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A Tool for Academic Libraries to Prioritize 
Leadership Competencies

Gabrielle K.W. Wong*

As part of a research project, the author conducted a survey about Hong Kong aca-
demic librarians’ perception on leadership capabilities. The survey made use of the 
Leadership Competencies Model developed for the Library Leadership and Manage-
ment Association (LLAMA). The results draw attention to a subset of competencies 
and expose perceptual differences between librarians at different leadership levels. 
By visualizing the data in a quadrant view, creating a leadership competency profile, 
the method can shed light on significant areas in leadership capabilities and trigger 
discussion among librarians on their understanding and assumptions about these 
attributes. The survey demonstrated a method that can be experimented by libraries 
and consortia beyond the Hong Kong sample. Such effort should eventually lead to 
constructive development strategies. 

For academic libraries, effective leadership is crucial to drive service innovation along with 
changes in technology and higher education environment. Developing leadership capabilities 
is a complex and longitudinal process, one that librarians do not yet understand well enough. 
Libraries are keen to expand leadership capacity, and many librarians join leadership programs 
of various kinds. However, leadership development requires much more than episodic training; 
systemic and strategic planning is vital for libraries as well as librarians. There is little evidence 
that libraries are designing strategic leadership development or implementing intentional suc-
cession planning. Specifically, libraries do not have a coherent approach to understand what 
capabilities can facilitate librarians’ leadership performance; such understanding should be 
very helpful for building leadership development strategies.

As part of a qualitative research project to explore leadership development in Hong Kong 
academic libraries and librarians, the author conducted a survey to solicit librarians’ perception 
on leadership capabilities. The survey made use of the Leadership Competencies Model devel-
oped for the Library Leadership and Management Association (LLAMA) of ALA.1 The results 
highlight the competencies that are of particular interest to the sampled group of librarians; 
they expose perceptual differences between librarians at different levels in an organizational 
hierarchy. In particular, presenting the survey data in a chart with four quadrants, resulting in 
a leadership competency profile, can be a powerful way to visualize perceptual differences of 
various competencies. It further suggests additional competencies that may enrich the model. 
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The survey and its data analysis demonstrate a methodical approach that directs attention to 
significant areas in leadership, which in turn triggers discussion among librarians on their 
understanding and assumptions about these attributes. It should potentially lay a foundation 
on which strategic leadership development can be built. This study reports the design and 
data analysis of the survey and discusses how the method may be used by other libraries to 
inform their leadership development initiatives.

Literature Review
Library literature on leadership slants toward studying directors or titled heads.2 Leadership 
development activities reported include training program evaluation and mentorship experi-
ences; study of development through workplace learning is relatively rare, and evidence of 
strategic approach is sparse. On discussing what attributes make effective library leaders, there 
were more articles of anecdotal experience sharing than empirical studies. Very few research 
studies explore how different leadership capabilities play out at different organizational levels. 

Professional librarians exercise leadership whenever they influence others to achieve 
common goals. Leadership is not limited to those carrying managerial titles; it happens at all 
levels of an organization. At the senior administrative level, strategic leadership provides vision 
and directions to support the affiliated institution. At the team or project environment, tactical 
leadership is essential for implementing operations.3 At a junior level, emergent leadership 
may come from early-career librarians without any assigned titles who can bring forward new 
ideas and insights that are more salient from the front line.4 However, library literature tends 
to approach leadership with a focus on librarians with official authority, often conflating the 
roles of managers and leaders. 

The contrast of leadership versus management has generated voluminous discussion in 
literature. Some argue that they are synonymous, in the sense that leadership is one facet of 
the management role. Others see significant distinctions, portraying leaders as persons who 
develop visions and inspire people to new directions, whereas managers are persons who 
monitor progress to achieve order and control.5 Kotter highlighted that “management is about 
coping with complexity,” while “leadership, by contrast, is about coping with change.”6 The 
two functions are both equally necessary for running effective organizations.7 Returning to 
the context of academic libraries, similar to many business organizations, often the two func-
tions fall on the shoulders of the same individuals carrying official positions with assigned 
responsibility and authority. Therefore, librarians easily use the terms “leaders” and “man-
agers” interchangeably, bringing further confusion when we explore leadership at different 
levels and design leadership development.

Leaders develop leadership capabilities in a continuous, longitudinal process throughout 
their careers. The effort attends not only to the development of individuals’ knowledge and 
skills, but also the leadership capacity of organizations as collectives.8 Leadership develop-
ment benefits libraries by building a healthy and agile talent pool for succession planning; 
it also addresses the need of individual librarians for career and personal growth. Being in-
creasingly aware of the importance of effective leadership to move academic libraries forward 
when our operation environment changes, librarians have been paying more attention and 
effort in leadership development. Much of it is reflected from the proliferation of leadership 
programs over the world, particularly in North America, Europe, Australia, and also in Hong 
Kong.9 Many programs are reviewed and evaluated.10 In-house programs tailor-made for in-
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dividual libraries also prove to be an effective alternative.11 While the literature reports a lot 
of positive impact from various training activities, the links between program missions and 
targeted skills are usually not clear. 

