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ABSTRACT 

Academic libraries are not immune to conflict; various important external and internal 

factors underlie conflict. Change, both external and internal, leads to interpersonal 

conflict amongst librarians which is caused by differing goals, policies, rules and 

decisions. Technology has been the major change in the digital era and academic 

libraries embarking on meeting the needs of the users have to manage change. It is 

important to understand how change evolves in order to manage it and the faster the 

change, the more conflict can be expected. 

The main purpose of this study is to investigate change and conflict in library and 

information services. The study collected data from two selected academic libraries - 

Fort Hare and Walter Sisulu. The reason for this choice is that the two libraries are from 

the Eastern Border region and strategically located to serve the deep rural and poverty-

stricken communities. Both libraries are from merged institutions, under-developed and 

faced with change and conflict. 

Data was gathered by means of a literature study and face-to-face, semi-structured 

interviews with six participants in each library: two librarians in senior, two middle 

management and two librarians occupying lower level positions. Purposive sampling 

was used to select participants who fit the criteria and who could contribute to the study. 

The findings reveal that library staff experience stress and conflict because of external 

and internal factors of change impacting the academic environment. The study 

generated important findings which are capable of guiding academic library 

management on how to manage change effectively in the „new‟ electronic environment. 

The findings show that understanding conflict also equips management with strategies 

and techniques to manage conflict effectively. This study offers valuable insights into 

the lived conflict experiences and perceptions of librarians and sheds much light on the 

role of conflict management in these environments. This study will contribute to the 

management of conflict in information services in university libraries and will be an 

innovative application of conflict theory to the library discipline.  
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CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION 

“There is struggle by librarians to cope with the dynamic changes brought by 

technology. If we look around, change and transformation is happening very fast, it is an 

era in which information specialists do or die” (South African Online User Group 2003: 

4).   

1.1. Background to the study 

The advent of the Internet was the beginning of the global network which is today's 

ultimate platform for disseminating information globally. The Internet way has created 

an information society which has impacted on the economic, political, social, cultural, 

scientific, medical, educational and technological arenas (Moss 2012: 1). The 

information and knowledge society (since information is one of the component parts of 

knowledge) creates wealth through the utilisation of knowledge and the understanding 

of it. Therefore, the digital era is regarded as the dawn of the information society 

(Karvalics 2007:7). Understanding the digital era in terms of a „revolution‟ or upheaval 

will help to ensure that institutions build sustainable socio-economic relationships with 

technology and the advanced knowledge that technology helps to create (South African 

Online User Group [SAOUG] 2003: 4). 

In academic libraries information communication technology has changed the manner in 

which these libraries operate. The academic library is an integral part of the university 

and its role is to serve the teaching, learning and research needs of the staff and 

students (SAOUG 2003: 3). The academic library, as the face of academia, is changing 

as the student and faculty populations become more diverse. Change cannot be 

avoided, because it impacts all libraries‟ activities (Lo 2008: 46). In the networked online 

environment academic libraries are faced with the challenges of using all forms of digital 

and telecommunication technologies as well as finding new ways and means to provide 

feasible forms of collections, services and access to library materials (Chaudhry, Majid 

& Logan 2002: 2).  
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Change can have a positive impact and can result in innovation and provide 

opportunities for success. If change is under-managed, it can become stressful and can 

create tension among employees (Nussbaumer & Merkley 2010: 684). Change can 

result in conflict and impacts significantly on the librarians and their interactions (Singh 

2009: 311). For example, inter-group conflict may arise in situations where conflicting 

goals, task dependency, different work orientations, competition for limited resources, 

and competitive performance appraisals exist. Once conflict has surfaced, it goes 

through certain stages, covering a wide range of behaviours, such as accommodating 

or avoiding it. Change and conflict can occur within and among academic library groups 

(Singh 2009: 311). 

Central to the examination of conflict is human interaction and what connects librarians, 

as well as the impact that these connections have on the outcomes of the parties 

involved. Conflict can be triggered by internal and external factors (Pandya & Pandya 

2010: 136). These factors may include a change in staff such as the appointment of a 

new information librarian or head of the library, or the introduction of new goals and 

technologies. Other factors can include an increase in students and staff members and 

changes in scholarly communications.   

French and Bell (1995: 197) opined that, when there is tension, conflict or competition 

among groups, some very predictable things happen, for example, each group sees the 

other as an „enemy‟ rather than as a neutral object; interaction and communication 

between the two groups decreases and each group begins to prize itself and its 

products more positively, and to denigrate the other group and its products. Under 

certain circumstances one group may commit acts of sabotage (of various kinds) 

against one of the other groups. Most people are aware of the existence of considerable 

intergroup conflict in organisations, and are aware of the patterns of behaviour of 

groups in conflict. Few people, however, know of ways to alleviate the conflict and to 

avoid its consequences (French & Bell: 1995:197). 

Although conflict can be a positive force for change, in reality the impact of conflict is 

mostly perceived as negative. Adomi and Anie (2006: 525) point out that conflict is not 
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necessarily a bad thing because, if properly managed, it can be a creative force for the 

organisation and individual. On the other hand, conflict can create difficult and tense 

working environments in which colleagues find it difficult to cooperate with one another. 

To enhance organisational learning and effectiveness, affective or relationship conflict 

should be minimised while a moderate amount of task conflict should be maintained by 

altering the source of conflict (Chaudhry, Sajjad & Khan 2011: 3549). 

The present study focuses on change and conflict in the information services of 

academic libraries. There is a correlation between change and conflict, i.e. the faster the 

change, the more conflict can be expected (Mcknight n.d.: 1). Conflict can spread 

rapidly among individuals within organisations and the negative outcome could have a 

strong influence on the parties involved if it is not managed effectively. 

1.2 Problem statement 

Every facet of the library in the digital era is affected by change which includes 

operations of the service, technologies, work processes and the organisational 

structure. Often the change can cause conflict at different levels of the organisation and 

has serious implications for library and information services (LIS) (Edwards & Walton 

2000:35). As previously mentioned, the main objective of this research study is to 

explore change and conflict in academic libraries. 

There are several dimensions that cause conflict in academic libraries. Okoye, Imo and 

Igbo (2011: 1) suggest that any factor that creates dissatisfaction can increase the 

chances of conflict among librarians and this may include a struggle for resources, 

struggle for power or recognition, ignorance, pride and fear. Conflict has root causes 

and structural causes that are evident in the presence of librarians‟ practices, policies 

and structures as well as unsatisfactory library economic pressures (Okoye et al. 2011: 

1). 

According to Nussbaumer and Merkley (2010:684), conflict also arises as a result of a 

lack of processes and procedures and this creates uncertainty, resistance and a lack of 

trust within LIS. In the digital era, libraries are faced with fast-paced technology which 
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calls for them to be flexible and adapt to new technologies to be able to move with the 

times. All these turbulent changes lead to conflicts which can impact negatively on the 

performance and success of the librarians and services. Therefore, managing conflict 

as a result of transition in processes and service operations is critical to transformative 

change (Nussbaumer & Merkley 2010: 684).   

Against this backdrop, the study focuses on exploring the management of conflict in two 

selected academic libraries. In response to this problem, the study investigated changes 

that cause conflicts, endeavoured to effect an understanding of the roots of conflict and 

proposed strategies and techniques to manage conflict effectively. 

1.2.1 Aim and objectives of the study 

The primary aim of this study was to investigate change and conflict in the information 

services of academic libraries. 

1.2.2 Primary objective 

The primary objective of this study was to investigate change and conflict in information 

services of academic libraries. 

1.2.3 Secondary objectives 

To achieve the primary objective, the secondary objectives were to:  

 provide an extensive literature review regarding change in academic libraries 

and strategies of conflict management; 

 describe the challenges faced by academic libraries in the digital era; 

 investigate the nature and the causes of conflict in academic libraries and; 

 make recommendations to equip library management with strategies and 

techniques to manage conflict effectively. 
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1.3 Research question 

This study sought to answer the following question: 

What strategies and techniques can be utilised to manage conflict effectively in the 

academic libraries? 

1.4 Methodological overview 

A qualitative research approach, a method appropriate for this study since it sought to 

explore change and conflict in academic libraries, was used. Leedy and Ormrod (2005: 

134) report that in qualitative research the purpose of interpretation is to enable the 

researcher to gain new insights into a particular phenomenon, develop new concepts or 

theoretical perspectives about the phenomenon and discover problems that exist within 

the phenomenon. Thus, the advantage of qualitative research is its ability to provide 

complex textual descriptions of how people experience a given research issue. It 

provides information about the „human‟ side of an issue which often includes 

contradictory behaviours, beliefs, opinions, emotions and relationships of individuals 

(Family Health International n. d.: 1). 

The study relied on the data collection methods of semi-structured interviews and a 

literature/theoretical review.  The literature review was conducted using academic 

publications (books and journals), theories of conflict, official reports (strategic plans, 

policies, organisational structure models) and current trends in LIS. This assisted the 

researcher in developing questions that were used in the semi-structured interviews. 

The study made use of documents, namely documents relating to current practices, 

policies, strategic plans and organisational structure models which pertain to academic 

libraries. These documents assisted the researcher to gain new insights about each 

library. The researcher thus made use of both primary and secondary data. 

This study investigated a problem that is not well researched in information services. An 

exploratory approach was adopted because investigating how conflict is managed in 

academic libraries is a new and under-researched phenomenon. The purpose of the 

exploratory research was thus the development and clarification of ideas and the 
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formulation of questions and hypotheses for more precise investigation later (Struwig & 

Stead 2001: 7).  

Data was collected from selected libraries, namely, Fort Hare and Walter Sisulu 

Universities. In this study the participants were purposively selected because both 

libraries are from merged institutions and participants were able to answer the 

researcher‟s questions. In addition, the selected libraries were purposively sampled 

because they are from the Eastern Border region and strategically located to serve the 

deep rural and poverty-stricken communities. The choice of this region is appropriate as 

in the case of any other organisation, librarians as employees experience conflict while 

working in groups. Therefore, librarians fit the criteria of desirable participants. Six 

librarians from each university were selected for this study in order to understand the 

perceptions of the participants on change and conflict in their information services 

section.  In this qualitative study, 12 participants in total were interviewed until data 

saturation was reached. 

1.5 Contribution of the study 

This study contributes to the management of conflict in information services in university 

libraries. It is an innovative application of knowledge to the library discipline. The 

significance of choosing change and conflict is that individuals are the main element in 

any organisation and without them organisations cannot exist (Osa 2003: 380). From 

the literature it became clear that there is scarcity of research on the subject of conflict 

in the university library environment. Edwards and Walton (2000: 35) report that little 

has been published in the library literature on the subject of conflict, and the hypothesis 

is that this is related to librarians‟ reluctance to deal openly with conflict. This study 

focused on librarians‟ lived experiences about change and conflict. 

The findings of this study provide guidance to librarians on how to make sense of these 

lived experiences about change and conflict. The study also generates new knowledge 

of conflict for the library information services in South Africa. The findings provide 

guidance to university libraries on how to manage change effectively in the electronic 

environment and also equip library management with strategies and techniques to 
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manage conflict effectively. Change and conflict are sensitive issues but have an 

influence on organisational success and therefore need effective management. 

1.6 Ethical considerations 

Conflict is a very sensitive issue and before embarking on the interviews with the 

selected participants, the researcher ensured that the participants voluntarily agreed to 

take part in the research (Struwig & Stead 2001). The researcher used information from 

the official reports, policies and organisational structure of the libraries being studied. 

This means that the participants had to be informed of the procedure to be followed 

during the research and permission had to be obtained by the researcher from the 

NMMU Ethics Committee to conduct the research (Mouton 2001: 245). The nature of 

the research was explained to the interviewees prior to their participation in the study. 

The researcher provided clarity regarding the type of interview questions to be asked 

and confirmed that participants‟ anonymity would be safe-guarded.  

The researcher obtained ethics approval in terms of the Ethics Policies and Procedures 

of the NMMU. 

1.7  Dissemination of the findings 

The findings of this research study are presented in the form of a treatise in the library 

at the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University (NMMU). The research findings will also 

be disseminated to the selected university libraries. The recommendations may assist 

the institutions in their current and future plans, predominantly for change and conflict 

management strategies. 

1.8 Concepts defined 

The following concepts relevant to the study are defined to ensure that they are 

understood in the context of the study. These will be explained in more detail in later 

chapters. 
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1.8.1 Academic librarian  

Academic librarians may also be known as subject librarians and they manage, 

organise, evaluate  and provide enriched information resources in all formats and help 

students, faculty and other users more efficiently and effectively (Sharma 2009: 30). 

1.8.2 Academic library 

An academic library is a library that is attached to tertiary institutions such as 

universities, colleges of education, colleges of technology and also research institutes 

(Abubakar 2011: 2). 

1.8.3 Change 

Robbins and Coulture (1999: 380) define change as any alterations in people, structure 

or technology.  Change involves moving from the current state of things, the status quo, 

to a new state of things (Smith 2005: 1). It is therefore a process of moving from what is 

known to the unknown. 

1.8.4 Conflict 

“Conflict means perceived divergence of interest, a belief that the parties‟ current 

aspirations are incompatible” (Pruitt & Kim 2004: 7). 

1.8.5 Conflict management 

According to Snodgrass (2005: 49), “conflict management like the associated term 

„conflict regulation‟, is used to cover the whole gamut of positive conflict handling. It 

implies understanding that conflict is never resolved but needs to be managed as a 

process on an ongoing basis”. 

1.8.6 Digital and virtual libraries 

Throughout the literature the terms virtual and digital are used interchangeably to mean 

the same things.  The South African Online User Group [SAOUG] 2003: 3) defines 

libraries as a set of electronic resources and associated technical capabilities for 



9 
 

creating, searching for and using information. In this sense they are an extension and 

enhancement of information storage and retrieval systems that manipulate digital 

information in any medium and exist in distributive networks.   

1.8.7 Digitisation 

The Department of Arts and Culture (DAC) and the National Council for Library and 

Information Services (NCLIS) (2009: xiii) define digitisation as “the conversion of 

images, characters or sounds to digital codes so that the information may be processed 

or stored by a computer”. 

1.8.8 Information communication technology (ICT) 

Adeyoyin (2005:2) defines ICT as “the acquisition, processing, storage and 

dissemination of information by means of computers and other telecommunication 

equipment.” 

1.8.9 Information society 

A people-centred, inclusive and development-oriented society where everyone can 

create, access, utilise and share information and knowledge, enabling individuals, 

communities and people to achieve their full potential in promoting their sustainable 

development and improving their quality of life (Department of Arts and Culture [DAC] & 

National Council for Library and Information Science [NCLIS] 2009: xiv). 

1.9 Chapter outline 

The study has five chapters which are summarised as follows: 

Chapter One: Introduction 

The introductory chapter explains the background and rationale for the study as well as 

the problem statement and the objectives of the study. 
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Chapter Two: Theoretical review 

This chapter reviews the related literature research to describe change and conflict in 

academic libraries. The literature study provides an overview of conflict and conflict 

management strategies and techniques. 

Chapter Three: Research methodology 

This chapter examines the research methodology and design utilised during this 

research. It highlights the reasons for adopting a particular approach and design and 

also provides an outline of the sampling procedures, data collection techniques and 

analysis. 

Chapter Four: Research findings 

This chapter presents the research findings and provides an analysis and interpretation 

of the findings. 

Chapter Five: Conclusions and recommendations 

Chapter five serves as the conclusion of the study and presents the recommendations 

based on the findings. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

“Library workers must deal with constantly changing technology, shrinking budgets, 

outsourcing, excessive workload, and burnout, all of which can precipitate internal 

stress and conflict” (Pantry 2007:1). 

2.1 Introduction 

Several books, journals and Internet sources have been consulted in order to offer the 

reader a clear understanding of change in academic libraries and the management of 

conflict in such settings. The theoretical review assists with the interpretation of the 

researcher‟s findings and aid in tying the findings of the study to that which has 

preceded it (Leedy & Ormrod 2001: 70). In addition, the theoretical review provides an 

overview of the sources the researcher has consulted and demonstrates to the reader 

how the research fits into the larger field of the study.  

Before the advent of information and communication technology (ICT), academic 

libraries were the sole custodians of information, which was mainly in print. They have 

now become information centres or learning resources centres in which the library 

professionals perform as information professionals. A well-established library is 

essential for any academic institution. As a focal point for teaching, learning and 

research, it is expected to provide standard information resources but is no longer 

considered a union of books, reader and staff or a storehouse of knowledge.  In the age 

of information, libraries have expanded their functions and activities to meet the needs 

of their users (Mallapur & Naik 2009: 1). 

