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LEADERSHIP IN PUBLIC LIBRARIES:  
WHAT CAN WE LEARN FROM EACH OTHER 
 
My name is Elisabeth Aldstedt and since two years back I now work as the 
head of the branch libraries in Stockholm, which means that I work close to 
Inga Lunden, who I know many of you know very well, and Inga is my boss.  
Inga is responsible for the library at large and my part with 36 branch 
libraries is the biggest part of the public library system. There are branch 
libraries all over the city and the daily activities at the libraries is handled 
by my 8 leaders that are responsible for 4-5 branch libraries each. My task 
is to handle common questions, to build sense of community around tasks 
that ought to be held together and to force diversity in those who ought to 
be different. It also contains to have focus on goals and strategies, coach my 
managers, work with change management processes and create a work 
culture that is motivated, creative and with focus on the customer.  
 
I am also responsible for the strategic planning of our new library structure 
plan. This is a plan for the next three years that our political board decided 
on a couple of months ago. Our library structure plan is a plan for where 
and how we shall build new libraries, with what content, with what services 
and in cooperation with whom. Stockholm is a growing city and the vision 
of the city is to become a city of world class which includes public libraries 
of world class. Not only the new libraries should be attractive, efficient and 
accessible but also those who was built in the early sixties and by now has 
grown old and sometimes a bit grey and old fashioned.  
 
Ten years ago I got my first job in public libraries in a medium sized city in 
Sweden. I was astonished by the fact that questions about management and 
leadership where something they neither talked about nor worked with. 
Before I started to work in the public Library I had worked as a head in 
other different activities in the public sector, such as social work, education 
and social planning. They were all activities with more rules and 
regulations and from my experience with greater acceptance for leadership. 
But on the other hand, the fact that I got the job as the head of the public 
library without any education or experience from this sector but with a 
background as head of larger organizations for several years , was a sign of 
the fact  that they were looking for strong and clear leadership and 
someone with a new perspective. At that time it was unusual in Sweden that 
you had a head of the public library that didn´t come from the branch. It´s 
more common today. 
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When I started my job in 2001 none of the managers at the library had ever 
had any education on leadership and management. They worked on how to 
develop different parts of the services, but there were no discussions about 
visions or goals for the library as a whole or the strategies to reach those 
goals. The departments were isolated from each other and each one was 
rather lead by the strongest librarian than by the actual head of that 
department. The discussions about what and how to become better was 
often more based upon what interested the staff than on what the 
customers wanted or needed. And the focus on those who didn´t even use 
the library service was very weak. So at that time there were no business 
intelligence, low interaction with the customers, low focus on the 
organizational culture and behavior and no focus on goals and strategies.   

 
 Ten years has passed and I now work in the largest public library system in 
Sweden. Here and now we definitely have made some progress, but my 
opinion is that questions about management and leadership ought to be 
more in focus and to be seen as important strategic tasks for public 
libraries.  
Public libraries are looking right at the challenge of changing traditional 
services into modern concepts that attracts people today and tomorrow. 
How can we make that change if we don´t have strong, wise and brave 
leaders? Managers who can force the change? And how come that there is 
such weak focus on questions of leadership in public libraries here? I´m 
very interested in hearing what it´s like in other parts of the world. And I 
hope there will be possibilities during these days to hear about your 
experiences and opinions on leadership in public libraries.  
 
The staff in the public libraries in Sweden is generally very homogeneous; 
- women over 55, born and raised in Sweden and with the same type of 
educational background. Many share a political leftwing opinion from the -
68 movement which includes that power is something that should be 
shared and nothing that one single person shall be in a position to hold.  
You can find several strong informal leaders and a quite strong opinion that 
it´s the majorities wishes that you shall follow, which often leads to the 
conclusion that you shall do things the way you´re familiar with. A colleague 
that expresses an opinion that differs can often meet a negative attitude 
from the group witch can lead to that they keep quiet the next time. And 
also to a culture where you feel that you should follow the group more than 
the leader and where consensus is ideal.  
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 So as a manager it requires a lot to start making changes, decisions, 
strategic plans, or in any other way show more of powerful leadership 
because it easily leads to resistance and critical movements.  
I can see a difference between the profession librarian compared to other 
professions I´ve worked with. In libraries you need to pay attention to 
details and to putting things in order, more so than in other professions. 
That means that this essential core stands in conflict with the more chaotic 
situations that changes and bigger development often leads to. And when 
you work with visions and overall planning there is always a lot of details 
that you don’t have the answers to. Something you have to stand, but that 
obviously is more frustrating for a detail oriented organisation. 
 