Apart from formal programs, workplace learning is a major source of leadership growth. 
Challenging work experience, networking, researching, professional writing, mentoring, and 
coaching facilitate the professional growth of librarians.12 As Mech put it: “The development 
of leaders is largely a matter of continued individual self-development abetted by opportuni-
ties provided by the organization and the individual.”13 

With this understanding, libraries should strive to design leadership development in a 
strategic manner with long-term plans, incorporating structured training and mentorship 
support as well as workplace challenges. Leaving leadership development to serendipity is 
detrimental to the profession and the professionals therein.

It appears that not many libraries have a strategic approach to leadership development. 
Most of the literature reports evaluation and assessment of formal programs and practices 
such as mentorship. One researcher worked on developmental experiences at workplace: 
Harris-Keith explored leadership skills of directors and what positions offered development 
advantages.14 A systemic endeavor was the in-house leadership development program in 
University of Saskatchewan Library; the improvement in leadership qualities and staff engage-
ment was measurable in their annual staff survey.15 In Australia, University of Wollongong 
Library involved an external consultant to design a multifaceted program;16 and University of 
Melbourne had a systematic development plan to uncover employees’ potential at a range of 
levels.17 These outstanding cases should inspire more libraries to take on strategic leadership 
development rather than relying on episodic training programs.

From the perspective of leadership development, desirable leadership capabilities should 
be the learning outcomes that guide the design of developmental activities and programs. Some 
organization researchers conceptualize leaders’ qualities in terms of knowledge, skills, and abili-
ties. For example, T. Mumford’s research team surveyed job skill requirements to build a “strata-
plex model” with cognitive skills, interpersonal skills, business and strategic knowledge.18 Other 
scholars use a different dimension by looking at behaviors or strategies of successful business 
leaders. One well-known example is the Five Practices for Exemplary Leadership: Challenge 
the process, Inspire shared vision, Enable others to act, Model the way, Encourage the heart.19

Within librarianship, some articles reported leader qualities based on anecdotal experi-
ences, usually authored by seasoned library leaders; fewer were empirical studies. A promi-
nent series of studies by Hernon and his colleagues used job posting analysis, interviews, 
and the Delphi method to identify attributes of directors in major research libraries in North 
America.20 Emotional intelligence became a focused area in later studies.21 Lewis reviewed 
what competencies were highly valued at the executive level in academic libraries; he found 
that there is a universality of leadership competencies across professional fields.22 Le’s study 
of library leaders identified five leader qualities.23 Martin surveyed how followers described 
positive leaders; he found seven themes for past leaders and six themes of future leader traits.24

With various lists of desirable leadership capabilities identified, there seems to be a dearth 
of effort in connecting them to leadership development. For example, there has been little 
research exploring which skills are more difficult to acquire than others, and what library 
experience facilitates the development of those skills.25 There seems to be a gap between 
“knowing these qualities are important” and “helping librarians to develop these qualities.”
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Apart from the search for desirable leadership attributes, the literature also helps to clarify 
the understanding of leadership capabilities. Many of these capabilities are not mutually in-
dependent constructs; instead, they are often clusters of interrelated attributes. Leadership is 
a complex phenomenon involving interactions between people and their social context; there-
fore, taxonomies of qualities and behaviors relating to effective leadership should reflect the 
fluidity of describing human characters.26 Leadership capabilities are essentially “a complex 
mix of behavioral, cognitive, and social skills”;27  and often they are interwoven. For example, 
“respect” is an important component in a leadership relationship; it is closely associated with 
the concept of trust. The two constructs share similar sources and are proposed to be ante-
cedents of each other.28 Among the qualities frequently identified as desirable, some are more 
trait-like, such as intelligence and personality; others are more skill- or behavior-based, such 
as problem solving. Researchers generally conceptualize them as two separate categories: the 
former is more or less the basis for the latter. For example, in a study of teacher leadership, 
teachers’ initial cognitive and psychological capacities are conceptualized as moderators that 
affect the receptivity, readiness, and ability to learn.29 In M. Mumford’s leadership skills model, 
individual attributes including cognitive ability, motivation, and personality are separated 
from leader competencies such as problem-solving skills, social judgment skills, and knowl-
edge.30  Similarly, Bartram, Robertson, and Callinan view personal attributes as competency 
potential rather than competency; they affect a person’s capability to behave competently in 
the workplace.31 