Pugh (2000:2) is of the opinion that the on-going changes the library and information 

services face are of an unknown and unpredictable nature. He states that it is 

impossible for library managers to predict future trends accurately. He feels traditional 

change management techniques are inadequate to deal with the changing environment 

and that under these conditions it is crucial that libraries make optimal use of the entire 

workforce. It is also important that customer service be given top priority. In addition, it 
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is essential that flexible organisational structures be created where workloads and 

responsibilities are shared and trust and cooperation are the norm rather than control. 

For academic library and information services to prevail under these changing 

conditions, real leadership and real changes in management styles and organisational 

structures are necessary. 

With this in mind, the theoretical review starts by describing the advent of information 

communication technology which has led to dramatic changes. These changes 

generate challenges that have led to conflict in academic libraries in the digital era. 

Moreover, in times of change, misunderstandings and miscommunications increase 

conflict. The chapter concludes with an exploration of the theories on managing change 

and conflict management strategies that can be utilised by the library management.  

2.2 External and internal factors leading to change in the digital era 

This section discusses external and internal factors leading to change. In the digital era, 

the focus is on customisation and personalisation of information. For this reason, library 

and information professionals should have a sound understanding of the philosophy of 

library and information science, its theoretical foundations and best practices (Singh 

2009: 311). In addition, Nakhoda, Alidousti and Fadaie (2011:191) highlight the fact that 

academic libraries are faced with issues and pressures from their internal and external 

environments which make it essential for them to respond to these and implement the 

necessary changes.  

2.2.1 External factors leading to change 

There are external factors that trigger challenges of change. These external influences 

have changed the ways that services are rendered in the libraries. The complex, 

dynamic and competitive nature of libraries requires that libraries cannot remain stable 

for long as constant change external to organisations requires constant change within 

(Lombard & Crafford 2003: 42). According to Pandya and Pandya (2010: 135), 

academic libraries are undergoing change in order to stay current and competitive in 

their areas of operation. This is due, firstly, to globalisation and, secondly, to growing 
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competition in the higher education sector. As a result, conflict arises due to these 

changes in academic libraries. 

2.2.1.1 Globalisation 

Globalisation is described as the increasing integration of today‟s world, resulting from 

the revolution in communication technology and the progressive lowering of trade 

barriers.  From the library perspective, as access to information becomes easier and 

less expensive, the skills and competencies relating to the selection and efficient use of 

information become more crucial than ever (Houghton & Sheehan 2000: 11). The 

globalisation of human activities increasingly leads to interactions across continents, 

countries and cultures. Technological tools connect institutions, nations, continents and 

integrate resources and services. Terms like global villages, global communities and 

global networks have all become fashionable (Pandya & Pandya 2010: 135). 

Without a doubt, the globalisation of information means that access to information is not 

limited by what is available in the local collection. In academic libraries, the librarian is 

no longer the primary „gatekeeper‟ or guide to information. The information revolution 

and availability of a wide range of information on the Web have created new challenges 

to the traditional professional ethics of librarianship (Salman & Olanrewaju n.d.: 4). 

Hence, the SAOUG (2003: 4) are of the view that there is a very real struggle by 

librarians to cope with the dynamic changes brought about by technology. For the 

information professional, the challenge is how to exploit the potentials of information 

technology (IT) in order to access information on a global scale. This is significant in 

academic libraries because of the on-going dissemination of new knowledge.   

Finally, accessing information on a global scale brings with it the additional 

responsibilities of obtaining information that is abundantly available and critically 

relevant to end-users. This is vital in the academic libraries delivering services in hybrid 

environments (Pandya & Pandya 2010: 135). Information Technology (IT) has 

significantly contributed to globalisation and the amount of information available to 

libraries. Academic libraries and librarians have conflicting views relating to which 

information should be digitised in order to preserve access and share with library users. 
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As has been noted, information communication technology (ICT) has changed the 

traditional methods of library activities and services, providing new dimensions for 

teaching, learning and research in higher educational institutions (Mallapur & Naik 2009: 

1). 

2.2.1.2 The changing educational environment 

Each of the 23 universities in South Africa has a university library or academic 

information service, the purpose of which is to support teaching, learning and research. 

Their services are aligned with the mission and goals of the institution, but all of them 

experience, in different degrees, an environment that imposes particular challenges 

which have led to current trends. Such trends are the transformation of higher 

education, the increased use of and demand for ICT in teaching and learning, the drive 

towards quality assurance, changing education practices and concern about the 

employability of their graduates (Department of Arts and Culture [DAC] & National 

Council for Library and Information Service [NCLIS] 2009: 31). 

The changing educational environment is mainly coloured by dramatic increases in 

student numbers, greater diversity among the student population, the introduction of 

new student-centred teaching and learning methods and continued financial limitations 

coupled with demands for more value for money. In this environment, library and 

information services have become more central to the teaching, learning and research 

activity of higher education institutions (HEIs) as greater emphasis is placed on the 

value of access to information resources which themselves are increasingly diverse 

(Edwards & Walton 2000: 37). 

Moreover, it is mainly those people in academic institutions, specialised libraries, and 

public and government libraries in urban areas that have exposure to digital libraries 

and their operation. Users no longer have to contend with the limitations of library hours, 

and some librarians struggle to cope with the dynamic changes brought about by 

technology. For example, students as clients cannot be left to struggle on their own; 

librarians need to be pro-active and work with them to build an alliance. Librarians need 
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to equip their clients with skills that will make them confident enough to return to the 

library (SAOUG 2003: 4).   

According to the ACRL Research Planning Review (2012:311), people want access to 

information, social media and other networks any time or anywhere, which includes new 

education paradigms such as online and hybrid learning and cloud-based technologies. 

Similarly, conflict arises when users demand access to the library computers for social 

networking. The librarians maintain that the sole mandate of the library computers is 

strictly for academic research purposes. 

2.2.1.3 Information communication technology (ICT) 

Recent changes in computer and communication technologies, especially the 

introduction and development of the Internet and its associated Web technologies, have 

significantly influenced both the ways libraries provide information services to their 

users and the way users choose to access information (Ganguly & Pandey 2010: 161).   

New technologies are affecting the way information service performs its duties because 

technology is changing user expectations (Osa 2003: 38). This means that librarians 

need to become actively acquainted with this new technology. Surprisingly, the advent 

of Web-enabled information resources, such as e-journals, e-books and e-reference 

sources and their access through networks has taken the library to the users.  Instead 

of the users coming to the library, “a significant amount of information acquisition is now 

taking place beyond the four walls of the library” (Mallapur & Naik 2009: 1).   

Naturally, library staff have to work continually in an electronic environment. Having 

better and more technology remains one of the factors in the ways that they manage 

their jobs. As new technologies evolve, library operations are changing rapidly and 

librarians need to adapt to new plans, tasks and activities. Librarians are in constant 

conflict when they have to choose between purchasing electronic or print resources 

since some users prefer e-resources while others are more comfortable with print 

resources (Mallapur & Naik 2009: 1). 
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2.2.1.4 Economic pressures 

Academic libraries are not immune from economic pressures. Increasing inflation in the 

prices of scholarly materials, the explosion of new content in multiple formats, rising 

demands for new services and decreasing budgets place demands on librarians. The 

librarians are also in conflicting roles as they have to think differently about the roles 

within the academy and to develop new models to perform them. Precisely at the same 

time that libraries are facing these pressures, librarians have to develop models for the 

delivery of information content and information instruction as well as the use of 

technology for teaching, learning and student engagement (Kaufman 2005:9). 

Obviously, librarians will have to possess characteristics of openness, friendliness, 

flexibility, patience, personal attention to users, communication ability and subject 

knowledge (Unhaga 2009: 199). Given these facts, the survival of academic libraries in 

the information age is therefore dependent not only on an ability to adapt and respond 

to the challenges ahead, but to do this quickly. Equally important, changes can be 

envisaged internally in different parts of academic libraries (Garrod 1999: 188).  

2.2.2 Internal factors leading to change 

Factors that drive change may be internal or external to the environment and 

innovations may be introduced at any level in the organisational structure. Just as 

academic libraries have to cope with changes brought about by external factors, there 

are also internal factors which impact on change processes. Librarians are required to 

re-evaluate the values and norms of their profession and adapt accordingly. It is 

suggested that what needs to change is the way in which these values are translated 

into operation in the era of electronic service provision (SAOUG 2003: 2). So much 

more is now required, such as how the new technology works, how to evaluate 

information and how to train and teach users. Librarians are no longer just there to issue 

books without knowing anything of the content. Information professionals are seen as 

part of the solution and as contributing to quality education.   
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In conclusion, the changing role of librarians in the knowledge era provides an 

information identification service and involves new means of preservation of resources. 

Conflict arises when information professionals are required to re-evaluate their roles in 

terms of how they contribute to the management of information and technology in the 

knowledge age (Omekwu 2006: 859). Additionally, successful change in academic 

libraries requires structures that meet the needs of the organisational strategic direction 

(Lombard & Crafford 2003: 42).   

2.2.2.1 Organisational structure 

The organisational structure of the library has evolved from a traditional hierarchical 

model to a completely flat structure. The flat model reflects the organisational culture of 

„we all do the same thing‟ and there are no clear lines of responsibility or accountability. 

It is important to create a clear reporting structure and to organise the operational 

requirements of the library based on service (Nussbaumer & Merkley 2010: 682). For 

instance, the flattening of the library hierarchy will enable the library to cope with the 

new duties without dramatically changing the administrative manpower organisation of 

the library. In this manner, a new model of organisational leadership could be developed 

to respond to and encourage environmental changes. Libraries should change from a 

bureaucratic form based upon hierarchy to a new form of organisation that has the 

value chain as its relatively fluid foundation as well as structure (Lo 2008: 60). 

Managers have a natural tendency to maintain the status quo. They would instinctively 

fall back on models and practices that worked in the past. The volatile nature and 

unpredictability of information services are forcing managers to adopt new management 

styles. People are beginning to realise that the bureaucratic way of management is 

becoming outdated and that change will be more effectively achieved through 

education, sharing, motivation, teamwork and coaching (Smith 2005: 10). 

Franks (2012:106) adds that another issue of change and conflict in the academic 

library revolves around funding cuts and restructuring and needs to be handled carefully 

as such processes often remove middle management positions which reduce the 

number of opportunities for older workers who have given many years to the profession. 
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Besides, libraries are facing constant changes leading to conflict, greater demands for 

accountability, higher levels of performance and grappling with funding (Smith 2005: 

10).  

2.2.2.2 Funding  

In an information age, state-of-the-art infrastructure buildings, computing, robust 

networks, vast collections, information resources and expert assistance are paramount 

to improve library services and these all call for funding (Williamson 2008:35). The cost 

of running them is constantly increasing and the demands for developing additional 

resources and facilities and rendering services are also continually growing. In South 

Africa, academic libraries are subsidised by the government but the government is now 

faced with increasing costs of health care, law enforcement and school education and is 

unwilling to provide the level of funding that academic libraries require (Pandya & 

Pandya 2010: 134).   

According to Sharma (2009: 231), education in South Africa, like in many other African 

countries, is predominantly funded by the government. Additionally, the needs of 

students and faculty have increased since the introduction of technology in libraries but 

the governments of all the countries in the region have failed in fully supporting these 

needs.  Meanwhile, continual high inflation in the prices of scholarly materials and 

decreasing budgets put pressure on library and information services (Kaufman 2005:5). 

In fact, libraries and academic librarians are in constant conflict due to funding cuts by 

the university management. 

2.3 Conflict in academic libraries 

This section discusses conflict as a by-product of change in libraries. Essentially, 

everything in and around the academic library is changing: services, technologies, 

organisational structures and the nature of work. Invariably the powerful effect of these 

changes causes conflict on different scales and levels and has serious implications for 

library and information services (Edwards & Walton 2000: 35). Besides, whenever 
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human beings interact, conflict is bound to occur because individual values, goals, and 

aspirations differ, both among individuals and over time (Chaudhry et al. 2011: 3549).   

Similarly, when the conflict level is too high (i.e. when it is dysfunctional), performance 

suffers.  Innovation and change may become unmanageable and the organisation may 

not adapt to change in its environment (Iravo 2011: 48). As mentioned earlier, change 

invariably brings conflict, often accompanied by the notion that conflict is destructive 

and negative. But, as the literature on conflict indicates, certain types of conflict can be 

positive. The literature also warns that conflict should not be viewed as an evil to be 

avoided (Krautter, 2013: 9; Hotepo, Asokere, Abdul-Azeez & Ajemunigbohun 2010: 1).  

2.3.1 Conflict and Change 

Anstey (2006: 5) defines conflict as “a struggle over values and claims to scarce status, 

power and resources in which the aims of the opponents are to neutralise, injure or 

eliminate their rivals”. Conflict does not only lead to ever-changing relations within the 

existing social structure, but the total social system undergoes transformation through 

conflict. Conflict not only generates new norms and new institutions, it may also be 

stimulating in the economic and technological realm. A social system implies an 

allocation of power as well as wealth and status positions among individual actors and 

sub-groups (Coser 1957: 198). In any given conflict or dispute the parties have different 

sources of power. In the library, power can be status, information, resources, authority 

or expertise. Thus, conflict occurs because librarians might have positional, personal, 

situational or reward power. 

Fati (2010: 1) is of the opinion that conflict is a natural phenomenon which could occur 

in any inter- or intra-personal relationship. Conflict could occur for various reasons, 

based on interests, needs, values and issues. It is a natural disagreement among 

individuals or groups with diverse attitudes, beliefs and needs. It can also originate from 

past rivalries and personality differences.  

But unfortunately for many people the term „conflict‟ has only a negative connotation, so 

much so that they seek to suppress conflict, and give little or no attention to its more 
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positive side. Similarly, the absence of conflict may indicate autocracy, uniformity, 

stagnation and mental fixity. However, the presence of conflict maybe indicative of 

democracy, diversity, growth and self- actualisation (Hotepo et al. 2010: 1). 

Change and conflict are linked and conflict is inevitable because of the changing nature 

of work in academic libraries. The challenges of change, both external and internal, put 

pressure on academic libraries and lead to conflict. In addition, libraries are vulnerable 

to stress from internal and external sources. Academic libraries have to deal with 

constantly changing technology, shrinking budgets, sharing of resources, excessive 

workload and burnout, all of which lead to internal stress and conflict (Pantry 2007:1).   

Academic libraries are organisations that are prone to conflict which occurs on a daily 

basis. There are many sources of conflict, which include disputes between staff and 

management, between the library and vendors, among users (clients) and between 

clients and library staff. The library managers are repeatedly required to address both 

serious and minor concerns (Lorenzen 2006: 6). Adomi and Anie (2006: 520) confirm 

the fact that conflict is an integral part of library work life, just as it is an essential aspect 

of all other organisations. Almost every LIS staff member has had some personal 

experience with conflict situations, either as a member of the senior or junior staff in the 

library.   

2.3.2 Causes of conflict 

Academic libraries, like all businesses and organisations are set up for conflict. That is 

because in any organisation there is a limited amount of resources, money, promotion 

opportunities and bonuses. People in the organisation compete with one another for 

these limited resources. Although this may sound unhealthy, it is not necessarily always 

negative because internal competition is a ruthless way of discovering where the real 

talent is to enable the organisation to allocate its scarce resources appropriately (Truter 

2008: 50).  According to Fritchie (2007: 44), employees come to work with many goals, 

not just the one unified vision or goal of the organisation. These goals promote conflict 

and competition among workers for the use of scarce resources. Since there are never 
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enough resources, this competition leads to power games and politics, inevitably 

leading to conflict.  

