Glenn Ellen Starr Stilling

Building a better community

Librarians serving on community nonprofit boards of directors

Service is a component of the job expectations and performance appraisal guidelines
in many academic libraries. However, little is known from the literature of academic
librarianship about whether this includes service specifically to the local community. The
closest it has come are articles about librarians serving on the boards of library-related
nonprofits, such as a consortium of libraries or a division of a library association. In this
article, I will present the potential advantages, for both academic librarians and community
nonprofits, of having a librarian on the board of directors. I will draw on my experience
on the board of directors of OASIS, Inc. (Opposing Abuse with Service, Information and
Shelter), a nonprofit agency in my region that serves survivors of intimate partner violence
and sexual violence.

A personal story

Many years ago, I came home one evening after dinner in town, opened my front door,
and found a young woman just inside the door, holding a baby in her arms. She was crying,
and she apologized profusely for being inside my house. She had a bruise below one eye.
We had gotten to know each other awhile back when a UPS package for me had been left
at her house by mistake. I went to her house to pick up the package, and we talked briefly.
She told me about herself and her husband. I told her that I normally left my front door
unlocked; and if packages came to her house by mistake again, she could place them inside
the door.

On this evening, my neighbor said that her husband had hit her, and she was afraid for
herself and her child. I knew about OASIS and their services through two friends who were
board members. I asked her if I could call OASIS and see if they could take her to safety.
She said yes, but she would need to buy some things first. So, I drove her to a store and gave
her cash to buy baby formula and cigarettes. Then I drove to a pay phone, called OASIS,
and asked if I could get the address of the shelter and drive my neighbor there. The OASIS
staff member who answered my call said that the shelter address was confidential, so I would
need to call the sheriffs department. A sheriff’s deputy would meet me at my current loca-
tion and drive the young woman to the shelter. I shared this information with my neighbor,
but she said that she had changed her mind and wanted to go back home. I felt surprise and
confusion, and I feared for her; but I did what she asked me to do.

This experience has remained vivid in my memory for decades. It motivated me to un-
derstand what seemed like contradictions—starting with two questions:
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1. Why do survivors return, often several times, to the person who abused them?
2. Why do survivors choose to remain with the abuser?

Through the conversations and reading that followed this experience, I began to learn
about the intense vulnerabilities people experience when they are victimized by intimate
partner violence and sexual violence. Then, when I joined the OASIS board, I learned even
more as the board and staff worked together to create change for people like my neighbor.

Advantages for librarians

One benefit of serving on a board is meeting performance expectations. A survey of per-
formance appraisal systems in academic libraries conducted in 2013 found that service to
the community was included in the annual evaluation by 203 respondents (67%), in the
evaluation for promotion by 151 respondents (77%), in the evaluation for tenure by 93
respondents (85%), in the post-tenure review by 42 respondents (72%), and in the evalu-
ation for salary adjustments by 29 respondents (56%)."

In addition to helping meet performance appraisal expectations, there are other advan-
tages that nonprofit board service might offer. Some academic institutions have earned the
Carnegie Foundation’s Elective Classification for Community Engagement. When institu-
tions have this designation, there is an expectation for, and encouragement of, everyone on
campus to be involved in service to the community.

Serving on a board can help librarians become better integrated into their community.
OASIS seeks out board members with a range of skills and community connections that
support the agency and its clients, and this might also be true of other nonprofit agencies.
Through board service, I have met community members in the areas of accounting, coun-
seling, health care, industrial-organizational psychology, law enforcement, social work, the
faith community, and more. I might not have met these individuals otherwise. In some cases,
I deepened my connection with people from my university who also served on the board.

Happiness studies shows that people of all ages receive a boost in well-being from vol-
unteering. Volunteering has been found to be intrinsically rewarding, generating a “warm
glow” effect. The boost is stronger for those who volunteer at least once a month (which
might be the usual time commitment for board meetings plus board committee meetings).’

Fellow board members, especially over time, can become friends. These friends would be
people that you look forward to seeing at meetings, you know will be easy to work with on
board tasks, you enjoy learning more about as individuals, and if they asked you to be part
of a project they were working on, your first reaction would be, “Sure!” Simply put, these
friends enrich your life. Sociologist and coach Christine Carter recommends friendships with
people who are part of our community service activities. She writes, “Why not make friends
with the people you volunteer with, so that volunteering becomes built-in social time?”