The competency approach identifies desirable skills by targeting attributes directly 
contributing to performance and outcomes in a work environment. Other than this premise, 
definitions of competency diverge. Giesecke and McNeil define core competencies as “the 
skills, knowledge, and personal attributes that contribute to an individual’s success in a par-
ticular position,”32 while Bartram, Robertson, and Callinan see them as “sets of behaviors that 
are instrumental in the delivery of desired results or outcomes.”33 In management literature, 
competency frameworks are intended for measuring performance, promoting productive 
behaviors, or articulating organizational values.34 In library literature, the purpose of com-
petency standards are not that explicitly established. Major professional library associations 
established core competency standards in a number of areas including academic libraries, 
school libraries, reference services, technical services, and the like, mainly to describe what 
qualities professionals should possess.35 In the area of library leadership, a team of librarians 
developed the Leadership Competencies Model for Library Leadership and Management 
Association (LLAMA) through consulting literature and interviewing library leaders.36 The 
model comprises 17 competencies grouped under four meta-competencies: Cognitive Ability, 
Vision, Interpersonal Effectiveness, and Managerial Effectiveness. The competencies are based in 
behavior; each is defined by a phrase (or phrases) that begin with an active verb. At one point 
of the construction process, the project team considered including a cluster of personal at-
tributes, but they eventually decided otherwise because the four meta-competencies focused 
on behaviors, not on individuals’ characters. Perhaps it was for the same reason of being 
behavioral-focused, the model does not explicitly list skills relating to emotional intelligence. 
It is important to note that the 17 competencies are not mutually exclusive constructs; they 
are interconnected. Furthermore, one competency may include multiple skills. The model is 
not meant to be prescriptive; yet the project team believed that library leaders lacking some 
or many of these competencies would find it difficult to initiate, facilitate, and deliver suc-
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cessful services.37 However, there has been little literature on how well the model describes 
library leaders, whether there are major gaps, or how libraries may apply this in organiza-
tional development. 

As discussed in previous sections, library literature on leadership is often about library 
directors and senior executives; fewer studies approach leadership from the perspective of 
librarians at other levels.38 Although it can be anticipated that librarians at different levels 
exercise different sets of leadership capabilities, we know little about the issue, as exploration 
into such variations is lacking in the library literature. One study about middle managers 
highlighted the importance of being able to collaborate, motivating others and anticipating 
trends.39 Young librarians shared their leadership experiences and described how a proactive 
and creative mindset facilitated breakthroughs in reaching out for potential collaborators, 
bridging service needs and gaps, convincing supervisors and peers.40 There appears to be no 
study contrasting capabilities required at different organizational levels in libraries.

This article reports the findings of a survey of academic librarians in Hong Kong. The 
survey used the Leadership Competency Model to solicit librarians’ perception of leadership 
capabilities in the attempt to reveal the areas significant to their work performance. Apart from 
identifying significant competencies, the survey data uncovers a difference in skill percep-
tion at different leadership roles and reveals a more complex picture of librarians’ leadership 
context and development aspiration. More important, the survey method and data analysis 
demonstrate a workable way for other libraries or consortia to explore leadership capabilities 
using a set of common vocabulary, with which they can initiate discussion on how leader-
ship competencies play out among their librarians at different levels, and to provide basis 
for further discourse on leadership competencies and leadership experiences relevant to their 
own context.

Methodology
The survey was part of the data collection for the author’s doctoral research on leadership 
development in academic libraries. The qualitative research aimed to explore how academic 
libraries and librarians in Hong Kong develop their leadership capacity. The survey was de-
signed to capture a broad picture of librarians’ perception on leadership capabilities and their 
experiences of leadership development, based on which the author conducted subsequent 
interviews to delve into the complexity of the issue. 

Competency frameworks give people a common language for discussing development 
and career potential issues.41 They could “offer a vocabulary with which organizations can 
articulate and express their priorities and help make sense of the lived experience of people 
in leadership roles.”42 The Competency Model developed for LLAMA43 is an appropriate 
tool serving this purpose in the study. Although the comprehensiveness of the model is still 
open for discussion, it remains the most structured competency framework in librarianship 
so far. The model is not meant to prescribe, confine, or define library leaders’ behaviors. For 
this study, it is helpful by providing a common vocabulary for librarians to describe their 
leadership experiences. 

The survey used an anonymous online questionnaire mounted on the software platform 
Qualtrics. For each of the 17 competencies in the model, respondents rated on two perceptions 
using two 5-point Likert-type scales: the importance of each competency to a respondent’s 
perception of his or her work performance, and the respondent’s interest in developing a spe-



602  College & Research Libraries July 2019

cific skill or competency further. The ratings were converted to numbers ranging from “5” for 
Very Important or Very Interested, to “1” for Very Unimportant or Very Disinterested. Higher 
numeric values indicate stronger perception on the importance or interest. It would have been 
informative to include a third rating that solicited respondents to rate their skill levels of each 
competency; however, to avoid making the questionnaire too complex to respond, the design 
was limited to two ratings.

To gauge the respondents’ collective perception on each competency, two scores, namely 
the Importance Score and the Interest Score, were compiled by taking the mean of the ratings 
of importance and interest of each competency respectively. The Importance Score indicates 
the perceived importance of the competency in relation to their current positions; the Inter-
est Score indicates the level of interest to develop the competency. The two perceptions are 
distinct but related. A librarian may find one competency important for work performance 
but may not be interested to learn more about it because of various possible reasons. On the 
other hand, a competency that is not so important for current job duties may arouse interest 
for learning. 

The questions are listed in appendix A. 