Likewise, HLWIKI International (n.d.: 1) highlights the fact that there are various 

important factors underlying conflict in academic libraries. Two important issues are 

power and control. The distinction between „Them‟ and „Us‟ exists in the library and is 

one of the fundamental experiences of most people in society, and, moreover, it 

appears that this distinction is intimately connected with unequal distribution of power 

(Dahrendorf, 1958:176). The same applies to the library: the more important issues are 

to the librarians, the more likely they are to result in conflict.  The main sources of 

conflict in the library have been identified as differences in perceptions, limited 

resources, departmentalisation and specialisation, the nature of work activities, poor 

communication and role conflict (Edwards & Walton 2000: 35).  Each of these sources 

of conflict is discussed below: 

2.3.2.1 Differences in perceptions   

The academic library provides services to different types of users who come to the 

library for various reasons. They differ in culture, family traditions, level and type of 

education and life experiences. These differences result in identical environments 

provoking different responses. Conflict occurs when staff members impose their values 

and expectations on others. Younger staff members may have a different understanding 

of the role of the library, and may seek to implement changes to the way things have 

always been done (Kathman & Kathman 1990: 146).   

2.3.2.2 Limited resources 

The potential for conflict in the library information services is intensified when individuals 

and sections are competing for limited resources. For an example, owing to a declining 

budget in recent years some sections of the library have had to share shrinking 

resources which leads to competition and conflict (Edwards & Walton 2000: 36). 

According to Tosi, Rizzo & Carrol (2000:285), when resources are limited and have to 

be distributed, mutual dependence is increased, and the differences in group goals 



22 
 

become more apparent. The scarcity of resources in organisations means that people 

cannot meet their needs and struggle over the few resources that do exist. 

2.3.2.3 Departmentalisation and specialisation  

As previously mentioned, the nature of the library information services activities is 

bureaucratic in structure with separate sections having specialised functions. They may 

have different goals and internal environments (Edwards & Walton 2000: 36). LIS also 

create expectations that make cooperation difficult. As each department has its own 

responsibilities and concerns, there are factors that separate departments and these 

can be the basis of many disagreements (Tosi et al. 2000: 285). 

2.3.2.4 Nature of work activities 

In the information services of large libraries, individuals‟ work tasks are largely 

dependent on the completion of related tasks by co-workers (Edwards & Walton 2000: 

36). Task interdependence occurs when two or more organisational groups or units 

depend on one another in order to complete their tasks. Task interdependence can lead 

to conditions that foster intergroup conflict because of differences in goals (Tosi et al. 

2000: 285). 

2.3.2.5 Poor communications 

Frequently, information does not reach the decision-makers, or decisions are not 

communicated effectively throughout the organisation, leading to unnecessary conflict 

behaviour (Bradshaw 2008: 28). For example, if library mission statements, internal 

newsletters, briefings and memos relating to organisational goals are not communicated 

properly, library staff will not know what is expected of them in their working 

environment.   

2.3.2.6 Role conflict 

When library information services‟ staff members are expected to perform roles that are 

incompatible these staff members often come into direct conflict as a result of opposing 

role conceptions (Bradshaw 2008: 28). Weaver-Meyers (2002: 33) points out that the 
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academic library profession has a more difficult time in maintaining ambiguity about who 

they are, what they do, and where they fall within the broader academic community. 

Kathman and Kathman (1990: 147) highlight the fact that unclear reporting structures 

and job descriptions contribute to job ambiguity.  

2.4 The nature of conflict 

This section explains the nature of conflict in the library environment. Academic 

libraries, like any other organisations, are rife with conflict that takes many forms and 

wears many faces. One of the reasons for a general failure to deal with library conflict is 

that conflict often goes unrecognised. The office-bearers within the library typically 

regard conflict as inappropriate, or as a sign of personal or institutional failure. It is 

therefore something to be shielded from the public gaze, or even from fellow staff 

members (Cowan 1995: 24).   

Cowan (1995: 24-25) postulates the theory that all individuals affiliated with the 

organisation carry the total of everything that they have experienced to it. This includes 

everything they have learned, ways of working and good and bad habits. People are 

different and that level of diversity will inevitably lead to conflict. The conflict 

management skills of most people are quite poorly developed and the results of conflict 

are often negative and destructive. Constantino and Merchant (1996: 3) argue that 

organisations can hide, control, fight and deny conflict. But whatever they do, they 

cannot make it disappear: conflict is an organisational fact of life and as a result its true 

origin may be hard to identify. Also, conflicts originate from multiple sources and maybe 

constructive or destructive. 

2.4.1 Constructive and destructive conflict 

In the academic library constructive conflict opens up contentious issues, resulting in 

their clarification. Constructive conflict management identifies alternative solutions and 

results in problem solving. Conflict can build cohesiveness among the staff involved in 

the conflict, helping them all to learn more about themselves and others. This can result 

in stronger relationships among the library staff members. Thus, the process of working 
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collaboratively through the conflict can foster a positive group experience and is 

believed essential for change (Thomas 2004: 6). Weaver-Meyers (2002: 25) comments 

on the fact that constructive conflict engagement associated with technological change 

may be stimulating and result in workplace innovation. On the other hand, dysfunctional 

conflict can strain relations, lower morale and generally create a negative atmosphere. 

With regard to destructive conflict, Thomas (2004: 6) declares that for many staff 

members, however, the word „conflict‟ immediately generates a mental collision, a 

perception that a quarrel, fight, battle, or struggle is occurring. Under these 

circumstances, staff reaction to the change process usually reflects their feelings of 

stress and creates both cognitive and physiological effects. He feels that, when a 

proposed change creates destructive conflict, energy is diverted from more important 

activities and issues.   

According to Snodgrass (2005: 25), destructive conflicts escalate and increase, causing 

mutual attacks, misunderstandings, polarisation and violence. Group goals are thwarted 

and become difficult to achieve. Group survival is threatened as more resources are 

committed. In addition, destructive conflict destroys the morale of staff and can reinforce 

poor self-concepts. It polarises groups, increasing small group cliques while reducing 

cooperation, which divides staff even more. Unfortunately, poorly managed conflict can 

produce irresponsible and regrettable behaviours, such as sulking and name calling, 

which can cause long-term damage  to relationships (Thomas 2004:7).  

2.5 Conflict types 

In the literature four types of organisational conflicts have been identified which are 

relevant when discussing conflict in academic libraries. As employees have various 

personalities and different views on life and consequently, they cannot avoid conflict in 

the workplace. Management needs to adopt a strategic approach to managing 

organisational conflict (Violetta 2012: 9). In the library and information services different 

types of conflict exist and the more heterogeneous members are, the less likely they are 

to work smoothly and cooperatively together (Adomi & Anie 2006: 527).   
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2.5.1 Intrapersonal conflict 

Intrapersonal conflict occurs within the individual. For example, the librarian may be 

unsure as to how e-learning is organised and may feel stressed. Frustration 

experienced as a result of this stress may lead to interpersonal conflict. Additionally, 

intrapersonal conflict enters into and seriously affects the other conflicts. Intrapersonal 

conflict may come as a result of inner stress caused by overwork, damaged 

relationships, health or financial concerns. It may also come from feeling threatened or 

criticised by others in the workplace. But whatever the cause, inner stress can lead to 

growing internal conflict (Hellriegel & Slocum 1996: 558). When a person is 

experiencing distress, not only is she or he distracted from work but both productivity 

and potential are compromised. The tension caused by intrapersonal conflict affects 

relationships and negatively impacts the climate in the academic library. 

2.5.2 Interpersonal conflict 

This conflict takes an interpersonal form and has to do with conflict between individual 

members in academic libraries as a result of differences in their goals or values (Adomi 

& Anie 2006: 521; Chaudhry et al. 2011). Interpersonal conflict refers to disagreements 

or incompatible interests over goals, policies, rules and decisions. Incompatible 

behaviours are likely to cause anger, distrust, fear, rejection and resentment. 

Interpersonal conflict occurs amongst the librarians when they differ about the library 

goals, policies, rules and decisions. 

2.5.3 Intragroup conflict 

Intragroup conflict occurs within an internal group, team, or department. This type of 

conflict involves more than one person within a group. Harmony within departments is 

essential, especially in academic libraries as it helps to maintain productivity and 

workplace morale. When two or more people do not get along together, that personal 

conflict can affect everyone around them. Voletta (2012: 10) highlights the fact that 

intragroup conflict may be connected with ethnic, religious or gender prejudice, as well 

as with various personality differences. Depending on how strong the conflict is, the 
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manager may need outside help to resolve the issue. It could be useful for a manager to 

have a trusted or otherwise objective third party who has experience in conflict 

management and settling disputes (Violetta 2012: 10).   

2.5.4 Intergroup conflict  

Intergroup conflict occurs between two or more groups such as conflict between 

opposing work teams in the library. When one group is in conflict with another, there are 

certain positive factors similar to competition. Conflict can stimulate the group members 

to work harder to complete the task at hand, particularly if it helps them to look better 

than the other group (Adomi & Anie 2006: 52). However, groups in conflict tend to view 

the other party negatively, sometimes in a threatening or hostile way. A win-lose 

mentality often develops between the groups. These intergroup behaviours can work 

against reaching a constructive outcome of conflict (Tosi et al. 2000). According to 

Adomi and Anie (2006: 52), interdepartmental conflict (also known as intergroup 

conflict) frequently becomes interpersonal conflict unless the representatives can rise 

above the special interests of the groups they represent. 

The following are three types of intergroup conflict that occur in academic libraries 

(Violetta 2012: 12):  

Substantive conflict does not only occur between organisations but also within 

an organisation, when a basic disagreement arises between the two 

organisations at a fundamental level. An example is conflict between the 

academic main library and branch library which share e-books that are limited but 

on demand in both of their communities.   

Emotional conflict takes place when people from different departments react on 

an emotional level out of fear, jealousy, envy or stubbornness. For example, in 

an academic library the information services and acquisition sections reacting 

with jealousy about in which section the book budget resides. 
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Cultural conflict is based on differences in cultural needs and desires which are 

part of a diverse workforce. These conflicts are often the result of 

misunderstanding and stereotyping. 

Against this backdrop, if organisations such as libraries are to achieve their goals, 

managers must be able to resolve conflict. Managing the conflict means changing the 

situational factors surrounding it, or changing the ways in which rivals react to the 

situation and to each other (Adomi & Anie 2006: 522). Hence, Iravo (2011: 49) declares 

that the value of conflict can be determined by how it is managed; therefore managers 

should know its sources and consequences so that they can find ways of managing it. 

 2.6 Conflict management in academic libraries 

Given the complex, interdependent organisation of academic libraries, more attention 

should be devoted to managing conflict effectively. Hurana (2009:1) posits the view that 

conflict in itself is stimulated by many factors, and this affects the way it is managed. 

Conflict management is about the various ways individuals deal with situations and 

handle grievances. Hurana suggests that conflict management is often considered 

separate from conflict resolution. He proposes that conflict resolution denotes the 

agreement of two or more parties to find a solution whereas conflict management 

concerns an on-going process that may not have a resolution. Neither is considered the 

same as conflict transformation, which seeks to reframe the positions of the conflict 

parties. 

Iravo (2011: 48) highlights the fact that conflict has the potential to disrupt the 

organisation and prevent optimal performance. Destructive conflict is a clear indication 

that something is wrong with the organisation and that sound principles are not being 

applied in managing the activities of the organisation. However, with effective resolution 

and management practices, conflict can be managed. Iravo (2011: 48) bases his 

approach on the principles of authority and unity of command to alleviate conflict. He 

believes that conflict could be alleviated by recruiting the right people, carefully 

specifying the job descriptions and structuring the organisation in such a way as to 
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establish a clear chain of command and establish clear rules and procedures to meet 

various contingencies. 

In academic libraries the level of importance an issue has for an individual (and how he 

or she desires to control it) may decide how severe the conflict will become. The most 

difficult conflicts to solve are those between disputants who have firmly held views on 

issues that are central to their lives. A conflict resolution approach is a constructive 

approach to interpersonal and intergroup conflicts that helps people with opposing 

positions to work together to arrive at mutually acceptable compromised solutions 

(Lorenzen 2006: 6). In the library, conflict resolution and management strategies are 

used after having fully analysed the conflict situational factors. Analysing the conflict 

situation to determine how critical an issue is to the nature of the relationship between 

the staff involved, and the amount of time available to resolve the issue, facilitates 

choosing the most appropriate response to the conflict situation (Kathman & Kathman 

1990: 1490).   

Finally, in organisations that adopt a conflict management approach, members do not 

simply wait for workplace disputes to occur and then decide case-by-case what 

technique or dispute resolution method to use to resolve them. Instead, the organisation 

develops policies and procedures to assist in addressing conflict in a manner that is 

consistent with their broader goals and objectives and by strategic recruitment as well 

as innovative and creative approaches (Lipsky & Avgar 2010: 11).  

Hence, Iravo (2011: 49) proposes that to solve conflict effectively in the organisation, 

human resource policies need to address the issue of where conflicts may arise, such 

as the management of human resources and organisational development, 

compensation or incentives, working conditions or employee relations. He is of the view 

that human resource policies are vital in addressing both individual and group conflict in 

any organisation. Like any other organisation, the academic library should implement 

approaches to managing conflict in order to harmonise the atmosphere and to enhance 

healthy working relationships. 
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2.6.1 Conflict management approaches 

Lorenzen (2006: 6) highlights the fact that conflict management involves two main 

approaches to resolving conflict.  The one approach is to allow the parties in conflict to 

work together to solve their own problem. The disputants can simply agree to 

compromise or find an amicable solution together. This can lead to compromises that 

give each party some of what each desires in the situation. The ideal is to have the 

disputants being able to summarise the views of the other party and being empathic to 

them. The other approach is to bring in a third party to assist the parties in conflict to 

reach a solution. This can necessitate mediation, arbitration or, in some cases, 

relationship therapy. Regardless of the approach, several competencies, qualities and 

skills are needed in these processes. These include active listening, cooperation, 

accepting diversity and problem-solving (Lorenzen 2006: 6-7).   

The important point is that some of the services which the library can provide for conflict 

management include workshops, training, exchange programmes, conferences and 

projects that promote readership in conflict resolution and management. Academic 

libraries can work with non-governmental organisations, participating in workshops that 

encourage and promote peace (Okoye, Imo & Igbo 2011: 4). 

2.6.2 Conflict management styles 

Although practitioners and scholars define conflict management in various ways, the 

term in the workplace setting usually refers to the adoption of a pro-active approach to 

handling conflict by managers, supervisors and union representatives (in unionised 

settings) (Lipsky & Avgar 2010: 11). 

In essence, conflict management is a positive approach to conflict as a fact of 

organisational life that comprises the realisation that conflict can present growth 

opportunities for individuals, departments and organisations as a whole. Thus, effective 

management of conflict moves the organisation closer to achieving its goals (Kathman 

& Kathman 1990: 146). When the forces of conflict are immense, it becomes 

dysfunctional as it has a negative impact on library effectiveness. Thus, something has 
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to be done to reduce the conflict to an acceptable level (Adomi & Anie 2006: 527). In the 

library environment, the role of the management is to ensure that conflict is managed by 

employing strategies that deal with it. 

Conflict can be managed in different ways, some focusing on interpersonal relationships 

and others on structural changes. Each manager has his or her own method for 

handling conflict in the workplace. Understanding these methods can help managers to 

assess and improve their own approach toward minimising the effect of conflict among 

the team members. Management literature discusses five ways of dealing with conflict 

such as using the power of one‟s position (forcing), accommodating, avoiding, 

compromising and collaborating. The effectiveness of each approach is dependent 

upon the characteristics surrounding the conflict (Kathman & Kathman 1990: 147).   

Finally, Hellriegel and Slocum (1996: 558) suggest that everyone copes with 

interpersonal conflict through one or a combination of five interpersonal conflict 

management styles. Conflict management styles are defined as the manner in which 

the managers deal with the management of relationships, tasks and structures in an 

organisation (Buttner 2001: 253). Shang (2012: 3) adds that library managers often fail 

to manage conflicts in their teams. And there are approaches in managing conflict along 

with different instruments that can be useful to benefit managers and teams to gain 

awareness of their conflict management styles. The key to remember is that there is no 

one style suitable to all situations, but knowing which style to implement in a conflict 

situation enables conflict to be managed effectively (Shang 2012: 3).  

The following table (Table 2.1) is an illustration and comparison of the conflict 

management styles which are discussed in detail in the next section. 
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TABLE 2.1: Comparison of conflict management styles 

Style Description  Effect 

Forcing/ using the 

power of one‟s 

position 

Satisfying personal interests, 

winning at any cost 

Hard feelings may come 

back in other forms 

Accommodating/ 

smoothing  

Promoting areas of agreement 

rather than areas of difference 

Offers only short-term 

solution 

Avoiding/ withdrawing Avoiding unpleasant conflict 

situation 

Does not solve the problem 

 

Compromising Examining and bargaining for 

solutions that bring some 

degree of satisfaction to all 

parties 

Offers decisive resolution 

Collaborating/problem 

solving 

Integrating several 

perspectives and insights from 

various viewpoints; leading to 

consensus and commitment 

Offers long-term resolution 

Source: Adapted from Verma (1998: 7). 