My starting points around my view on leadership is that you get the formal 
authority and mandate in the position when you get the job as the head in 
the library, but to be able to execute your ideas you must have trust from 
the staff and their wish to follow you and your decisions. It´s easy to see 
how the staff is dependent on the manager, but I think we should focus 
more around the fact that the head also is dependant on the staff. And I 
think that we have to learn a lot about how to get and to keep the trust as a 
leader. Leading people goes both ways, leadership is about creating a 
relationship between you and your employees.  I also think that you have to 
work with leadership on different levels  – both the individual, group and 
organisational levels and to find out how the levels influence each other. 
And there are also aspects that has to do with structure and to do with 
more cultural matters. My opinion is that we all should work more with 
cultural matters in the library organisation. That means for example 
question about values, attitudes, responsibility and roles. It´s not enough to 
work intellectual with facts and knowledge, we do also have to work with 
our emotions, to get to know ourselves , what forces us and what obstruct 
or scares us.  As a leader you use yourself, your strength and your 
weaknesses all the time and if you don´t know how they influence you I 
think it´s much harder to act like a conscious leader and to get an open and 
trustful relation to your staff that makes them want to be lead by you. And if 
you don´t handle your own worries and fears it is hard to stand in front of a 
group of staff and argue for changes that can bring out their emotions. 
  
During the two years I have worked in Stockholm, my colleague Johanna 
and I have worked with thirteen leaders that are responsible for the daily 
services in our 40 libraries. We have planned weekly meetings with themes, 
questions, methods, evaluations etc. in order to help them and us do a 
better job as the brave, smart and wise managers we need to be. 
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We know from the evaluations that our meetings have been appreciated 
and valuable both on the individual and group level regarding to the 
development of a leadership in a more conscious and common way. 
 
Johanna and I have spent quite a lot of time and work on planning both 
what questions and themes we shall work with and also the methods of how 
to work with the subjects. 
We try to find ways to practice a situation before having to face it. For 
example we had a situation some months ago where all the leaders had to 
argue for a decision made on a higher level to centralize all the media 
purchase and build up a special department for this. This was very 
controversial and some of the leaders in our group were skeptical towards 
the decision and especially to the situation where they would have to be 
prepared to meet staff that would be upset. We had a meeting a week 
before they would meet their staff where they practiced in smaller groups 
on each other, one presenting and the others arguing in a way they 
imagined the staff would. The training in how to present the decision and 
how to answer critical questions, and the possibility to learn from each 
other helped them to be more prepared and to feel more at ease to face the 
situation, and we got a better and more similar way to implement the 
decision. 
 
Before we started our salary negotiations last year Johanna and I simulated 
different situations where six typical arguments from our staff on their 
right to get a bigger part of the wage-increase. We wrote down different 
scenarios and the arguments and then our leaders discussed the examples 
until they had a common view upon how to spread the wage-increase. It 
took quite a long time and there were lots of arguing but they managed to 
end in a common decision and the discussion helped them when they later 
were sitting alone in negotiations with their staff. 
 
Another way of working in our group has consisted of a search for good 
leaders and leadership. Everyone had to find a person in any kind of 
business, organization or association to look at and to find out what was 
special, what inspired and what to learn and bring back to our organization. 
We have also searched for changes or developments in other businesses or 
areas that has influence on public libraries. After a meetingwhere we all 
have presented our searches there is a lot of curiosity and energy in the 
room and inspiration to go on and learn more.  
 
Right now the leaders are studying each others when they lead their own 
staff meetings. The shadowing colleague is especially studying how plain 
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and clear the leading appears something that we have identified that we 
need to work harder with. This kind of shadowing is also training on giving 
and receiving feedback, something that you can learn a lot from. 
 
In every weekly meeting we have one part reserved for the dilemma of the 
day. That´s an opportunity for anyone who wants to discuss something that 
is pressing or frustrating. It was hard in the beginning to get everyone 
involved in this kind of more personal tasks, but now this is one of the most 
appreciated parts of our meetings. Those dilemmas has put the group 
members closer together, they get a lot of help from each other and it helps 
not to feel alone but to share individual dilemmas which often develops into 
common challenges. So we are working with experienced based learning 
and dealing with organizational realities. We are trying to create a 
leadership community that is safe, transparent, and based on feedback and 
learning. We try to identify the characteristics of the leadership that we 
need in order to deliver result and develop the organization. We also try to 
develop a common ground and language so we can help each other and the 
organization to reach higher performance.  
The focus on the organizational culture that we, as leaders, actually are 
leading is an important aspect on trying to form the behavior, attitude, 
norms within the organization and the individual person/employee.  
 
I don´t know any other public library in Sweden or in the Nordic countries 
that works in a similar way with developing the leadership and I´m very 
interested in hearing about experiences and discussions about leadership 
from your organizations. 
 
  
  
 