Academic Libraries in Hong Kong
Higher education in Hong Kong is dominated by the eight publicly funded universities.44 They 
vary in size and focus: from a liberal arts university of about 3,000 students to comprehensive 
universities accommodating more than 20,000 students. Many Hong Kong universities are 
competitive in international university rankings. English is used in most teaching and busi-
ness communication; a considerable proportion of students and faculty is not from Hong 
Kong. The corresponding eight academic libraries, despite being independent organizations, 
communicate and collaborate closely under the umbrella of the Joint University Librarians 
Advisory Committee (JULAC).45 Librarians normally hold postgraduate degrees in LIS or 
related fields. Using the library staff lists of the eight JULAC libraries in August 2017, there 
were approximately 170 professional librarians at this group of eight institutional libraries. 
The majority was ethnic Chinese, likely with English as their second language.

For this research, five out of eight of the JULAC directors agreed to participate. Their 
consent allowed the distribution of the survey link to their librarians and to gather additional 
information in the subsequent part of the study. Anonymity was guaranteed when publishing 
the findings; no institutional or personal identity would be disclosed.

Survey Results
The online questionnaire was opened in October 2017 for five weeks. An invitation email with 
the link to the questionnaire was distributed to about 120 librarians in the five participating 
libraries. It received 37 usable responses, which amounted to a 31 percent response rate. The 
responses were analyzed in an Excel spreadsheet.

Librarians from all five participating libraries replied, although the response rates from 
each institution varied. Eleven respondents did not identify their affiliations (see table 1). 

Most respondents carried leadership responsibilities at their current positions; 14 of them 
were unit heads, and 13 of them were project leaders without an official headship (see table 2). 

About one-third had worked in the field for more than 20 years (see table 3). 
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Majority of those with 20 or more years of working experience were unit heads (see table 4).
Regarding their areas of specialization, respondents could choose multiple areas from 

the list given in the questionnaire. About half of them chose a single area (see table 5).

TABLE 1
Respondents' Affiliations
Library Number of 

Respondents
Library A 4
Library B 9
Library C 2
Library D 5
Library E 6
Not identified 11
Total 37
Note: As the researcher guaranteed anonymity to the 
participating libraries, the staff size in each library 
are not disclosed here because the figures will easily 
reveal the identity of the institutions.

TABLE 3
Years Of Library Working 

Experience
Number of 

Respondents

Fewer than 2 years 1

3–10 years 9

11–20 years 8

More than 20 years 12

Not identified 7

Total 37

TABLE 2
Leadership Roles At Current Position

Number of 
Respondents

Unit heads, with project and 
supervising responsibility

11

Unit heads, with supervising 
responsibility

3

Project leaders with supervising 
responsibility

8

Project leaders with no supervisee 5

No leadership role 3

Not identified 7

Total 37

TABLE 4
Years Of Experience And Leadership Roles

<2 
Years

3–10 
Years

11–20 
Years

>20 
Years

Not 
Identified

Total

Unit heads 1 2 2 9  14
Project leader 
+ Supervisor

3 3 2  8

Project leader  2 3   5
Supervisor      0
None of these  2  1  3
Not identified     7 7
Total 1 9 8 12 7 37

TABLE 5
Professional Areas—Grouped By The Number Of Areas Selected

Number of 
Respondents

One area
Administration 3
Access services (e.g. lending, interlibrary loan) 1
Information services (e.g. reference, information literacy) 7
Research services (e.g. data service, scholarly communication, digital scholarship) 2
Collection services (e.g. acquisitions, cataloguing, collection development) 1
Systems and facilities (e.g. ILS, computing equipment, space management) 3
Others 1 (public relations)

Subtotal 18
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“Information services” was a major area chosen by the respondents (see table 6); those 
who chose “others” described their responsibilities as special projects, user outreach, public 
relations, and marketing.

The survey resulted in 17 Importance Scores, ranging from 3.97 to 4.89; all but one was 
above the “Important” mark (4). The Interest Scores range from 3.78 to 4.44. The scores in bold 
in table 7 are the three highest scores in the corresponding scales (see table 7).

Two areas
Administration + Information services 1
Administration + Collection services 1
Administration + Systems and facilities 1
Access services + Systems and facilities 1
Information services + Research services 2
Research services + Special collections / archives 1

Subtotal 7
Three areas
Access services + Information services + Collection services 1
Access services + Systems and facilities + Others [special projects] 1
Information services + Research services + Collection services 1

Subtotal 3
Four areas
Administration + Access services + Information services + Collection services 1
Information services + Research services + Collection services + Others [outreach] 1
Subtotal 2
Not identified 7

Total 37

TABLE 6
Professional Areas—Overall Count

Number of 
Respondents

Administration 7
Access services (such as lending, interlibrary loan) 5
Information services (such as reference, information literacy) 14
Research services (such as data service, scholarly communication, digital scholarship) 7
Collection services (such as acquisitions, cataloguing, collection development) 6
Systems and facilities (such as ILS, computing equipment, space management) 6
Special collections, archives 1
Others 3
Total 49
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Rankings of Scores
The competencies are ranked in descending order of the two scores (see table 8). The top 3 
important competencies are Communication Skills, Problem Solving, and Decision Making. 