Forcing (Using the power of one’s position) 

Also known as competing, this is an approach to conflict that is associated with using 

the power of one‟s authority or the power of rules and regulations to dominate another 

person. For example, if the librarian does not feel that keeping library hours is important, 

the manager may want to refer to regulations in order to resolve this issue. In this 

scenario, the norms are clear and the employee must follow them. Ozkalp, Sungur and 

Ozdemir (2009: 419) point out that the manager using this style may involve pushing 

one‟s viewpoint at the expense of another or maintaining firm resistance to another 
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person‟s actions. In addition, the use of forceful tactics might be suitable when the 

conflict issues involve routine matters or require speedy decision-making.  

Hotepo et al. (2010: 3) add that forcing one‟s own views on others results in explicit 

covert resistance. Managers who pursue goals at the expense of relationships are 

considered competitive and forceful. They are extremely assertive and not particularly 

cooperative. However, they can bring progress to a group that lacks direction. Using this 

approach usually creates win/lose situations and winning gives managers a sense of 

pride and achievement. Therefore, forcing is considered a low-relationship and high-

goals approach (Conerly & Tripathi 2004: 17). 

Accommodating 

The manager using an accommodating style stresses common interests of the parties 

involved in conflict while de-emphasising the differences. Personal interests maybe 

reserved to please the needs of others, focusing on and maintaining relationships. 

Thus, it might be reasonable to use this style when a party has a weak position and 

believes that giving up the conflict will engender more beneficial outcomes. For 

example, the library manager voluntarily assists librarians working in the evenings in 

order to achieve the common goal of providing service in the evenings, although the 

goal might interfere with her or his own personal life and activities. Scheduling to render 

library service in the evenings may be an issue best resolved using accommodation 

(Ozkalp et al. 2009: 419). 

According to HLWIKI International (n.d.: 2), the accommodating style involves 

surrendering one‟s own needs and wishes to accommodate the other party. Managers 

who give up goals to maintain relationships are highly cooperative. They are quick to 

accommodate and not very assertive or goal-orientated. They can bring vision to the 

consequences a decision will have on people. Another term that is used for the 

accommodating style is smoothing, and is considered a high-relationship and low-goals 

approach (Conerly & Tripathi 2004: 17). 
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Avoiding 

In this style the parties may recognise that conflict is present, and one or both sides 

may react by withdrawing or postponing the conflict. This management style simply 

involves avoiding the conflict without supporting one‟s own needs or those of the 

employees. Avoiding the conflict seems to be a suitable approach when the issue is not 

serious but the likelihood of damaging the relationship is paramount. For example, the 

library manager who has been working for a long time might reserve comments on the 

new librarian‟s style of dressing which looks inappropriate for his or her position. The 

avoiding style describes the behaviour that serves to minimise addressing the conflict 

explicitly by either ignoring it or quickly changing the subject to a different issue 

(Montes, Rodriguez & Serrano 2012: 8). 

HLWIKI International (n.d.: 2) points out that the avoiding style can be useful as a 

temporary measure to buy time or as a convenient means of dealing with minor or non-

recurring conflicts. Conflict avoidance in most severe cases can result in relationship 

separation. Managers that withdraw from conflict are willing to give up both personal 

goals and relationships. They are considered to be neither assertive nor cooperative. 

They tend to avoid the actual conflict and be outside observers if the group allows them. 

However, by listening to their input, the group can gain valuable insights that foster 

resolution. Avoiding and withdrawing are used interchangeably and represent the style 

with low concern for relationships and as well as low commitment to goals (Conerly & 

Tripathi 2004:17). 

Compromising 

In this style both parties have a strong interest in and resort to the compromising 

approach since the conflict comprises a complex and critical issue. Compromise shows 

modest interest to follow a commonly acceptable outcome but without a concerted effort 

to reach it. Thus, both parties allow give-and-take on some important needs and goals 

because they realise that acceptable outcome must be reached. In the library, this 

approach may be used when the conflict is based on limited resources, such as the 
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manager allocating limited travel and subsistence funds among librarians (Montes et al. 

2012:8). 

Managers that believe in compromise tend to place a medium value on goals and 

relationships. They are considered to be moderately assertive and cooperative. They 

spend time in seeking solutions but are not looking for perfection. This approach 

focuses on a moderate concern for relationships and a moderate focus on achieving 

goals (Conerly & Tripathi 2004: 19).   

Collaborating or problem-solving 

Conflict that takes place between colleagues who must maintain a supportive 

relationship, or conflict that comprises issues that are critical to the organisational 

performance should be dealt with using the collaborative or problem-solving approach. 

The collaboration management style involves working with parties involved in conflict in 

order to arrive at a mutually agreeable solution. Collaboration might suitably be applied 

in resolving the various needs and perspectives of a group of librarians representing 

different departments who have come together to make a decision about the online 

subscriptions and licenses for the library (Kathman & Kathman 1990: 147).   

According to HLWIKI International (n.d.: 2), with the collaboration style, parties work 

together to find an amicable solution. Although collaboration is the „win-win‟ solution to 

conflict, collaboration can be time-intensive and not suitable when there is not sufficient 

trust, respect and communication between the parties for collaboration to occur.  

Managers who place a high value on relationships and goals are assertive and 

cooperative. To achieve a goal, they are likely to confront others and collaborate. 

Conflicts are viewed as problems to solve and as a way to improve relationships. 

However, their style is not always ideal. Collaboration and confrontation are used 

interchangeably and considered as a high regard for relationships and high on focusing 

on achieving goals (Conerly & Tripathi 2004: 19).   

Without reservation, each conflict management style has different pros and cons, and 

managers display all of the styles to some degree. The important point is no single style 

https://www.udemy.com/welch-way-leadership/?tc=blog.conflictmanage.text.p&utm_source=blog&utm_medium=udemyads&utm_content=post9931&utm_campaign=content-marketing-blog&xref=blog
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is suitable in all situations (Kathman & Kathman 1990: 17). Similarly, comparing one‟s 

management style to these conflict management styles creates the awareness 

necessary to explore alternative approaches and promote harmony in the academic 

library environment. Library management can learn to manage conflict by employing 

other conflict strategies through engaging in conflict management programmes or 

courses. What is significant is that all management skills are needed. 

2.6.3 Conflict management skills 

Although managers are expected to mediate conflict between staff members within 

departments from time to time, employees are also advised to learn some of their own 

basic conflict management skills in order to mediate conflict with others. The focus on 

resolving conflict among employees is often on finding a middle ground that is 

acceptable to opposing standpoints. In most cases, conflict management may or may 

not involve a neutral third party or mediator, who could be a colleague or peer.  

Conflict management is an important skill for librarians to improve on so that they can 

manage their own interpersonal or intergroup conflict. The aim in conflict management 

is to provide aggrieved parties with an opportunity to resolve differences and to find 

ways to move forward positively (HLWIKI International n.d.: 1; Lorenzen 2006). Thus, it 

is vital that library management acquire conflict management skills to enable librarians 

to deal with conflict in order to create a positive climate to enhance productivity and 

working relationships. 

The following table (Table 2.2) indicates interpersonal conflicts and recommended 

solutions that can be implemented in the library. Library managers can use practical 

guidelines to manage conflicts which involve preparing for conflict, facing it and 

managing it by developing win-win strategies.   
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TABLE 2.2: Task conflicts in libraries 

Sources of 
conflict 
 

Definitions Suggested solutions 

Conflict over 

project priorities 

Views of team members differ over 

the order of activities and tasks. 

This includes goals incompatibility 

and differences in long-term versus 

short-term perspectives. 

Develop a master plan 

that encompasses long-

term strategies. 

 

Conflict over 

administration 

procedures 

 

Conflicts over decision-making and 

administrative issues on how the 

project would be organised and 

managed. 

Clarify reporting lines, 

roles and responsibilities 

of each team member at 

the beginning of the 

project. 

Conflict over 

human 

resources 

Conflicts concerning recruitment 

and allocation of project personnel. 

Develop a structured 

breakdown of the tasks 

and the allocation of 

responsibilities. 

Personality 

conflict 

Interpersonal issues and 

disagreements. 

 

Promote team building 

and create an environment 

which emphasises 

respect, teamwork, 

communication and 

mutual understanding. 

Source: Adapted from Verma (1998: 3). 

Given these facts, for academic libraries the digital era is a period of uncertainty. The 

revolutionary changes are such that conflict is inevitable. It is essential that library 

managers assist staff to cope with the resultant change and manage conflict. LIS 

embarking on meeting the needs of the users in the digital era should, therefore, 

manage change and conflict (Thomas 2004: 5). Library staff members in academic 

libraries struggle to accelerate the speed of change. Change or transformation can be 
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described as the passing from one place, state, form, or phase to another (Hudson 

1999: 35). 

2.7 Management of change in academic libraries 

It is important to understand how change evolves in order to manage it. This section will 

discuss how to manage change in the academic library. Lo (2008: 50-51) is of the 

opinion that effective change will never take place if the manager only tries to impose 

change on the staff. Staff will feel even more threatened than they probably do, and in 

such circumstances they cannot be productive and forward-looking. Managing staff is 

one of the most important and difficult areas of the process of managing change. He 

proposes that performance must be measured, procedures must be cost-analysed, 

markets must be studied and reached and processes must be made efficient.   

According to Pandya and Pandya (2010: 134), having a change management strategy 

can assist the library management to obtain results quickly, cut expenditures, avoid 

major disruptions, implement changes smoothly and stabilise the organisation instead of 

being afraid while change takes place. Again, managing change is not a one-off activity, 

something to be done once and got rid of. The implementation is also not just a matter 

of making structural or organisational changes, but of changing everyday thinking 

patterns of all library staff involved by considering the following strategies (Lo 2008: 60): 

 Implementing a new organisational structure with a new management style; 

 Acquiring new skills and knowledge for managing change; 

 Developing new ways of thinking under new organisational structures; 

 Defining the role of the leader and of effective leadership; 

 Learning how to manage people and to overcome resistance to change; 

 Planning strategically; and 

 Transforming through re-engineering. 
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The important point is that change management and models demonstrating it provide 

information on how an organisation should work through its change process. 

Management of change is one of the capabilities which organisations must acquire. It is 

undoubtedly required in university libraries to optimise the implementation of a typical 

change process. The lack of this capacity and mismanagement of change could 

probably create difficulties for organisations (Nakhoda et al. 2011: 191). Pearce (2013: 

2) contends that negative attitudes, lack of vision, the need for staff development, slow 

adoption of technology and technological developments, inadequate support for 

research, inadequate budgets, and the need for leadership development are significant 

problems for many academic libraries in South Africa. Addressing these challenges with 

effective strategies for change can position libraries to be stronger supporters of their 

institutions‟ goals and priorities. 

Furthermore, the perception grows that libraries are producing increasing levels of 

conflict and stress. One of the factors contributing to this increasing level of stress is the 

increasing pace of change (Hudson 1999: 36). Thomas (2004: 5) points out that when 

individuals focus on differences and use them to build a broader-based plan, conflict 

and change can unite to create a more robust environment that fits a more diverse 

group of individuals, thereby improving organisational performance.  

Finally, academic libraries in the study exist in an unprecedented environment of 

change, arising from internal and external factors that indirectly and directly cause 

conflict. The primary importance of academic library leadership is to embrace change 

and managing conflict by redesigning flexible library structure, improving policies, 

procedures and rules and modifying communication structures in order to maximise 

organisational performance (McGuigan 2012:10). A noteworthy point in this discussion 

is that while academic libraries are transforming, conflict is inevitable and has to be 

managed.  
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2.8 Conclusion 

The academic libraries are changing faster than their respective parent institutions.  

Basically everything in and around the library is changing - services, technologies, 

organisational structures, practices and trends.  Academic libraries are struggling to 

adjust to accelerated change. Researchers have noted increasing levels of stress and 

conflict in the workplace related to the rapid pace of change. Though conflict is often 

viewed as negative, it is capable of increasing organisational innovation and 

productivity, thereby improving organisational performance. This chapter reveals that it 

is vital to remember that conflict is not necessarily negative if it managed effectively. 

Library management should try to develop techniques for turning conflict into a 

constructive force. 

From the reviewed literature, one can deduce that in academic libraries conflict can be 

used to shape change when it is viewed as an opportunity to learn – a vital part of 

individual and organisational growth. Moreover, conflict and change can be managed to 

create a healthier environment and one that fits a more diverse group of library 

employees, thereby improving organisational performance. Conflict can build 

cohesiveness among library staff, helping them to learn more about themselves and 

others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



40 
 

CHAPTER THREE: 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

“Research results which do not include carefully designed, practical, step-by-step 

guidelines, for implementing results in a specific context are likely to have less impact” 

(McClure 1989: 285). 

3.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter laid the foundation on which the study is based and discussed the 

changes that cause conflict and how this conflict can be managed. Chapter three 

discusses the research design and methodology, sampling method, data collection 

which includes face-to-face interviews and reviews which is a specific technique, as well 

as data analysis. The issue of validity and reliability in qualitative research and ethical 

considerations is also discussed. 

3.2 Aim and objectives of the study 

As stated in Chapter one, the primary aim of this study is to investigate change and 

conflict in the information services of academic libraries. 

3.2.1 Secondary objectives 

To achieve the primary objective, the secondary objectives are to:  

 provide an extensive literature review regarding change in academic libraries 

and strategies of conflict management; 

 describe the challenges faced by academic libraries in the digital era; 

 investigate the nature and the causes of conflict in academic libraries and; 

 make recommendations to equip library management with strategies and 

techniques to manage conflict effectively. 
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3.3 The research design and methodology 

The research design is the science and art of planning procedures for conducting 

studies so as to obtain the most valid findings. Determining the research design will give 

a detailed plan which can be used to guide and focus the research (Collis & Hussey 

2003:113). According to Blumberg, Cooper and Schindler (2005:64), the planning is the 

overall scheme or programme of the research. It is the blueprint for fulfilling objectives 

and answering questions. This study used an exploratory, descriptive and interpretive 

research design in an attempt to explore, describe and understand librarians‟ 

perceptions about change and conflict management. 

The exploratory approach was selected as appropriate for this study because 

investigating change and how conflict is managed in these selected libraries is a new 

and under-researched phenomenon. The interpretive approach is applicable for the 

study of conflict because it allows the researcher to gain insight into the lived 

experience and perceptions of the participants. The researcher engaged with librarians 

in order to gain an in-depth understanding of their lived experiences and perceptions 

about change and conflict in academic libraries. This approach requires people to 

concentrate on the present in determining what is being experienced (Higgs & Smith 

2002: 67). 

3.3.1 Qualitative research 

Qualitative research is an appropriate method for this study which seeks to explore 

change and conflict in academic libraries. Leedy and Ormrod (2005: 134) postulate that 

in qualitative research the purpose of interpretation is to enable the researcher to gain 

new insights into a particular phenomenon, develop new concepts or theoretical 

perspectives and discover problems that exist within the phenomenon. The qualitative 

approach was appropriate in order to gain a better understanding of, and new insights 

into change and conflict in university libraries. A qualitative paradigm enabled the 

researcher to provide complex textual descriptions of the librarians‟ perceptions and 

their experience in the Library and Information Services (LIS). In addition, the 

researcher provided information about the „human‟ side of conflict and change which 
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include conflict behaviours, beliefs, opinions, emotions and the relationships of 

librarians (Family Health International n. d.: 1). 

Furthermore, the study followed an exploratory research approach because it helped 

define what needs to be studied when little information exists on a topic, when variables 

are unknown and when a relevant theory base is inadequate (Leedy & Ormrod 2005: 

134). Also, exploration is particularly useful when researchers lack a clear idea of the 

problems they will encounter during the study (Cooper & Schindler 2003: 151). The 

researcher gathered multiple forms of data from interviews and a review of literature 

rather than relying on a single data source. The purpose of the exploratory research is 

thus the development and clarification of ideas and the formulation of questions and 

hypotheses for more precise investigation later (Struwig & Stead 2001: 7). McMillan and 

Schumacher (2000:462) state that qualitative analysis is a relatively systematic process 

of comparing data and interpreting the data to provide explanations of a single 

phenomenon of interest. In qualitative research investigators are closely associated with 

the processes and participants in the study. 