Thinking about the issues the board is involved in, and helping the agency work toward
solving them, provides distraction from what can become too rigid a focus on work demands.
Task switching has a positive effect that has been documented by research. When we have
several areas in which we regularly complete tasks, and we learn to switch easily from one to
another, we increase our cognitive flexibility and become more adaptable in our thinking.
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Ways We Can Help

OASIS has a philosophy of empowerment, which means every survivor is able to make
the best decisions for themselves if given the support and resource referrals. We never
tell anyone what they need to do. Instead, we help brainstorm ideas and look together
at possibilities. We work closely with other helping agencies and can help survivors
identify the different avenues of support available to them.

Founded in 1978, OASIS, Inc. is dedicated to ending domestic violence and sexual
assault in Watauga and Avery Counties, North Carolina. OASIS works toward

Screenshot of the OASIS homepage.

Advantages for nonprofit agencies

Librarians, through our connections (on campus and elsewhere), can become another way
for the agency to reach people in need. For example, some people who knew I served on
the OASIS board encountered people in need and referred them to OASIS. They told the
people they referred, “I know someone who serves on their board. I hear that the board
and staff work closely and thoughtfully together. You can trust OASIS.” Sometimes people
would ask me questions, such as, “If I did this, or donated that, would it help OASIS?” Or,
“How do I go about getting help with X?” Or, “Does OASIS do Y?” I would check with the
staff to see what the best way to respond was, and then get back to the questioner.

Librarians can provide the agency with additional perspectives on decision-making pro-
cesses and personnel matters. Our perspectives come from our experience in our library and
on our campus. The OASIS board provides guidance to the agency on staff personnel areas
such as salaries, holiday bonuses, contributions to the staff’s retirement plan, procedures
for performance appraisals, and guidelines for vacation and leave time. In addition, just as
libraries do, nonprofits engage in strategic planning to enhance current service areas and
venture into new ones.

Finally, librarians can search for relevant information sources for the agency—if there are
situations when it is needed and if the board and the agency have sufhicient time to use the
additional information. We might suggest, “I can do some database searches to see if my
library has books or articles that might help with this.”
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Considerations for librarians

Think carefully before putting your name forward as a board member. Your motivation needs
to be more than a slight interest in the agency’s work or a need to fulfill a service requirement
for the library. Cynthia Jarboe, in A Guide to Nonprofit Board Success, recommends, “Never
agree to serve an organization if you are not or do not think you can become passionate
about its cause.”® Additionally, learn about the time commitments that board service will
require. These will probably include monthly board meetings and preparation (reading the
materials distributed prior to each board meeting), board committee meetings and prepara-
tion (each board member might also serve on one or more committees), board/staft social
events, and strategic planning sessions, which the agency’s grant funders might require.

There will be times when a good deal of work is needed from board members, perhaps
coinciding with deadlines and demands in other areas of our life. The agency might be facing
a new, complex issue or adjusting to growth in its services. There will also be many stretches
when things are more routine. The same strategies we use to cope with busy periods in our
primary job responsibilities will help with nonprofit board service.

Expect sadness along with service on nonprofit boards in human services. As I learned more
about the challenges faced by the victims OASIS served, I noticed that my sadness required
recovery time. Helen Riess articulates three facets of empathy that can help us understand
the recovery process that we will cycle through. The first facet is emotional empathy (“that
sense that you can feel what other people feel”) as you see, or hear descriptions of, what
people experience. The second facet is cognitive empathy (your “sophisticated neurological
system allows you to observe others hurting and gives you just enough of a taste of the pain
to consider helping them out”). We must be careful, if our library work or another area of
our life exposes us to a good deal of pain and suffering, not to move into compassion fatigue.
The third facet is empathic concern (“the inner motivation that moves people to respond and
express the urge to care about another person’s welfare”). It is “the warm-hearted response
to another’s suffering” and may lead to compassionate acts.”

As I became more experienced as an OASIS board member, and as I followed the example
of the organization’s staff and my fellow board members, I realized that I was spending less
time in the first facet (emotional empathy) and more time in the second facet (cognitive
empathy). As the staff and board worked together to find longer-term solutions for the cli-
ents of OASIS, I also spent more time in the third facet (empathic concern). One thing that
has always made me feel that I have helped has been when the staff and the board celebrate
progress together.

Conclusion

I have found, after serving on the OASIS board both before and since retirement from my
career as an academic librarian, that the benefits are strong and numerous. The best part of
my experience on the board of OASIS has been the shared part. I joined the board hoping
to do something that would make a difference for survivors of intimate partner violence
and sexual violence. I found a way, through board service. I recommend nonprofit board
service to academic librarians—whether or not this service is considered by their library for
performance appraisal. If it is not, librarians could advocate to have it added. For librarians
who join nonprofit boards, as well as for nonprofit agencies and those they serve, I predict
abundant positive outcomes.
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