TABLE 7
Importance Scores And Interest Scores Of The 17 Competencies

Cognitive Ability Vision
Importance Interest Importance Interest

Problem Solving 4.78 4.22 Global Thinking 4.25 4.25
Decision Making 4.69 4.08 Creative/Innovative 4.28 4.44
Reflective Thinking 4.42 4.14 Forward Thinking 4.47 4.36
Interpersonal Effectiveness Managerial Effectiveness

Importance Interest Importance Interest
Culturally Competent 4.03 3.78 Manage Change 4.58 4.42
Accountability 4.58 3.86 Resource Management 4.25 3.94
Team Building 4.42 4.31 Strategic Planning 4.47 4.31
Development 3.97 4.00 Collaboration 4.56 4.44
Inspirational/Motivational 4.47 4.19 Flexibility/Adaptability 4.53 4.19
Communication Skills 4.89 4.22

TABLE 8
Competencies Rankings

Importance Scores Ranking Interest Scores Ranking

1 Communication Skills 4.89 1 Creative/Innovative 4.44

2 Problem Solving 4.78 1 Collaboration 4.44

3 Decision Making 4.69 3 Manage Change 4.42

4 Accountability 4.58 4 Forward Thinking 4.36

4 Manage Change 4.58 5 Team Building 4.31

6 Collaboration 4.56 5 Strategic Planning 4.31

7 Flexibility / Adaptability 4.53 7 Global Thinking 4.25

8 Forward Thinking 4.47 8 Problem-Solving 4.22

8 Inspirational / Motivational 4.47 8 Communication Skills 4.22

8 Strategic Planning 4.47 10 Inspirational / Motivational 4.19

11 Reflective Thinking 4.42 10 Flexibility / Adaptability 4.19

11 Team Building 4.42 12 Reflective Thinking 4.14

13 Creative/Innovative 4.28 13 Decision Making 4.08

14 Global Thinking 4.25 14 Development 4.00

14 Resource Management 4.25 15 Resource Management 3.94

16 Culturally Competent 4.03 16 Accountability 3.86

17 Development 3.97 17 Culturally Competent 3.78
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The top 3 that respondents were interested to develop are Creative/Innovative, Collabora-
tion, Manage Change. On a number of occasions, two or more competencies share the same 
ranking positions because they have the same scores.

It is worth noting that the two rankings are considerably different. The top three “Impor-
tant” competencies are under the meta-competencies of Cognitive Abilities and the group of 
Interpersonal Effectiveness; while the top three “Interested” competencies are under the other 
two groups: Vision, and Managerial Effectiveness. Among the top six items in both scales, there 
are only two in common: Collaboration and Manage Change. Apparently, for this group of 
respondents, competencies that they perceive as most important for their work performance 
are not necessarily those to which they aspire the most. In particular, two competencies show 
large contrast in the two ranking positions: Accountability is fourth in the Importance ranking 
but second to last in the Interest ranking; on the contrary, Creative/Innovative is relatively low 
in the Importance ranking, but it is the top in the Interest ranking. Another competency with 
relatively big difference on the two rankings is Decision Making, which is ranked as third in 
Importance, but at the lower end in Interest (see table 9).

TABLE 9
Comparing Ranking Positions In The Two Scales

Importance Interest Difference in 
Rank Positions

Rank 
Position (a)

Score Rank 
Position (b)

Score (a) – (b)

Cognitive Ability
Problem Solving 2 4.78 8 4.22 –6
Decision Making 3 4.69 13 4.08 –10
Reflective Thinking 11 4.42 12 4.14 –1
Interpersonal Effectiveness
Culturally Competent 16 4.03 17 3.78 –1
Accountability 4 4.58 16 3.86 –12
Team Building 11 4.42 5 4.31 +6
Development 17 3.97 14 4.00 +3
Inspirational/Motivational 8 4.47 10 4.19 –2
Communication Skills 1 4.89 8 4.22 –7
Vision
Global Thinking 14 4.25 7 4.25 +7
Creative/Innovative 13 4.28 1 4.44 +12
Forward Thinking 8 4.47 4 4.36 –4
Managerial Effectiveness
Manage Change 4 4.58 3 4.42 +1
Resource Management 14 4.25 15 3.94 –1
Strategic Planning 8 4.47 5 4.31 +3
Collaboration 6 4.56 1 4.44 +5
Flexibility/Adaptability 7 4.53 10 4.19 +3
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The two scales interact to shed light on which competencies are more significant for effec-
tive leadership and leadership development. This can be visualized using a chart contrasting 
the two scores of each competency (see figure 1). 

The chart uses the two scales as coordinates; the 17 competencies fall into four sectors. 
The division lines are determined by the midpoints of the scores on the corresponding scales. 
The figure shows four competencies at an outer rim on the “high ends quadrant”: Collabo-
ration, Manage Change, Problem Solving, and Communication Skills. It also shows another 
group of four competencies in this priority quadrant: Forward Thinking, Strategic Thinking, 
Inspirational/Motivational, Flexibility/Adaptability. This visualization depicts a leadership 
competency profile of the group of respondents; its application will be explored further in 
the discussion section.

Ratings by Respondents Carrying Different Leadership Roles
Unit heads (n = 14) and project leaders (n = 13) rated the competencies differently in both 
scales (see figures 2 and 3).