3.4 Sample population 

A non-probability purposive sample was used in this study. Leedy and Ormrod (2005: 

206) report that in non-probability sampling, the researcher has no way of forecasting 

and guaranteeing that each element of the population will be represented in the sample. 

Henning, Van Rensburg and Smit (2004: 71) contend that purposive sampling has 

elements of theoretical sampling, which selects research participants who can help to 

build theory further. Purposive sampling selects people who fit the criteria of desirable 

participants. The criteria would be derived from the researcher‟s knowledge of the topic 

and also from how the theory is developing in practice.   

According to Saldana (2011: 33), the researcher has to determine specific persons 

appropriate for interviews and those most likely to provide substantive answers and 

responses to the inquiries. In this study the participants were purposively selected 

because both libraries are from merged institutions. Thus participants were able to 

answer the researcher‟s questions. Among other reasons, the selected libraries were 
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purposively sampled because they are from the Eastern Border region and strategically 

located to serve the deep rural and poverty-stricken communities. The choice of this 

region is appropriate as it is under-developed and librarians as employees experience 

conflict while working in groups.  

The researcher set out to interview six librarians from each of the selected universities 

as participants. They were selected according to the positions they occupy: two 

librarians in senior, two in middle management and two librarians occupying lower level 

positions from the selected university libraries, namely Fort Hare and Walter Sisulu. All 

librarians agreed to be interviewed but it was difficult to set up appointments because of 

meetings, conferences and workshops they had to attend. Therefore, librarians fit the 

criteria of desirable participants. As the researcher met with and interviewed the 

employees, more knowledge was uncovered and in many cases, the interviewees 

pointed the researcher to particular informants who would best answer specific 

questions.  

3.5 Data collection 

The purpose of data collection is to determine the procedures to be used to collect the 

data, who should gather the required data, the techniques to be used to process and 

analyse the data and whether the collected data will assist in the resolution of the 

problem being investigated (Struwig & Stead 2001: 41).   

In this study, data was gathered by face-to-face semi-structured interviews with the 

participants. The number of interviews scheduled had to take into account available 

time and resources. In addition, data collection from key informants should end once 

data saturation is achieved; that is, when interviews do not provide any new or 

additional insights because the information gathered is repetitive. An extensive literature 

review was conducted. The researcher also consulted official documents (strategic 

plans, policies and organisational structure models) and reviewed current trends in LIS. 

This assisted the researcher in developing questions that formed the basis of the 

interviews. According to Strydom and Delport (2002:156), official documents are non-

personal documents that are compiled and maintained on a continuous basis by 
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organisations. Such documents include memos, financial records, annual reports and 

process records.  

Face-to-face interviews were used to collect data as this method is convenient and 

inexpensive. A face-to-face interview has practical benefits in that the researcher is 

more likely to gain participants‟ cooperation and can encourage them to respond 

honestly in order to show the participants genuine interest in what they have to say 

(Leedy & Ormrod 2005: 184). This study was carried out on the premises of the 

selected university libraries where the interviews took place.  

3.5.1 Semi-structured face-to-face interviews 

In semi-structured interviews the researcher asks a standard set of questions (Leedy & 

Ormrod 2005:184). According to Johnson (2008:1), semi-structured interviews allow 

informants the freedom to express their views on their own terms. Maree (2007: 87) 

points out that semi-structured interview schedules basically define the line of enquiry. 

Hence, the researcher must be attentive to the responses of the participant so that the 

researcher can identify new emerging lines of inquiry that are directly related to the 

phenomenon being studied. As the interview progresses, the interviewee is given the 

opportunity to provide more relevant information if he or she opts to do so.  

According to Silverman (2010: 8-11), qualitative one-to-one interviews add more 

opportunities for reflection. He also argues that one should bear in mind during the 

interview that how a question is asked is more important than how many questions are 

asked. The researcher made use of an interview guide that provided a clear set of 

instructions. The researcher developed and used the guide to identify new ways of 

understanding the topic.  

The researcher carried out the interviews with a prepared guideline of questions in order 

to elicit specific categories of information that would ultimately achieve the aims and 

objectives of the study. All the interviews were digitally audio-recorded with the 

interviewees‟ consent and then transcribed for analysis. Hand-written notes were also 

taken during these interviews to enable the interviewer to record key points that were 
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made during the discussion. The interviews varied in duration from approximately 40 

minutes to one hour.  

An audio recording device was used, not only to enhance the research project but also 

to safeguard the researcher in terms of validity. Accurate note-taking and journal-

keeping were employed to assist the researcher in ensuring a professional approach 

towards data collection. According to Leedy and Ormrod (2005: 135), the researcher 

keeps a journal of the reflections by making brief notes and recording details about the 

case. The careful phrasing of questions also ensured that the researcher remained 

focused. Clear and precise questions assisted the researcher in capturing the correct 

perceptions of the participants. Semi-structured interviews therefore provided reliable, 

comparable qualitative data. 

3.5.1.1 Preparing the interview 

Key informants were the librarians from the universities being studied because of their 

position, their activities and responsibilities as experts in the library field and their 

understanding of the problem to be explored. The researcher had to request permission 

to conduct the study from the University of Fort Hare and Walter Sisulu libraries.  

Permission was granted and arrangements were made for the researcher to conduct 

the study (Refer to Appendix I for letter of permission from the Fort Hare and Walter 

Sisulu University libraries). When preparing for the interviews, the researcher studied 

the interview plan (semi-structured interview instructions for use) before meeting with 

the respondents. The consent form had already been drawn up, specifying the rules of 

the interview and ensuring confidentiality. The Directors of the libraries agreed that the 

researcher would be provided with a venue that was quiet and free of distractions for 

the interview sessions.   

The researcher was able to conduct interviews with 12 librarians, six participants from 

each of the university libraries. The researcher also took the necessary steps to 

familiarise herself with the libraries under investigation.  In one of the libraries, there 

was a minor challenge in a form of a power failure which affected the whole town and 

the university. The researcher was informed by the participants that during power 
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failures, staff members in that university are released to go home and the researcher 

had to return the next day to conduct the interviews. 

3.5.1.2 Choosing a recording method 

As previously mentioned, in order to capture as much information as possible, the 

researcher used a digital audio-recorder during the interviews, with the consent of the 

interviewees. A digital audio-recorder was used to allow the researcher to focus on the 

questions and answers during the interview process. The data collected from the 

interviews was stored carefully to be ready for transcription so that no data was lost. 

The choice of a digital audio-recorder is advantageous because it allows the researcher 

to preserve raw data for review at a later date. However, a researcher must bear in 

mind that the digital audio-recorder is unable to capture most non-verbal clues as only 

the voice itself indicates emotions by means of tone and pitch. 

3.5.1.3 Conducting the interview   

The researcher employed the interviewing techniques as advised by Greeff (2005:295), 

establishing rapport with the interviewees by listening attentively, and showing interest 

and respect for what the interviewees had to say. At the beginning of each interview, the 

researcher explained the purpose and procedure of the study. The participants were 

informed that the information collected would be kept confidential and pseudonyms 

would be assigned to the interviewees and would be used during data collection and in 

the final research report. Therefore, ethical issues were discussed and the interviewees 

were asked to consent to the interview before it commenced by signing a consent form 

(Appendix II). The interviewees were encouraged to ask questions about the research 

and were told that they were free to terminate the interview if the need arose. This was 

very important for the process because it helped to put the interviewees at ease, after 

which they were all able to answer the research questions to the best of their 

knowledge.  

All interviews were carried out in English because the supremacy of English for 

business use has been entrenched in South Africa (Blignaut: 2014). Stein and Newfeldt 
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(2006:3) contend that, although South Africa has adopted a multilingual language-

education-policy, English has become the favoured language of learners, students and 

businesses. South African universities and especially their libraries, use English in their 

strategic operations. For example, the Online Public Access Catalogue (OPAC) is a 

digital resource in which librarians and users search for library material written in 

English. In addition, because the interview approach is semi-structured, the researcher 

used pre-determined questions in English to ensure validity and reliability. 

The interviews included the following questions:  

 What are the challenges facing librarians in the information services section? 

 Identify internal pressures on the information services which impact change 

processes. 

 Identify external pressures on the information services which impact change 

processes. 

 Do librarians cope with change in information services, and if so, how? 

 How have new technologies impacted the operations of the information services 

section? 

 What qualities and skills are needed by the information librarians of the future? 

 What new roles are needed by librarians to serve the needs of users? 

 Do librarians experience conflict in the information services section, and if so, 

how? 

 In the organisational structure who are the librarians mostly affected by conflict 

and in which way/s? 

 What are the various behaviours that cause conflict in the information services 

section? 

 What should librarians take into consideration when resolving conflicts? 

 How can librarians manage conflict? 
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3.6 Data analysis 

Analysis involves breaking up the data into manageable themes, trends and 

relationships. The aim of the analysis is to understand different elements of one‟s data 

through an inspection of the relationships between concepts or variables and to see 

whether there are any patterns that can be identified or isolated to establish themes in 

the data (Mouton 2001: 108). Woods (n.d.:5) reports that qualitative data analysis 

consists of identifying, coding, and categorising patterns or themes found in the data.  

Similarly, good analysis depends on understanding the data.  

For qualitative analysis the researcher had to read and re-read the transcripts, writing 

down all the ideas and insights from the data collected for analysis (memoing). The 

researcher made use of a coding process in order to reduce the data to themes, sub-

themes and categories. Thus, the purpose of the following section is to examine the 

language and terminology of qualitative data analysis and the process of coding. For the 

purpose of data analysis in this study, the researcher made use of the process provided 

by Taylor-Powell and Renner (2003: 1-3) which involves the following:   

 Data are categorised by identifying themes or patterns - ideas, concepts, 

behaviours, terminology or phrases used by the respondents. 

 These themes are organised into clear categories that summarise and bring 

meaning to the text. 

 The above step involves reading and re-reading the text in order to obtain a 

general sense of the material and any emerging themes. 

 As the data are categorised, the researcher identifies other themes that serve as 

subcategories. 

 The researcher continues to categorise, identify and labelled all relevant themes. 

 Lastly, the main aim is to indicate categories that are identified in order to sort 

responses to the questions. 
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3.7 Reliability and validity in qualitative research 

Golafshani (2003: 601) states that validity and reliability are two factors which any 

qualitative researcher should be concerned about while designing a study, analysing 

results and judging the quality of the study. To ensure reliability in qualitative research, 

the examination of trustworthiness is crucial because validity is about convincing 

readers of the researcher‟s credibility and that the researcher‟s results are worthwhile 

(Badenhost 2008). Validity in qualitative research refers to whether the findings of a 

study are true and certain: true in the sense that research findings accurately reflect the 

situation, and certain in the sense that research findings are supported by the evidence. 

Maree (2007: 80) writes that when qualitative researchers speak of reliability and 

validity, they are referring to research that is credible and trustworthy. Thus, it is 

accepted that engaging in multiple methods of data collection (interviews, journals and 

literature review) to assist with the interpretation enhances the trustworthiness of the 

findings.  

3.8 Ethical considerations 

Before embarking on the interviews with the selected participants, the researcher had to 

ensure that the participants voluntarily agree to take part in the research (Struwig & 

Stead 2001). The data collection methods of the researcher are human subjects and 

information comes from the official documents, policies and organisational structure of 

the libraries being studied. This means that human subjects must be informed what 

procedure will be followed, as well as the fact that the researcher must obtain the 

permission of the ethics committee to conduct the research (Mouton 2011: 245).   

Silverman (2010: 201) reminds researchers that while they are doing their research they 

are in actual fact entering the private spaces of their participants. In addition, the 

researcher was required to go through the ethical procedures of research of the Nelson 

Mandela Metropolitan University. The researcher had to present a research proposal to 

the research committee as well as clearance forms clearly explaining and describing the 

research procedures and ethical considerations of her study since it involved human 

beings. These had to be approved by the University‟s Research Ethics Committee 
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(letter of approval attached, Appendix III). Understandably, this raises several ethical 

issues that should be addressed during and after conducting the research. 

3.8.1 Informed consent 

Struwig (2001: 67) warns researchers that before conducting a study the researcher 

must ensure that the participants voluntarily agree to take part in the research. The 

participants must be informed that they are free to withdraw at any point in the research 

process. Participants should understand that there would be no negative consequences 

for them should they not wish to participate. Should the study involve certain risks, the 

participants must be informed in advance.   

Prior to participating in the research, the nature of the research was explained to the 

respondents. The researcher provided clarity regarding the type of interview questions 

to be asked and confirmed whether participants wished to remain anonymous. The 

researcher informed the participants – the librarians and the Director of the universities - 

of the purpose, nature, data collection methods and extent of the research prior to 

commencement. Further, the researcher explained the process of the research to the 

informants. In line with this, the researcher obtained their informed consent (Appendix 

II). 

3.8.2 Privacy and confidentiality 

The researcher explained the issue of anonymity to all participants, namely, that they 

participate voluntarily and that they only share information that they feel comfortable or 

willing to share, or both. The participants were informed that confidential information 

provided by them would be treated as such by the researcher, even if the information no 

longer has legal protection or privilege, and no legal force is applied. Again, 

confidentiality was confirmed and it was stressed that names of participants of the two 

libraries would not be used and the researcher would be the only person who had 

access to the data. The participants‟ personal identities were excluded and pseudonyms 

were used. In this way privacy and anonymity of the respondents were respected at all 

times.   
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3.9 Conclusion 

Chapter three has examined the research design and methodology used for the study. 

The aim and objectives of the study were outlined in this chapter.  Also discussed in 

detail were the sampling method and methods of data collection which included semi-

structured interviews. The data analysis, the validity and reliability of qualitative 

research and ethical considerations of the research study were explored. Chapter four 

follows, presenting a discussion and an analysis of the research findings. This 

discussion and interpretation of the findings that follow are informed by the extensive 

literature review conducted in Chapter two. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS 

“The greater the effort researchers make to produce broadly generalisable findings, the 

less likely the research will have an impact on practice in a particular library” (McClure 

1989: 286). 

4.1  Introduction 

This chapter focuses on the major findings of the research based on responses 

received from the various participants in the study and a review of the literature. The 

findings in this chapter are presented and discussed in relation to the aim and the 

objectives of the study:  

Primary aim and objectives  

As stated in Chapter one, the primary aim of this study is to investigate change and 

conflict in the information services of academic libraries. 

Secondary objectives 

To achieve the primary objective, the secondary objectives are to:  

 provide an extensive literature review regarding change in academic libraries 

and strategies of conflict management; 

 describe the challenges faced by academic libraries in the digital era; 

 investigate the nature and the causes of conflict in academic libraries and; 

 make recommendations to equip library management with strategies and 

techniques to manage conflict effectively. 

The findings emerged after a process of data immersion during which the researcher 

studied the transcripts and developed a set of codes which reflected emerging themes. 
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In presenting the core findings of the study the researcher has aimed to provide a space 

that allows for the authentic voices of the librarians to come through. Therefore, while 

the chapter seeks to analyse and interpret the librarians‟ experiences and perceptions 

about change and conflict, the qualitative approach allowed the librarians to „speak for 

themselves‟ through the narrative. According to Snodgrass (2005: 239), when 

researchers carry out research, there are two voices – the emic (interviewee‟s voice) 

and the etic (the researcher‟s voice) which must be kept separate. In this way the 

researcher concentrated on the „emic‟ and uses verbatim quotes to support the 

discussion.  

Recurring themes, sub-themes and categories were identified during the process of the 

data analysis as indicated in the table 4.1. 
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TABLE 4.1: Themes, sub-themes and categories 

Theme Sub-themes Categories 

 
Transformation in academic 
libraries  
 

 

 Perceptions of library 
users 
 

 Advent of technology 
 

 
 

 

 New trends and 
challenges 

 

 

 Users‟ engagement and 
behaviours 
 

 Timely service provision 

 New roles and skills 

 Resistance to change 
 

 Marketing library 
services 

 

 Partnership with 
stakeholders 

 

 New library structure 
 

 Lack of facilities and 
resources 

 

 
Conflict analysis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 Sources of conflict 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Change management 

 

 Task interdependence 

 Resource scarcity 

 Roles and expectations 

 Disputes within the 
sections of the library 

 Lack of shared vision 
 
 

 Restructuring the library 

 Improving policies, 
procedures and rules 

 Modifying 
communication 
structures 
 

 
Conflict management 
Strategies 
 
 

 

 A positive climate 
 

 

 Improve team 
effectiveness 

 
Conflict management 
techniques 
 
 

 

 Conflict handling 
styles 

 
 
 

 Conflict management 
experts 

 

 Accommodating 

 Collaborating 

 Compromising 
 
 

 Conflict management 
sessions 
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4.2 Discussion of themes and sub-themes 

As discussed in the review of the literature, pressures facing all academic and research 

libraries compel them to transform their collections, staff, and services to meet the 

changing demands of their users. The transition of higher education around the globe 

requires libraries to prepare for and respond to new demands.   

