outside the library (Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b).

When making these fast decisions, library directors are aware that
the quality of the decision may suffer, so they try to keep the university's
and patrons' best interests in mind. “Time pressure... need to change,
change your decision by the interest of the institution.” (Lembinen,
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Table 3
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LIBER academic library directors' decision-making in crisis (compiled by the author).

Follow
decision

I decide Smaller
faster team

Participant Do not prefer  Keep
fast decisions  strategy in

structure mind

Communicate
more more alone the

Collect more
information

Collect
information

Deciding Align with

university faster

P1
P2
P3
P4
P5
P6 X X X
P7 X X X
P8 X

P9 X

P10 X X

P11 X X
P12 X X X

P13 X

P14 X X

P15
P16
P17
P18
P19
Total

MoM X X

=M M X M
>
>

2022). Table 3 shows the main changes in decision-making during the
crisis based on interviews with LIBER academic library directors.

Based on the surveys, the challenges and ways of handling academic
libraries in the United States and Europe are pretty similar. Slight dif-
ferences can be observed in budget changes as well as freedom of
decision-making of the directors, which is related to the structure and
funding policies of different academic systems.

Discussion

This paper investigated what type of changes academic library
leaders had to decide upon during the COVID-19 crisis and how these
strategic decisions were made. Leaders of academic libraries had to
make unprepared decisions in a crisis with various unknown factors.
Library leaders were facing similar unknown circumstances to other
organizations. Often these decisions also depend on the university's
leadership requirements or policy (Louderback, 2021; Tolppanen,
2021), and the library leader him/herself is not entirely free in their
decisions. The findings indicate that while during the COVID-19 crisis,
many academic institutions were closed, some libraries were required to
remain at least partially open by the decision of the university man-
agement. In other cases, when libraries were ready to be re-opened, but
university leadership did not approve it. The study results showed that
when it came to the closing or reopening of the library, the leaders of
academic libraries consulted either senior leadership of the university or
library and guided their decisions based on official governmental
recommendations.

The study also found that academic libraries faced a significant
challenge with their physical collections and buildings during the
COVID-19 crisis, as they had to quickly adapt to offering their physical
services digitally. Since university staff and students continuously
needed library services, academic libraries had to make physical col-
lections digital (digitalization increased in most libraries where this
service was offered) how quickly, as well as customize services based on
the users' needs. While some libraries partially reopened during the
summer of 2020, many experienced a significant decrease in physical
library usage (up to 99 %) within a year. (De Groote & Scoulas, 2021)
However, partial reopening allowed for limited access and different
opening hours. Libraries also had to address the treatment of physical
collections returned by patrons, with many opting to quarantine or clean
them due to uncertainty about the spread of the disease through books.
(Frederick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b; LIBER, 2020a, 2020b).

Another critical change that library leaders faced was related to
different staff aspects. All surveys showed that more than ever, library
directors had to focus on their staff's physical health and safety. This
study confirms that staff safety was one of the main challenges library
leaders took very seriously. Yet, a situation that poses a genuine risk to
the lives of every member of the library staff is typically not covered by
the ordinary risk management strategy for the institution. (Akhshik &
Beglou, 2023) and this study showed that it is time for libraries to
change that. While at the beginning of the crisis, the focus was on
physical health, then after a while, the mental health of the staff because
also a topic to be considered (LIBER, 2020a, 2020b; Frederick & Wolff-
Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b; LIBER, 2020b; Lembinen, 2022).

In addition, the libraries had to face new working conditions —
working remotely or having hybrid staff; this became a new normality
for libraries during the COVID-19 crisis. Most libraries were not pre-
pared for this (Bynoe, 2022). For libraries, this new normality during the
COVID-19 crisis brought a new issue: what tasks can staff members do
whose work is not related to non-physical services? Libraries' directors
faced staff reductions and budget allocations, and staff hiring was
stopped or limited. Often the decisions of staff budget allocation and
decrease were out of the hands of the library directors. It became
“harder to justify keeping staff whose work depends on the physical li-
brary on the job rather than furloughing them” (Frederick & Wolff-
Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b, p.10). This may result in a new type of li-
brary staff. Recent research strengthens the expectation from academic
library staff with the assumption that new hiring will already allow
flexible working in the future; it could also mean that library spaces to be
transferred from staff offices into more user spaces (Green, 2022);
Connell et al., 2021, Hosoi et al., 2021). This study demonstrated that
distance work was the one area that libraries were least prepared for,
yet, library leaders believe that this will continue to be part of the future
of the libraries.

The new type of librarian may also emerge from the lessons learned
about the lack of skills of library staff and leadership. Library directors
valued the following skills as the most important ones during the
COVID-19 crisis: change management, communication, and financial
management skills, which were different from previous surveys where in
addition to change management and communication, knowledge of
higher education and librarianship trends were also prominent (Fred-
erick & Wolff-Eisenberg, 2020a, 2020b). These findings confirm what
also other researchers have suggested (Newman, 2021; Pryce et al.,
2021; Tsekea & Chigwada, 2020).
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Deciding in a crisis can change how the decisions are made. Often, a
crisis is also a suitable time for innovating or changing existing practices
or procedures (Newman, 2021) and making decisions (Table 3). It may
require a faster pace of decision-making or a change of decision struc-
ture. The findings confirm that according to the Vroom-Yetton model
(Vignesh, 2020; Vroom & Yetton, 1973), library directors implement the
second consultive style the most during crisis management: they consult
their teams, but, in the end, the final decision is their own. They do not
necessarily search for consensus and implement long discussions to find
a perfect solution that satisfies everybody (Lembinen, 2022).

This COVID-19 crisis showed that libraries must remain relevant and
increase the value of the services developed during the crisis. No chal-
lenge has been more extensive than the COVID-19 crisis, which has
influenced all libraries and universities worldwide.

Limitations

This paper has limitations due to the diverse nature of the studies it
combines. Additionally, the author cannot guarantee the quality of all
the research used, and readers must keep in mind that there are differ-
ences in library funding and structure between continents. The author's
own research focused on strategic decision-making among European
academic library directors, with COVID-19 becoming a part of the
research in 2020. Lastly, since the studies were conducted among aca-
demic libraries, there is a possibility of overlapping respondents.

Conclusion

This paper compares four surveys conducted in 2020 on academic
libraries during the COVID-19 crisis. The study used both qualitative and
quantitative research to analyze the library's response to the pandemic,
including an increase in digital services, safety measures, and virtual
work. Other challenges included uncertainty and government or uni-
versity decisions that slowed the library decision process. Libraries were
also forced to reorganize staff work from physical to hybrid situations
and decrease training and staff hiring.

Despite the crisis, library directors aimed to reflect the university's
needs and follow the library's strategy. Deciding in crisis in academic
libraries takes a faster pace; directors are willing to decide alone or
involve only a minor team, if necessary, even though library leaders
prefer more calculated, researched, and shared decision-making. Some
directors even appreciated the opportunity to make decisions quickly
due to time constraints.

The COVID-19 crisis allowed academic libraries to have a different
perspective. In the future, academic libraries will be more flexible in
their work arrangements and have better and more adaptable proced-
ures for handling new crises. The digital collections and services will be
developed to a new level while the physical building will remain an
essential space for academic users. The COVID-19 crisis has given aca-
demic library leaders a new skillset for crisis management by giving
them an opportunity to practically go through changes at a pace they
would have never expected. Hopefully, academic library leaders have
learned from this crisis how to change the value and operation of the
academic library in a way that best meets the needs of their universities
and is not fixed in the traditional ways of operating.
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