For each respondent, the sum of all the 17 importance ratings can be taken as an indicator 
of how much the individual values these skills collectively; similarly, the sum of one’s inter-
est ratings on the 17 competencies may indicate an overall interest level of this respondent in 
developing leadership skills. Tabulating these rating summations reveals differences between 
the Unit Head Group and the Project Leader Group (see table 10); the corresponding figures 
for the whole sample are included for comparison.

FIGURE 1
Importance—Interest
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FIGURE 2
Perceived Interest

FIGURE 3
Perceived Importance
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For both Importance perception and overall Interest, the Unit Head Group rated higher 
than the Project Leader Group. This suggests that librarians in titled positions are more con-
cerned with leadership competencies.

Both groups found Communication Skills and Problem Solving highly important; but, 
for their interest to develop, only Collaboration appeared in the top choices of both groups 
(see table 11). 

The Unit Head Group rated Accountability and Flexibility/Adaptability notably higher, 
while their interest to develop Reflective Thinking and Accountability was higher than the 
Project Leader Group (see table 12).

TABLE 12
Scores With More Than 10% Differences Between The Two Groups

 Unit Heads Project Leaders Differences in Points
Importance Scores
Accountability 4.86 4.15 0.71 
Flexibility/Adaptability 4.86 4.15 0.71
Development 4.21 3.69 0.52
Culturally Competent 4.07 3.62 0.45
Global Thinking 4.36 3.92 0.44
Creative/Innovative 4.43 4.00 0.43
Interest Scores
Reflective Thinking 4.43 3.69 0.74
Accountability 4.07 3.46 0.61
Inspirational/Motivational 4.36 3.92 0.44
Resource Management 4.14 3.77 0.37

TABLE 10
Overall Ratings of Unit Heads vs Project Leaders

 Unit Heads Project Leaders All Respondents
Average Total Importance Ratings 77.57 72.77 75.64
Average Total Interest Ratings 71.93 69.00 71.17

TABLE 11
Highly Rated Competencies of the Two Groups

 Unit Heads Project Leaders
Top Important Competencies 
(Score)

Accountability; Flexibility/
Adaptability (4.86)
Communication Skills; 
Problem Solving (4.79)

Communication Skills (5.00)
Manage Change; Problem Solving (4.69)

Top Interested Competencies 
(Score)

Collaboration; Creative/
Innovative (4.50)
Reflective Thinking (4.43)

Manage Change (4.62)
Forward Thinking; Collaboration (4.46)
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The results seem to indicate that, overall, unit heads tend to value leadership competen-
cies more than those project leaders who do not carry an official headship. They specifically 
see the importance of Accountability and Flexibility/Adaptability, on which project leaders 
pay much less attention. The only competency that project leaders rated higher was Com-
munication Skills, although the difference is small.

Additional Leadership Skills Described in Open Comments
Fifteen respondents suggested additional skills that they found important for their work 
performance (see table 13). 

Among them, negotiation, leading by example, and being fair were mentioned twice; 
there were also remarks on traits or attitudes such as forbearance and kindness. Only six 
respondents suggested additional skills they were interested in developing; those skills in-
cluded conflict management, international collaboration, relationship building, meeting and 
time management, succession planning, and skills that can be used to develop employees’ 
talents and engagement. 

TABLE 13
Additional Important Skills

Respondents’ Answers Related Competencies or 
Categories in the Model

Remarks

Negotiation Communication Skills; Collaboration
Lead by example Accountability
Awareness to local legislation, risk 
management, relationship building

Global Thinking; Manage Change; 
Team Building

Motivation, Delegation Inspirational/Motivational; Resource 
Management

Negotiation—When conflicts arise, be 
able to arrive at a compromise that 
satisfies both parties

Communication Skills; Collaboration

Lead by example wherever possible. Accountability
Forbearance Problem-Solving; Flexibility/

Adaptability
Emotional intelligence

Pay fairness to employees Accountability; Inspirational/
Motivational

Kindness, patience, and humility Interpersonal Effectiveness Emotional intelligence
My work does not require me to exhibit 
any leadership skills. 

—

Firm, meticulous, tactful, good memory Managerial Effectiveness Personal management
Project Management Manage Change; Resource 

Management
Openness Flexibility/Adaptability
Approachable and fair Accountability; Inspirational/

Motivational
Coaching and mentoring Development
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Most of these additional skills can be linked to competencies in the LLAMA model. For 
example, “leading by example” is subsumed under Accountability according to the model 
description;46 project management involves knowledge and skills of Manage Change and 
Resource Management. Other additional skills that do not easily fit in the model tend to be 
more trait-like, or relate to self-management skills, such as kindness, meticulousness, and time 
management. Many of these added skills call for emotional intelligence, which is not explic-
itly mentioned in the model. These comments suggest that the model may be lacking certain 
vocabulary that leaders use to describe their leadership responsibilities and experiences. The 
discussion section below will elaborate how adding one meta-competency may complement 
the existing four in the model.