The findings indicate that both libraries face internal and external pressures due to 

technological advancement. Thus, academic libraries should be transformed and need 

to respond not only to pressures but in relation to the changes of the parent institution. 

The findings in both academic libraries reveal the pace of change that impacts on how 

libraries deliver access to resources and services. The introduction of the Internet and 

new technologies have affected the way librarians perform their roles and this paradigm 

shift from traditional to electronic resources brings about conflict and stress. Although 

librarians embrace change and see it as an enabler for speedy service delivery, some 

librarians reveal that academic libraries are not equally ready to implement change 

since the new trends and the advent of technology also impact on service operations 

and work processes.  

Furthermore, there are librarians that are resistant to change and this inability to accept 

change creates conflict and invariably impacts on service delivery. One of examples the 

librarians identified is Google as an Internet search engine that users use as „first stop 

shop‟ to search for information instead of using library resources. Librarians maintain 

that users lack „searching‟ skills and an inability to use relevant and trustworthy sources 

from Google or Internet search engines. This is a major source of conflict between 

librarians and users because poor attendance of library training sessions leads to poor 

information literacy skills.  

Users from disadvantaged communities turn to the library for information but the 

academic libraries have limited staff capacity to cater for their needs. Users have their 

own perceptions about what the librarians are supposed to be doing. In both academic 

libraries the findings reveal that diverse users place more demands and put pressure on 

librarians resulting in stress and „burnout‟. Another source of conflict is limited library 
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budgets that impede staff training and development in acquiring advanced technological 

skills required in the information era. 

The major theme that runs through the discussion of the findings is the need to 

transform academic libraries in order to respond to the new demands of teaching, 

learning and research in academia. Internal and external factors leading to change in 

academic libraries were discussed in detail in the literature review and these factors 

inform the findings of this study. When libraries fail to transform and resist change, 

conflict is bound to take place. Library management has to deal with conflict constantly 

and analyse the situation in order to understand the root causes. As evidenced in this 

study and supported by the literature sources on conflict in academic libraries, these 

causes of conflict include overlapping services due to organisational structure, lack of 

communication leading to service duplication, task interdependence, mutual suspicion 

and rivalry, resource scarcity and a lack of objectives and shared vision (Edwards & 

Walton 2000 :39).  

New trends and challenges have a direct impact on the roles and skills of librarians as 

well as on the nature of their work. The findings relating to academic libraries reveal that 

new trends call for libraries to adapt and respond to change and an understanding of 

LIS practices. Marketing library services, partnerships with stakeholders, new library 

structures and a lack of resources and facilities are challenges that indirectly impact on 

users‟ behaviour and access to information. Academic libraries are in conflict with the 

library users owing to a lack of library resources resulting from the lack of cooperation 

from the university management. 

Building partnership with stakeholders takes longer than expected because of 

misunderstandings between librarians and academic staff with regards to who is 

responsible for ordering library material. Additionally, miscommunication in reporting 

lines, poorly designed job descriptions and organisational structure are the basis of 

stress and conflict. Lack of facilities and staff shortages have a direct impact on 

librarians‟ growth development and upward mobility. The findings reveal that retired 

librarians have not been replaced, thereby adding more work and stress and leading to 



57 
 

„burnout‟ on the lean staff. Library training sessions have to be postponed owing to slow 

Internet connectivity, limited ICT infrastructure and inadequate funding for renewal 

subscriptions and license maintenance of online library resources.  

A noteworthy point in this discussion is that while academic libraries are transforming, 

conflict is obviously inevitable as part of these processes and has to be managed. The 

findings indicate that conflict does exist in both academic libraries. In any organisation 

where employees interact, conflict is inevitable. In dealing with conflict, library managers 

have to understand and analyse conflict situations. Thus, conflict analysis is about 

understanding causes, actors and the dynamics of conflict. Library managers have to 

identify potential and existing causes of conflict as well as possible factors contributing 

to it. The findings also reveal that conflict in the academic libraries varies and is 

complex, ranging from task dependence, resource scarcity, roles and expectations, lack 

of vision and poorly designed library structure which impacts on service operations.  

“Looking at an ideal library organogram, I would say conflict is at all levels. Yes, 
from the senior management of the library, middle management and to the 
operational level of library management. However, having said that I would say at 
times conflict is much more concentrated at the top where decisions are made, 
where policies and procedure are made, yes” (L2). (L2 stands for Librarian 2 - 
see also Appendix II). 

“Conflict occurs in all levels in the library. Let me make an example with the job 
description: it‟s a challenge because you have this job of yours, you have to 
perform in your job and now I‟m not sure if it is only in this university but you just 
have to stretch your workers. You are in the information services but at the same 
time you will see yourself chipping-in in the circulation services because you see 
the point that here I need to chip in. Job description is being overstretched 
because we are understaffed at times. So you will notice that we‟ve had an 
increase on student numbers then you have to because there‟s no need to say 
this year I have this number of students, next year you have an increase of three 
hundred, how do you complain?” (L3). 

“The librarians affected mostly by conflict are the new ones, not because the 
conflict is brought by them. By new ones I mean the junior librarians, let me just 
say that. They are affected by conflict because the senior ones will just say 
they‟ve been doing whatever they say they‟ve been doing their own way for x 
amount of years. Now the junior librarian meeting the senior librarian is affected 
by the conflict because this one may resist change when the new librarian is 
bringing the change in accordance with the new technology” (L9). 
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Change and conflict are necessary components of academic library life in order to foster 

a good fit between the library team members (McGuigan 2012: 5). Shang (2012: 4) 

points out the fact that conflict management strategies exist and the key for managers is 

to understand and establish good working relationships and improve team effectiveness 

in order to create a positive library climate. Subsequently, every conflict situation is an 

opportunity for the team to grow, learn and work more effectively if conflict is managed 

properly.  

Moreover, academic libraries exist in an unprecedented environment to which they are 

required to respond and shift the resources to support the digital/electronic era in order 

to remain competitive in the global world. The nature of librarians‟ work, planning, 

access and service provision changes according to the new environment. The librarians 

require new roles and skills enabling them to meet the needs of the diversified users. 

Change impacts on academic libraries and indirectly or directly causes conflict among 

library staff. Internal and external factors leading to change are some of the specific 

drivers of transformation and have led to new LIS trends and practices. 

4.3 Transformation in academic libraries 

The findings reveal that the constant advances in technology, the changes in higher 

education and the new demands on academic libraries from communities and students 

mean that the work of librarians is becoming more complex. All these transformations 

have placed additional burdens on librarians which have increased the level of stress in 

the workplace and have resulted in increasing demands. The way librarians perform 

their duties today has been changed by the paradigm shift from traditional to electronic 

libraries. The challenges presented by these transformations are expressed as follows 

by the participants:  

“Because the world is mostly technologically, we are forced to conform to the 
situation but it‟s a challenge because you end up having a problem in terms of 
top librarians but we have to conform to the situation because the world is 
moving fast because of the technology and we as information librarians are 
stressed because we have to equip ourselves with the skills of how to operate 
these technologies” (L4).  
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“Change is never easy. It depends on the manager how he/she introduces 
change and must do it in a very good way to all staff” (L1). 

“Not all academic libraries are equally ready to grasp and implement change 
including introduction of new trends/technology and these impacts on people: 
some grasp easily, others take time.  You are aware that nowadays lib-guides 
are now a feature that is spoken about, everyone is busy with it but not all of us 
have bought into the use of Lib-guides so you find that other people will be far 
advanced than others in constructing their own Lib-guides. So I view that as 
internal pressure that can cause conflict” (L7). 

4.3.1 Perceptions of users 

The introduction of technology has changed the nature of work in academic libraries; 

subsequently library users‟ expectations and their demands on librarians can be 

sources of conflict. The participants indicated that users have different perceptions 

about the role of librarians and the services offered. Librarians experience stress and 

burnout due to performance anxiety because of conflicting roles in the changing 

environment. According to Conner (2003: xi), people respond to change in numerous 

ways. Any significant change impacts on people‟s self-esteem, their motivation to do 

well, their status or the stress they experience, be it positive or negative. The excerpts 

below illustrate this: 

“There are a number of perceptions that our users hold about what a librarian is 
supposed to be doing and as a result that‟s a major source of conflict. You go to 
a faculty, for example, and try to market a product or try to convince the lecturer 
to release students for training and that lecturer probably holds a different 
perspective of what the role of the librarian should be so at times those are 
sources, grey areas of conflict, yes” (L2). 

 “My experiences as a librarian in the field for long, students who come to the 
university community are from very disadvantaged areas. They know nothing 
about the library so as a librarian we are faced with such challenges of trying to 
introduce the concept of the library to these students. You have to have the skill 
as well of showing them how. That is basic computer skills, how to handle the 
mouse. From the lecturing point of view, the lecturers themselves have negative 
attitudes in as far as librarians are concerned. They think that if you are a 
librarian you have to issue out and receive material from them. They don‟t know 
that there is something that goes beyond that. And secondly, maybe with the 
managers, not in the library, some management in the university they don‟t know 
what the whole library is all about. Maybe you want someone who is going to do 
this for you as a librarian but you don‟t get it and you know the budget challenge. 
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So these are the concerns, the problem of attitude with the management and the 
staff, generally” (L9). 

4.3.2 Advent of technology 

Participants stated that the advent of technology had transformed the nature of work 

and the provision of services to most of the users. They reiterated that the changing 

library environment in the technological era is a complex one and they have to adapt to 

a new vision and mission to meet the expectations and demands of the users. These 

changes impacted on the skills that are required in the technological environment. The 

following extracts support this: 

“I‟ll refer to our days when at university, for instance, a new programme/course 
was being introduced, the librarian who sits at faculty board gets the 
documentation for the motivation for a new course to be introduced, all the 
documentation, even from external assessors, with all the books, the journals 
that will be needed, sort of a reference list that will be needed for that 
programme, and immediately senate endorses that this can go ahead.  Now 
things no longer work that way and that change has a direct impact on how ready 
the library is and how ready the information librarian is to service the new 
students that would be coming in” (L7). 

“Our students, they do come and ask for some assistance from us as information 
librarians. They can use Google but at the end of the day Google information is 
not that much for academic or educational purposes. You have to use the online 
resources. Most of them, although you say they are much familiar but we find 
when we talk to them, some of them don‟t even understand the services that we 
offer but we try our level best” (L4). 

4.3.2.1 Timely service provision 

Participants expressed the view that technology impacted positively on the operations of 

information services. Similarly, with the development of information technologies, users 

want their information needs met timeously and efficiently and librarians are under 

pressure to provide all these services. 

“I will say there has been a positive impact on the library operations. You can‟t 
take us back to the manual system, you know those catalogues or books, and 
those are things of the past so the impact really has been quite positive. We now 
do almost anything on the computer. You can share information; you can provide 
service like your charging and discharging of your materials. We are also able to 
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see what NMMU has from here. Yes, it‟s all because of technology so I would 
say the impact of technology on libraries has been quite positive” (L2). 

“As a librarian, my experience with young generation is that they are not 
comfortable with print. They are more comfortable using their smart phones. 
They are more comfortable to use their computers/laptops. They need 
information urgently so we have to meet them at where they are and they are not 
prepared to wait. They will ask you, „How sisi (sister), where do you think I can 
get this information?‟ „You know and you start to scratch your head‟ ” (L3). 

In most of the interviews, a significant amount of attention was dedicated to discussions 

concerning the degree to which librarians should seek to play a role in supporting and 

providing up-to-date information required by diverse users. In this regard, in the new 

technological environment, librarians are expected to have a „deep‟ knowledge of the 

library‟s resources that include both traditional collections and virtual collections. This is 

supported in the following extracts: 

“I think the librarians have to be information literate to start with so that they are 
able to use a wide range of resources effectively so that these students can 
improve their pass rate through the use of computer/technology driven skills. I‟m 
talking about information literacy; they need to be information literate, they need 
to be computer literate so that they can be in a position to assist students 
effectively. You cannot assist students in this information world without the 
knowledge of technology, and as such they have to be trained, go to workshops 
on all these areas” (L9). 

“The librarian must be able to work with the electronics. I mean in future, if you 
don‟t know how to work with the electronics then you are doomed you know and 
it means you struggle to get the customers because I‟ve already highlighted 
about that they need information instantly” (L3). 

Participants further indicated that librarians and users sometimes face problems in 

accessing the online resources in the library. When needs are not met, this leads to 

conflict between the user and librarians.   

“Yes so we don‟t have enough resources. Even when we have them, we find that 
they are not working and that‟s not even your field. Now if there‟s a problem with 
this then you just listen to him and it ends there then you have to do it yourself 
now, manually” (L12). 

“The introduction of e-books is a challenge that we are having: we don‟t have 
resources so that the student can be in a position to read those e-books. Even 
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the librarians themselves, they don‟t have the resources when they are training 
students on how to use these e-books” (L6). 

4.3.2.2 New roles and skills 

Participants revealed that new technologies resulted in new ways of working and 

demands for new roles and skills in the library field in order to provide quality service.  

This is revealed in the following excerpts: 

“The librarians should see themselves as teachers so that they can teach 
students. They must also be seen as mentors. They must also be seen as ICT 
specialists. They must be embedded librarians so that they are well versed with 
what is taking place around them and also not only focus on this library role, they 
must also go out as marketers, to be seen as champions in what is taking place 
in the library and also in the information world, as information specialists, as 
knowledge managers”(L9). 

“Librarians must be computer literate with IT and teaching skills in order to equip 
users with searching skills for lifelong learning. They must be innovative, dynamic 
and proactive, librarians that focus on relationship engagement with faculties and 
users for teaching, learning and research” (L5). 

4.3.2.3 Resistance to change 

Participants shared the view that change provokes anxiety and indirectly leads to 

resistance. When library staff members are entrenched in habitual ways of doing things, 

they tend to resist change and fear losing their jobs since learning new ways of doing 

things can be intimidating. Lombard and Crafford (2003: 43) highlight the fact that 

resistance to change arises as a response or reaction to change. This response is 

viewed as natural as change involves unlearning habitual patterns and learning new 

ways of thinking and feeling, resulting in new behaviours. This is supported in the 

following excerpts: 

“If you are so used to that system, it‟s hard when new things are being introduced 
so now that‟s why in management there‟s this new concept of change 
management. You know as time goes, things are changing so we need to adapt 
to those things and no need of frictions.  Because it also affects the processes 
because it brings some delays, you know. Because sometimes the students are 
here in large numbers and the person‟s trying to learn the system so mistakes 
will happen in that process so those mistakes will affect the service” (L6). 
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“We are living in the information world and everything revolves around 
technology. I would say on the internal front, this inability to change by some staff 
creates conflict in itself. There are people that resist change, yes, they will 
forever live with stress because change is here forever. In fact, change is good to 
the ones that embrace it, but those who resist it are in conflict with themselves 
and other librarians” (L2). 

4.3.3 New trends and challenges  

The participants indicated that change and new trends posed some challenges and 

demands that have led to conflict. Conflict occurs when the demands of the users are 

not met and librarians are stressed and under pressure to fulfil the mission of the parent 

institution. Unhaga (2009: 197) emphasises that in the 21st century, academic libraries 

necessitate agile librarians who are eager and talented to evaluate the sources, 

policies, systems, attitudes or any related matters in order to offer the most effective 

service possible. The following extracts support this theme: 

“Librarians must be researchers to understand users‟ needs; marketers to 
promote the library without relying on marketing department of the university, 
promote reading culture and empower communities. And the fact that we don‟t 
have the reading culture in these societies, when they grow up then they don‟t 
really know and this technology, the media is now giving them a lot, like TVs. 
They are reading a lot of stuff that is not really needed, that is not good for them 
but if they could know and understand what the library can offer them, they would 
be empowered. I mean they would know more. They will have the knowledge 
because it‟s all about knowledge” (L11). 

“I think with the changes in the industry, information librarians need to be 
teachers. Yes, they need to be teachers. They need to be competent trainers 
because we are saying almost everything is going technology, it‟s going 
electronic but the question remains, are our users competent enough to use 
these services? Are users competent enough to extract and make sense of the 
information that is widely available online? And who should come in now to teach 
those users to be able to find, use and be able to evaluate information online? It‟s 
the librarians, the information librarians, so we need an information librarian who 
is skilled enough, with some teaching qualifications, assessment qualities, 
evaluative skills of information so as to be able to tell from that which is … and 
that which is quality” (L2). 
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4.3.3.1 Marketing library services 

Participants shared the view that the marketing of a library and its resources is 

paramount in order to make users aware of the latest available products and new library 

developments. Librarians are under pressure and become caught up in conflict 

management when library resources are not utilised and at the same time users do not 

take the opportunities presented to them by the librarians. Academic libraries have to 

engage in services like creating an innovative model of moving librarians out of the 

library building and focusing on building effective relationships with the users. Once a 

week librarians have an awareness day and provide incentives in order to promote the 

library services to encourage the users. This strategy is used by the librarians to attract 

more users.   

“We are talking about the resources that we have in the libraries: if they are not 
being used then the subscription will be stopped or we are throwing away 
university money because we are buying these things but they are not being 
used. It‟s not an investment anymore and it will be good if maybe they are being 
used then we know that ah, we may retain those because it means that they are 
being used.  You have to go to the users and bring them to the library. We are 
trying to take them away from the Google library. We want them to come to the 
library buildings as much as we are going to give them but it‟s not good for them 
to rely on Google only. Here we have peer reviewed information that is relevant, 
that is authentic for them to use in an academic world. So if you see them 
struggling, you feel obliged to chip in and help them so it is a challenge on its 
own” (L3). 

“Now we have these electronic resources, now we have the computer labs, 
which makes it easier for them after being exposed to these electronic resources 
then there are labs for them to go there and practise, make sure that they do 
cope and even us now, we are roaming and roving. Roaming and roving get to 
understand their programs all around the library and there are these Wi-fi so they 
connect to these electronics everywhere they are in the library” (L12). 

4.3.3.2 Partnership with stakeholders 

Participants stated that forming and expanding partnerships with stakeholders is the 

mission of the academic library. According to the South African Online User Group 

(SAOUG) 2003: 5), collaboration, participation and partnership should be encouraged 

and extended from as close as staff members, students and other libraries to as far as 
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suppliers and professional bodies. Librarians offer training sessions to research 

students during lecture periods to assist supervisors and lecturers to increase the 

research output. Lecturers play a significant role in teaching, learning, researching and 

motivating the students or researchers to consult the library for material. Poor 

attendance of library training sessions and low usage statistics for online resources by 

the students are an indication that lecturers give little support in communicating 

librarians‟ initiatives to students. This is indicated in the following excerpts: 

“Yes, externally I would mention lack of cooperation. For an example, if I have to 
liaise with a certain faculty and that faculty doesn‟t cooperate, you know, that 
would be seen by my supervisor as me, as a librarian, not doing my work and 
result into conflict, you know” (L5). 

“Yes, the library is trying to take the route for online recommendations but still we 
are using cards. So you find that you give the academics and you expect them to 
recommend titles, then you call them and they are not in the office. You send 
emails, they are not responding so it means you are not going to get anything 
back from them. At the end when the students come the library doesn‟t have 
books. Then, lecturers will come and point fingers at the library and say that the 
library is not doing anything, they are not ordering books. So we say we are 
giving them but they are not recommending to us so we don‟t know because they 
need to recommend because we can buy something which is not in line with 
them” (L10). 

“There are pressures that are external. Information services hinges on a firm 
relationship, a tripod relationship, if we may say, so it is the librarian who has to 
work smoothly with the academic, it is important that the librarian is about to 
support the student with the third leg at giving information. When there is a 
breakdown in one of the areas here, you will always find problems and the poor 
librarians at times don‟t enjoy a fair judgement from the student, whilst perhaps 
the librarians didn‟t get a fair deal from the academics”(L7). 

“Ja (Yes), you find that sometimes basically our main objective is to render 
information service to our users and to satisfy them but you find that it is difficult 
because if you try to communicate with the academics they don‟t really 
understand you. All they know is that a librarian is there to pack the books and 
clean up and tidy the shelves but when you try to communicate what are their 
basic needs, what is it that they want for their students, for example, what can 
you do to meet their needs. You find that they don‟t understand you because 
they want to know what it is exactly that you want because we cannot give you all 
the information because you are not going to teach our students so you find it is 
difficult to provide what is exactly needed by the users or the students” (L11). 
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4.3.3.3 New library structure 

Participants shared different views regarding the librarians who are mostly affected by 

conflict in the library. Some participants revealed that the organisational structure of the 

library needs to be revised with a new job grading system to fit into the new library 

organogram in order to minimise conflict. According to Bolarinwa and Oluronfeni (2009: 

3), a structure that is poorly designed contributes in communicating indistinct 

organisational relationships. The participants had the following perceptions regarding 

the causes of conflict and levels of the organisational structure where conflict exists: 

“It‟s the middle managers that are affected most because you find we are in one 
place. I have been a librarian for 20 years. There‟s only one senior librarian in 
this institution and when you say we should have senior librarians learning 
technical whatever and then they say there are no posts but other campuses 
have senior librarians. Even in the lower grades you find that people take time to 
be promoted so there is that problem” (L8). 

“Junior librarians (more operational) experience conflict within and from the 
users, middle managers are in conflict when giving instructions to the juniors and 
top managers are in conflict because of the top-down approach when all staff 
disagree with management decisions” (L10). 

“In my opinion, conflict will be experienced by all the heads of information 
sections because if for instance a junior librarian in a section experiences 
problems or conflict, he/she escalates it to them on top then the one on top will 
also have one‟s own problems which he/she must deal with plus the escalated 
one and the problem that has been escalated to him, you find that both parties 
who have conflict expect a favourable treatment or response from the head or 
supervisor so it becomes a vicious cycle” (L7). 

4.3.3.4 Professional development and staff shortages 

Participants further indicated that inadequate funding is the contributing factor to a lack 

of continuous professional development as well as staff shortages. Because of staff 

shortages and poor service delivery, conflict is bound to occur and the few available 

librarians are unable to meet the needs of the users. Weaver-Meyers (2002: 25) 

contends that conflict can strain relationships and create a negative climate and low 

morale that indirectly impact on the users. To minimise conflict, library managers need 
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to recruit library staff that are skilled and training on the job is crucial to keep abreast 

with technological developments in the field.  This was noted in the following excerpts: 

“Ja (Yes) shortage, in the sense that if someone resigns or someone retires, it 
takes time for that person to be replaced on this particular campus because we 
had a person who retired last year and she was an information librarian so 
someone had to be taken from somewhere else. As I was saying to this 
gentleman I was just talking to, he‟s a cataloguer but at the same time he was 
interested in assisting as an information librarian for the science faculty. We 
thought that at least in that time the position would be advertised but up till now 
he is still here cataloguing. Yes, he is being stretched. For instance, the faculty of 
Humanities, upstairs, is managed by one person. In fact the faculty of Humanities 
is also made up of Education” (L8). 

“Today‟s and future librarians need to know more about technology. I mean the 
computers, if that could be included and they don‟t just do the basic computer 
studies. They need to know more about computers because there are system 
librarians nowadays so you find that if you don‟t know more then you depend on 
someone else to help you with the changes in technology. If you want to do this, 
you just have to call an ICT person. We don‟t need that. We really need to be 
empowered on that side. We need to know more about the new trends but we 
are always told there‟s no funding” (L11). 

“The major challenge is with the introduction of all these new trends, which 
require more training for the librarians themselves so it‟s a lot of pressure. For 
example, in cataloguing section there is this introduction of the new schema for 
cataloguing. The librarians have been using normal cataloguing rules, now 
there‟s an introduction of RDA; it‟s a Resource Description Access so the 
librarians must catalogue based on these rules. Now there will be some changes 
and then those changes are also going to affect the way as librarians have been 
doing the work and right now the processing of books cannot continue therefore 
books will not get to the shelves and users will have been affected as well” (L6). 

4.3.3.5 Inadequate funding  

Participants indicated that inadequate funding affects the delivery of the service and the 

purchasing of library resources. Conflict between the library management and the 

university management occurs due to the cuts in library funding. Academic library 

resources require expensive equipment and the library cannot provide this and 

therefore needs assistance from funding agencies (Alemna 1998: 7). The university 

management is responsible for allocating funding to the divisions but the funding is 

never enough. The following excerpts illustrate this: 
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“Challenges in this section come from various concerns: accessing information, 
forwarding information needed by the users and challenges between the 
information workers. For instance, before you came to my office this afternoon 
there had been a power cut and librarians who wanted to retrieve electronic 
information to give to their users had a challenge. Some of them had to postpone 
such sessions for later periods, which is not a nice experience because it 
accumulates their work. There are also challenges to what type of information 
sources we subscribe to. That one is a direct effect/impact of how much money 
we are given in the library budget (funding). We are subscribing to quite a 
number of online sources, data bases, and electronic journals online.  We are 
now purchasing packages of electronic books and in the old (print) format but 
from time to time we experience problems with regard to electronic information 
sources. The issue is not acquiring the book only or the information source only 
or the question of access to a source that has been subscribed to or purchased 
by the library. It‟s also the question of reading, seeing to it that the users/clients 
have sufficient material for resources, hardware to read those texts” (L7). 

“With the university at large, the library in a way, whether they are looking at the 
budget or not, although I am not on the budget side of the library, in a way they 
have to explain. Because as libraries we have to explain, I‟m not sure if there‟s 
an easier word I can use, we have to justify ourselves as the library. What exactly 
we need this money for. Right, we have to justify ourselves that we need this 
money for A, B, C and D. I think the budget is within the institution. I‟m not sure 
whether they don‟t have an understanding of how the library operates in a way. 
That could be a big problem. That they don‟t understand what exactly is” (L4). 

Another issue that participants shared is the lack of funding in purchasing online 

resources.  

“The introduction of e-books and the challenge that we are having is that we 
don‟t have resources so that the student can be in a position to read those e-
books. Even the librarians themselves, they don‟t have the resources when they 
are training students on how to use these e-books” (L6). 

“A challenge I am having as a professional is that I would want to have a service 
that would benefit my clients. Sometimes because of the resources it might be a 
problem of getting what I need, maybe because of financial. You know our 
institution is battling because of financial reasons so you don‟t get what you want. 
You try your best but it‟s not getting to the way that we want to so it means that 
we are not reaching our targets. When you come to work you know that you are 
planning to do this and this and this but because of the resources, we have to opt 
for the second best affordable option that is available for them. But now there is 
that problem of processing material and delays, which may impact heavily on 
them and that‟s creating a lot of pressure and misunderstandings” (L3). 
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4.3.3.6 ICT infrastructure support 

Participants share similar views concerning how limited ICT infrastructure support 

impacts on the services and the work of the librarians. Sometimes without ICT 

personnel attending to the ICT problems such as the low Internet penetration and 

access to the online resources, their challenges are compounded. The lack of 

cooperation and support from the ICT personnel in attending to the problems of the 

library systems can be stressful to the librarians and results in conflict. Participants 

suggested that there should be ICT personnel based in the library itself to attend to the 

systems, network and bandwidth problems. Reference is made to this in the excerpts 

below:  

“As the library we are recommending to have our own IT guy who understands 
the system that is around library services because with the people from outside 
you need to make them understand that this must go this way and sometimes 
they are not responding on time. Especially in our case, you find that we are not 
a compass that...we have good reaches but in terms of response. Even if we 
have a training, the IT guys must be there so that all the problems that are 
occurring can be fixed right there. So they will come before the training to see 
things then they leave. Then if we encounter any problem then we have to call 
and say, „Where are you?‟ and with emotions running high conflict starts so that 
is another problem” (L10). 

“The only thing that usually puts pressure on the information librarians is the 
network, the slow network is the main problem. Because of the network issue our 
students are panicking when they want to download something on their own and 
they come to the library, „Could you help me?‟ and then you show the person 
how to download. Because of the network issue, they have to come back to the 
library so we can show them how to download. The network issue is the main 
problem and a major challenge” (L4). 

“For now there are 30 computers and the library will try to add in a short space of 
time but some are not working. And another challenge is that we don‟t have an IT 
person that is standing there to monitor and maintain those computers. So the 
people who are monitoring the computer lab are not IT skilled which means they 
will just monitor the usage. If it‟s got a problem they can‟t do anything so in terms 
of student numbers, there are so many because I‟m serving Science and there 
are so many departments within Science. I can average +/- 800 undergraduate 
and then post graduate is around +/- 300” (L8). 
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Transforming academic libraries has posed some challenges in terms of new library 

trends and practices. In turn, change impacts on the perceptions of users and the 

changing roles of the librarians. Different types of conflict also arise in the library and 

should be analysed in order to understand how these can be managed.   

4.4 Conflict analysis 

The participants reiterated that conflict exists in the library and measures should be 

taken to avoid the recurrence of negative and destructive conflict. They seem to 

understand that it is imperative to understand how conflict works and how it can be 

managed constructively. Additionally, they understood the analysis of conflict is 

important to assist and equip managers with strategies to resolve and manage library 

conflicts. The excerpts below confirm this view:  

“It‟s complicated. You know when there is a conflict, in a whole setup there is 
conflict in certain or selected areas so when you try to manage that I always start 
by analysing and start with the ones that are easy or shall I say sweet to 
undertake and when you have dealt with those that are easy and enjoyable to all 
the parties, you find that people soften up. And when it is time to tackle the 
conflict, people are cool headed, level headed and are able to reflect on issues 
with a cool attitude” (L7). 

“In analysing conflict as a supervisor for section maybe certain individuals or...in 
a way there‟s misbehaviour, call a meeting with the staff members. Calling a 
meeting in order to hear the sides of both parties before you remedy the problem, 
find out the reason and the cause of why the person is misbehaved like that then 
you bring up a deposition to understand fully what has happened” (L4). 

“During conflict analysis, the librarians should take into consideration the age of 
this librarian. Sometimes it does happen that this person has got conflict with this 
one maybe because of age. That is the age gap so you need to take that into 
consideration, that maybe you give that person the benefit of the doubt. And also, 
you need to take into consideration the fact that this person who is affected by 
conflict is more knowledgeable than this one because inferiority complex can 
also create conflict. It‟s something that I could‟ve mentioned earlier on when I 
was talking about lack of communication because this one is bringing good ideas 
which this one doesn‟t have. Also the attitude, we need to change one‟s attitude. 
Conflict has to be managed in such a way that you need to check the factors that 
are leading to this conflict, like those that I have mentioned” (L3). 
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4.4.1 Sources of conflict 

The participants indicated that the sources of conflict in academic libraries are varied 

and complex.     

4.4.1.1 Task interdependence 

In the library different sections have to work together to reach a goal and the librarians 

have to interact and cooperate in the process to achieve joint outcomes. In the library, 

conflict has a tendency to arise under circumstances when cooperation is needed to 

complete a task. When something goes wrong, co-workers will blame one another.  

“You see sometimes, as librarians, we have different levels. Some are 
information librarians; some are inter-learning librarians, technician librarians. 
You find that we don‟t really understand each other and our work depends on 
other departments. For example, if cataloguers do not complete the processing 
of books, then as information librarian can‟t assist the students.  Then frictions 
and conflict starts. We don‟t really understand that our work is more like a chain 
because if you are cataloguing books then there must be an acquisitions librarian 
so that acquisitions librarian needs a cataloguer, the cataloguer needs an 
information librarians and it goes hand in hand” (L11). 

“The problem with the workflow, you are expected to do something but you 
cannot because of the external factors like the Internet. Another thing is the 
problem of information not reaching the user at a given moment because 
someone will say the book has arrived in the library, how long does it take to go 
to the shelves, so we‟ve got that pressure and in conflict because of the external 
factors that affect us. At times now you find that, talking about the staff shortage, 
there are also resources that need to be processed for the shelves and if 
someone is not there then you find you‟ve got load of work and you are stressed” 
(L8). 