Discussion
The findings of the questionnaire survey capture the perception of academic librarians in 
leadership competencies. The 17 items in the Leadership Competency Model, by definition, 
are all significant attributes and behaviors for leading successfully in libraries. Yet it is to be 
expected that certain competencies are more valuable than others to specific groups of librar-
ians, depending on their situational factors such as organizational context, individuals’ lead-
ership roles, and personal abilities. Using this questionnaire based on the model to highlight 
differentials among the competencies can be one possible entry point for libraries to navigate 
the complexity of leadership capabilities, and hence initiate leadership development planning. 
This discussion section explores the survey findings and their implications in four areas: what 
affects librarians’ interest to develop leadership capacity, different perception on leadership 
skills held by unit heads and other librarians, the leadership competency profile chart to initi-
ate discussion for leadership development, and considering the fifth meta-competency in the 
Competency model.

What drives librarians’ interest in developing leadership skills? On the Importance Scale 
and the Interest Scale, respondents were rating two different perceptions on the competen-
cies. Competencies that librarians find necessary for their work may not be the same as those 
they want or need to improve. One open comment explains the respondent’s thinking when 
she gave her Interest ratings, showing how previous training affects librarians’ interest to 
develop skills: 

“[t]he reason I put neutral on some [of] these is because I have already received 
training on them and don’t feel a really strong need to get more training on them. 
But if I were a person who had never been trained, or only minimally trained on 
them, then I would be more interested.”

Similarly, confidence in or proficiency of one’s skill level may reduce the individual’s 
interest to invest time and resources for further improvement. Librarians who are at a later 
stage of their careers may have less interest to invest in personal development. On the other 
hand, a competency that may not be so important to a librarian’s work at the current moment 
may arouse interest as it is perceived to be an important future skill. Other factors that may 
inhibit interest in continuous learning include the lack of time in one’s busy work life and 
hurdles in applying acquired skills to one’s current roles.47 
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The findings revealed how unit heads perceive leadership competencies differently from 
project leaders without official head titles. This is a clear reminder for libraries to look into 
such differences when planning their leadership development activities. While librarians at 
all ranks should develop their leadership capabilities, the shift in priorities due to differences 
in leadership roles or seniority should not be ignored.

Differentials among competencies can trigger meaningful discussion. The leadership 
competency profile created by plotting the two sets of scores can direct librarians’ attention to 
which fall into the four quarters. Those in the high-importance/high-interest quadrant natu-
rally would become primary targets in leadership development. The rest deserve discussion 
and reflection as well. For example, if a particular competency falls in the high-importance/
low-interest sector, is it because most librarians have already attained high proficiency in that 
area, or are there other reasons that hinder librarians’ motivation to learn this important skill? 
Using the common vocabulary from the Competency model, librarians can start discussions 
on what these competencies mean to their leadership context, their awareness to their own 
strengths and weaknesses, and how to move forward with leadership development. Using 
the Hong Kong sample as an example, libraries may organize discussion among librarians 
along these themes: 

• With reference to the competencies identified as significant, namely Collaboration, 
Manage Change, Problem Solving, and Communication Skills, what do they mean in 
the workplace? What knowledge and skills are involved in them? How can librarians go 
about developing such knowledge and skills? Would libraries make longer-term plans 
to develop staff accordingly?

• Unit heads value Accountability and Adaptability/Flexibility considerably more than 
project leaders do; why is that so? Would project leaders raise their awareness to these 
important skills for their career growth and the library’s succession plan?

• Culturally Competent was not perceived as significant; why is that so? Although most 
professionals in the workforce are ethnic Chinese, university communities have a diverse 
cultural background; does this competency deserve more understanding and more at-
tention?

Last but not least, the survey findings expose some competency descriptors that librar-
ians find important but are absent in the current version of Competency model. What appear 
to be lacking are certain self-management skills, such as time management and emotional 
awareness. The study findings suggest that a fifth meta-competency may be included in the 
model to cover this area. Inspired by the comments in the survey, a Self-Management meta-
competency may include three competencies: Time Management/Organization Skills, Self-
Awareness, and Self-Regulation. To fully develop the domain and description of this idea is 
beyond the scope of this paper, but it warrants further exploration and research, as it should 
be able to fill a perceived gap in the current model.

Limitations
A number of limitations in the design and implementation of this survey should be noted. 
The questionnaire did not assess respondents’ perception of their leadership skill levels. Such 
self-rating may not be accurate, yet it may help bridge the gap between the perceived impor-
tance and interest to develop. Another weakness in the instrument design is that respondents 
might have different understandings of what the competencies encompass, although brief 
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descriptions of each competency were added in the questionnaire. Part of that could be a 
language issue, as most respondents used English as their second language, and their English 
proficiency varied. In addition, many of the competencies may be interpreted differently; for 
example, some respondents might see communication skill as mainly being articulate, while 
others might also consider the ability to listen without judgment. Such individual variations 
might have affected the perception ratings.

Conclusion
Effective leadership involves the interplay of complex sets of capabilities. A better understand-
ing of leadership capabilities is instrumental for all stakeholders in the profession. Library 
graduate programs can use the knowledge to prepare new librarians to develop relevant 
leadership skills and provide frameworks for understanding leadership issues; libraries can 
have better-informed recruitment, leadership development, and succession planning; and 
individual librarians can raise their awareness to one’s own competency level and work to-
ward career growth. The Leadership Competency Model is a helpful framework to provide 
structure for exploration and discussion; although some may find the model insufficient for 
describing leadership comprehensively, it assists but does not limit how libraries and librar-
ians explore their leadership contexts and capabilities.

By soliciting respondents’ ratings on the Importance Scale and the Interest Scale, the 
survey captured librarians’ perceptions on leadership capabilities in numeric terms. Descrip-
tive analysis of the results exposed the subsets of competencies that deserve more attention. 
The results reveal how librarians carrying different leadership roles view these competencies 
differently. The findings can inform academic libraries in their future endeavors for planning 
leadership development strategies.

The survey demonstrated how using the Leadership Competency Model and ratings on 
the two scales can generate scores and rankings that help libraries and librarians to visualize 
and understand their own leadership competency profiles. Librarians from different regions 
and different contexts using the same tool will result in very different ranking tables and their 
own distinctive profiles. They will become useful starting points for designing strategic plans 
for leadership development effort most relevant to their own context.
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Appendix A: Questionnaire
Section 1: Leadership Skills
Below are 17 leadership skills in 4 categories based on the Core Leadership Competency Model 
for Librarians (Ammons-Stephens et al., 2009).
Question 1. How important are these competencies for your work performance? Please read 
the brief explanation of each skill, and give your rating.
[For each skill, respondent rated at this 5-point scale: 
Very Important (5) Important (4) Neutral (3) Unimportant (2) Very Unimportant (1)]

Cognitive Ability
Problem-Solving Solve problem actively, creatively, and holistically
Decision Making Assume responsibility; make sound, timely and transparent decisions
Reflective Thinking Accurately assess shortcomings and assets of the organization; recognize 
and implement opportunities for continuous improvement

Vision
Global Thinking Think beyond the library; consider ideas and issues that impact communi-
ties on a broader scale
Creative/Innovative Think innovatively; encourage new thoughts and experimentation
Forward Thinking Anticipate problems and opportunities; envision consequences; and inspire 
others to think about possibilities

Interpersonal Effectiveness
Culturally Competent Exhibit an awareness of and appreciation for diverse cultures and 
beliefs; foster an environment where all cultures are respected and valued
Accountability Instill trust; assume responsibility for decisions made
Team Building Build effective relationships; actively promote strategic team building
Development Actively seek ways to develop staff
Inspirational / Motivational Inspire individuals to succeed; motivate individuals to actively 
contribute to the library
Communication Skills Actively listen; effectively articulate ideas through verbal and written 
communication; withhold judgment; give and receive constructive feedback

Managerial Effectiveness
Manage Change Build internal and external support for change; work to keep transitions 
running smoothly; demonstrate willingness to take calculated risks
Resource Management Understand cost efficiency and effectiveness; apportion resources 
equitably; assign projects to colleagues appropriately; act with diligence and care
Strategic Planning Identify clear, well-defined outcomes; exhibit planning capabilities for 
short-term and long-term results
Collaboration Build relationships with community groups and constituents; work with others 
where sharing resources would be appropriate
Flexibility / Adaptability Exhibit an open mind; maintain steadiness through difficult situations
Question 2. Please name any other leadership skills you find important for your work per-
formance.
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Question 3. For the same list of skills, how interested are you to improve on them?
[The same 17 items as above are listed. For each skill, respondent rated at this 5-point scale: 
Very Interested (5) Interested (4) Neutral (3) Disinterested (2) Very Disinterested (1)]
Question 4. Please name any other leadership skills you are interested to develop.

Section 2: Your previous experiences in leadership development
Much of our professional learning make us better leaders at work. For this study, leadership 
developmental activities include many forms:
Events or programs on professional expertise or leadership skills, e.g., 

• Training courses, workshops, seminars, etc.
• Conferences, library visits
• Mentorship programs
• Formal feedback exercises
• Action learning 

Workplace learning, e.g.,
• Challenging job assignments 
• Informal mentoring relations 
• Peer sharing 

Question 5. Please recall any developmental activities for yourself that were memorable in 
either a good or bad way. They could be particularly rewarding or disappointing. Describe 
the activities and explain what made them good or bad.

Section 3: Demographics
Question 6. Does your current position carry any of the following responsibilities? (You can 
choose more than one)

 □ Leading a department or a unit
 □ Leading working group(s) or project(s)
 □ Supervising staff
 □ None of these

Question 7. Which is/are your major professional area(s) at your current position? (You can 
choose more than one)

 □ Administration 
 □ Access services (e.g. lending, interlibrary loan)
 □ Information services (e.g. reference, information literacy)
 □ Research services (e.g. data service, scholarly communication, digital scholarship)
 □ Collection services (e.g. acquisitions, cataloguing, collection development)
 □ Systems and facilities (e.g. ILS, computing equipment, space management)
 □ Special collections, archives
 □ Others (please specify) ________________________________________________

Question 8. How many years of experience do you have at your current position? 
 □ Less than 2 years
 □ 3-10 years
 □ 11-20 years
 □ More than 20 years
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Question 9. How many years of experience do you have working in a library? 
 □ Less than 2 years
 □ 3-10 years
 □ 11-20 years
 □ More than 20 years

Question 10. Which university library are you working in? 
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