4.4.1.2 Resource scarcity 

In the library, resource scarcity leads to conflict when the librarians need to pursue their 

goals. The participants indicated that the scarcer the resource, the greater the chance 

for a conflict situation. Organisations, including academic libraries, are characterised by 

both interdependence and competition for scarce positions, resources and status. The 

potential for conflict is thus a natural feature of the work environment (Mack, 1965:395). 

The following extracts are representative of some of the responses: 
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“As librarians we are stressed because we are depriving users of so much 
information that we could give them at this moment because if the book is not 
available in the library, for instance, and we borrow it through inter-library loans 
then how long will it takes. Whereas if we had electronic books now then at least 
you could give that person information but on that issue of funds, we cannot 
purchase electronic books and electronic resources, the technology and the 
gadgets to read those electronic books because we don‟t have enough computer 
labs and we are told about the funds even then. We do not have enough 
computer labs and users do not understand and blaming librarians for lack of 
resources. We are the largest library on this campus” (L8). 

“One of the pressures is with regard to how budget is being handled nowadays. 
You are told that you still have money in your kitty to buy books. Last week I 
came back excited and said „People, let‟s go ahead and order again because 
there is still some money‟ but to my dismay yesterday when I opened my email I 
found that one of the finance directors is saying except if there is a dire need for 
purchases are withheld because we are entering a dry season financially. Now, 
that to me is a pressure because I said something else just two weeks ago to 
people to accelerate their interaction with the lecturers seeking titles” (L6). 

“A challenge I am having as a professional is that I would want to have a service 
that would benefit my clients. Sometimes because of the resources it might be a 
problem of getting what I need, maybe because of financial. You know our 
institution is battling because of financial reasons so you don‟t get what you want. 
You try your best but it‟s not getting to the way that we want to so it means that 
we are not reaching our targets. When you come to work you know that you are 
planning to do this and this and this but because of the resources, we have to opt 
for the second best affordable option that is available for them. But now there is 
that problem of processing material and delays, which may impact heavily on 
them and that‟s creating a lot of pressure and misunderstandings” (L3). 

4.4.1.3 Roles and expectations 

The participants shared similar views, namely that manager-subordinate conflict can 

occur when the subordinate librarian‟s role is not clearly defined and both the manager 

and subordinate have different understandings of that role. In the library, aspects of the 

relations between potential adversaries may be the source of conflict. The following 

demonstrates this: 

“When there is a breakdown in communication then you realise that this one was 
supposed to report this to a certain individual but now you realise that information 
has not been communicated well to that individual. So when there is that, it 
means there is conflict” (L9).  
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“Okay, for an example, if there‟s lack of communication then we are bound to be 
in logger heads. This communication, more specifically, the lack rather thereof, 
I‟ll say comes from the supervisors, from up down. Sometimes the supervisor will 
not explain an instruction sufficiently and efficiently, and in the process they want 
subordinates to follow the instructions and we do not understand what it is that is 
fully required. Ja (Yes) and that causes some conflicts, alright and sometimes a 
supervisor will give multiple instructions for the same thing and these multiple 
instructions going to different people, for example, you know and you can 
imagine what happens, everybody running around for the same thing, you know” 
(L5). 

4.4.1.4 Disputes within the sections of the library 

Participants indicated that intra-organisational conflict arises in different sections in the 

library and this can lead to interpersonal issues not being addressed. In the library when 

librarians compare their resources and status with other services, disputes arise 

between the sections (information, bibliographic, circulation services). The following 

excerpts reflect this:    

“Within the library there might also be conflict within the sections because there‟s 
something that I‟ve noticed. Sometimes the sections have different functions: 
rendering information, cataloguing, acquisitions. To me, I must know what goes 
on in acquisitions so that I will be able to say that this process of yours is 
interrupting my service, which means I must have input on what their processes 
are. They must not decide on their own or plan their processes because their 
processes affect other sections, which means people must be open to other stuff, 
ask what they are doing so that I know they go this far. If they go this far in this 
part then I know that‟s where my services are interrupted and might result in 
frictions” (L10). 

“We do experience conflict, especially during the time of mergers because there 
are so many things. Another person from another campus must come into this 
campus and they say they used to do it a different way. We had a problem with 
one of my colleagues here, he was from another campus. He put the records in 
the front and he would say we put them in the back and refuse to hear our side” 
(L8). 

4.4.1.5 Lack of shared vision 

The participants stated that the behaviour that elicits conflict is the lack of focus on 

future goals which leads to setbacks and causes frustration and slow momentum. The 

literature reveals that long-standing differences lead to low job satisfaction and morale, 
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resulting in absenteeism and staff turnover in the organisation (Kathman & Kathman 

1990: 146). The following excerpts indicate this:  

“I think that‟s a behaviour that might not be accepted in a way such as lack of 
cooperation among the team, but as a supervisor of the information librarian 
section, you have to find out the reason why the person is behaving the way 
he/she is behaving” (L4). 

“You‟ll find that most librarians are not motivated. Low morale of the librarians 
due to lack of recognition and low salary for the work they do. Supervisors with 
innovations lack support from the library management” (L11). 

“The major drivers of conflict could be a lack of communication between one 
department and another or between individuals. Once there‟s that breakdown in 
communication it then leads to a breakdown in mutual trust. We are fighting for 
that small bone you know, all the departments around the university so again it‟s 
a source of serious conflict, this department is pushing for their own and that 
department is pushing for their own” (L2). 

4.4.2 Change management  

Participants revealed that change begins with the library manager‟s awareness that 

change is needed. The literature states that a critical factor of leadership development is 

that the senior decision-makers are transformational leaders who must be excellent 

strategists, strong planners, change agents and visionaries. Embracing multiple aspects 

of organisational theory, the academic library director must provide leadership in guiding 

the management of change (McGuigan 2012: 10). In the digital age, there is a definite 

need for libraries to have managers who are willing to embrace the change called for by 

academic libraries and the following participants shared this perspective:                                                                  

“I think a manager must hold meetings. Don‟t hold a meeting simply because 
there‟s a problem or there‟s a conflict or you want to solve it. Hold meetings 
periodically, maybe meetings over a cup of coffee. „You see guys I‟m calling you, 
I just want to know how you feel about being here. Are there any problems that 
you‟ve come across? How are the users treating you? How do you think things 
can be changed? How are the people that you are working with here, with me as 
the manager, with you as the sub-colleagues? What do you find that needs to be 
changed in this working environment?‟ ” (L12). 

“Information librarians and managers need to be deep rooted in the profession, 
they need to keep pace with changes in technology, and they need to be actually 
the drivers of technology and take services of technology to their users.  They 
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need to be on the platforms where young users of libraries are. Yes, so if you are 
a bit aged and you are an information librarian who doesn‟t want to embrace 
technology then it will be very unfortunate.  Yes, you are not part of the modern 
world” (L2). 

4.4.2.1 Restructuring the library  

Restructuring was seen by the participants to be effective in bringing about much 

needed change. This involves moving staff to different sections and changing lines of 

communication. The literature suggests that academic libraries should try and learn as 

much as possible from others who have implemented organisational change. They 

should never introduce a structure simply because it is being used elsewhere but only if 

it meets a specific organisational need. Of key importance is to determine how people 

within the organisation will adopt the new structure (Moran, 2001:110). The following 

extracts are representative of some of the responses: 

“Conflict is at all levels of the library organogram. Conflict is from the senior, 
middle management and to the operational level of library management. But 
conflict is more concentrated at the top where decisions, policies and procedure 
are made. The important point is that new job grading system is necessary to 
minimise conflict” (L2). 

“No, I think library managers should put people at the right positions and they 
must listen to colleagues and be open to ideas of others. They must stop playing 
power games” (L5). 

4.4.2.2 Improving policies, procedures and rules 

The participants revealed that in order to minimise ambiguities and reduce conflict, 

library management can improve policies, procedures and rules. The literature supports 

this view and states that it is crucial to develop policies and procedures that assist in 

achieving the overall goal of the library (Unhaga 2009: 199). The participants stated the 

following:   

“Well, the challenges obviously would be, convincing staff that are sometimes 
your subordinates, to say this is the vision, the mission of the university, you 
have all to adhere to this and this is what is reachable, it‟s stressful and the 
hardest part. Yes you‟ve got to live the vision and mission yourself and there are 
things like luckily we have a structure now which all institutions in South Africa 
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have and that would be your individual performance appraisals that you have” 
(L1).  

“A policy on how to deal with conflict because conflict is inevitable in all 
organisations: it‟s just that you must have procedures on how to deal with 
different types of conflicts and keep on updating that document.  Update and 
implement changes on the conflict policy document as a team” (L6).                                                                                                                                                                                             

4.4.2.3 Modifying communication structures 

Organisational communication is influenced by formal channels of communication, 

organisational structure and job specification (Bolarinwa & Olorunfemi 2009: 2). It 

cannot be ruled out that communication is used to modify behaviour, achieve 

productivity and meet the common goals. Communication is the chief means through 

which the library and its members influence or react to each other. If incorrect decisions 

in the reporting lines or channels can be minimised then the potential for conflict will 

also be minimised. Participants revealed that librarians do not take orders from 

subordinates they consider as having a lower status to their own. In the library, poor 

communication which emanates from barriers and common related problems affects 

work productivity. The following excerpts from participants indicate this:   

“To me, causes of conflict in the library start with the communication breakdown 
on how tasks should be done or completed.  Sabotage when the librarian does 
not want to take instructions from the senior person.  Lack of respect because 
the senior librarian resists change brought by the junior staff. It is vital that correct 
channels of communication are maintained to minimise conflict” (L9). 

“I would say librarians and other people around them need to communicate to 
each other. It‟s very important as a conflict avoidance tool or a solution to conflict. 
You need to communication to each other. If there are problems, you iron out 
those problems or any differences through communication so librarians should 
constantly engage with their users so that they find each other” (L2). 

4.5. Conflict management strategies 

Conflict management seeks to minimise the negative aspects and increase the positive 

aspects of conflict by implementing certain strategies. The participants indicated some 

of the factors that librarians should take into consideration in managing conflicts which 

include identifying the cause, supporting each other during transition, improving 
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communication, transparency, clarifying role confusion and learning. As suggested in 

the literature, the ultimate goal is to create an atmosphere where the energy created by 

conflict and stress can be turned into a positive force (Hudson 1999: 37).  The 

participants stated the following: 

“As a supervisor for section maybe there‟s misbehaviour of a certain individual 
or...in a way, call a meeting to remedy the problem, find out the reason and the 
cause of why the person is misbehaving then you bring up a deposition to 
understand fully what has happened” (L4). 

“To resolve conflicts there must be clear objectives and instructions to all 
sections in order to reach a common goal for smooth operations in providing 
quality service and to be in harmony with each other. Librarians must understand 
the users and stakeholders and vice versa” (L10). 

4.5.1 A positive climate 

Working in the library requires seeing one‟s work as part of a whole, a system where 

there are interrelationships and processes that depend on each other. According to 

Hudson (1999: 38), creating a climate where mutual trust and respect are encouraged is 

a vital factor in making the team work together. The participants mentioned strategies 

which could assist in managing conflict and which could create a positive climate. The 

following excerpts from participants illustrate this finding:  

“To manage conflict you need to have a good relationship with your colleagues. 
In an organisation I think, in a healthy organisation, management must ensure to 
unite employees at all levels. By ignoring the employees will see that you 
undermine them because they work in information, because they are librarians, 
they do not see you as an employee, they see you as a supervisor, so which 
means you need to make sure there is a healthy environment. Try to motivate 
them, which is sometimes something that we, the managers, don‟t consider. 
Managers want things to be done, whereas they first need to motivate people to 
do what needs to be done” (L7). 

“To manage conflict in the library, first establish the root causes, have workshops 
with programmes that enhance unity of employees at all levels by building team 
spirit, respect for one another to reach for a common goal and motivating by 
empowering and training librarians in all levels. So to move forward we will 
maintain that close relationship, recognise the role that we play and even to the 
users, they can understand our role” (L10). 
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“In order for librarians to manage conflict we need to have leadership skills. In 
other words, if you are a manager in a library, don‟t create tension by having 
favouritism. You say one is being favoured more by the manager. Also, where 
there is gossip, there is bound to be information which you just overheard and 
now you don‟t have to entertain such hearsays because they can create a lot of 
conflict. So you need to be above such gossips as the manager and you treat 
your subordinates equally, without having favouritism” (L9). 

4.5.1.1 Improve team effectiveness 

The literature suggests that collaboration is the key to improving the performance of 

diverse teams. Collaboration positively boosts team cohesiveness and team 

effectiveness when used to deal with task conflicts (Chaudhry et al. 2011: 3550). The 

participants revealed that working conditions as well as attitudes of staff members are 

crucial for the success of the library. The participants shared these views:  

“When resolving conflicts; understanding is the key. Both junior and senior 
librarians must understand each other‟s roles and the contribution they have 
made in the library. The senior librarian must be willing to learn from the junior 
staff and vice versa” (L9). 

“To manage the conflict in a section or in a library, your work plans for the year 
should be in place. What is it that you want to achieve at the end of the year and 
then any goals you want to achieve in every three months‟ period? Work plans 
should be in place because you are working as a team and the role of each and 
every person should be clear. We have also the performance management 
system that has been recently implemented by the university management” (L4). 

4.6 Conflict management techniques 

The participants shared different views regarding conflict management strategies in the 

library. They revealed that the nature of conflict is different from one section to another 

and that the managers deal with conflicts differently. Participants agreed, however, that 

the emphasis should be on identifying and addressing the problem and even inviting 

external conflict management experts to mediate so that librarians are able to learn to 

manage conflict effectively. 
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4.6.1. Conflict handling styles 

When participants were asked how to resolve and manage conflicts, they indicated the 

favoured approaches as those of accommodating, collaborating and compromising. As 

stated by one of the participants, to manage conflict properly and depending on the 

conflict situation, one style might be more appropriate than another:  

“To manage conflict librarians must first find the root cause of the problem.  
Managing conflict is a process that involves strategies that can assist the parties 
to find a common ground” (L3). 

4.6.1.1 Accommodating 

Participants revealed that librarians accommodate the other party “out of kindness” and 

“to avoid conflict or stress” in order to preserve the relationship.  Chaudry et al. (2011: 

3551) believe that the accommodating style improves harmony and social desirability 

but lessens the potential for creativity and innovation. The accommodating style is 

suitable to maintain harmony and avoid outwardly conflictive situations.  It also can 

encourage cooperation and help librarians to strengthen their future negotiating 

position. 

“You see sometimes, as librarians, we have different levels. Some are 
information librarians; some are inter-lending librarians, acquisitions librarians. 
You find that we don‟t really understand each other. For the end product, 
rendering the information service, we need to work together but you will find that 
we do have misunderstandings, where people think they are better than the other 
one but we are all librarians at the end of the day and we are dealing with 
information and books and it‟s all about information provision. You see, when we 
get to that part where we don‟t understand each other then you find that the 
service is really affected. Our work is like a chain, by accommodating each other 
and the departments we work for there would be less conflict. We would be 
working towards the same goal, which is information provision” (L10). 

“Let‟s talk to each other, even if it‟s a meeting situation and you don‟t call it by 
name and you say how we can resolve conflict and people will just come with 
suggestions although we might not always agree. We can talk to each other in 
the meeting and try to agree and can accommodate one another. Talking to each 
other is the best way.  Knowing the tasks involved in all sections, talk about the 
profession to understand the role we play in contributing to teaching, learning 
and research” (L8). 
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4.6.1.2 Compromising 

Sections of the library are interconnected but librarians have strong viewpoints about 

the quality of work they do and consider their section as more important than others. 

Participants revealed that this strong belief causes disputes and has led to sections 

working in isolation since is difficult to determine which section is more valuable than 

the other. According to Hughes, Ginnett and Curphy (2009: 664), compromising 

behaviour is suitable in helping to improve relationships between the sections of the 

library. Both parties in conflict give up something, yet both parties gain something and 

both parties are moderately but incompletely satisfied. The findings reveal that the 

compromising handling style is effective and can be used as one option in managing 

conflict. Librarians from different sections do not know each other well, have not 

developed a high level of mutual trust and can benefit from the compromising approach. 

Participants shared this view as follows:  

“To manage the conflict in a section or in a library, there should be 
communication, compromising and collaboration among the team as well as your 
supervisor or if you are working as information librarians, when working as a 
team. There should be no favours amongst the staff; favouritism causes conflict 
in the library” (L4). 

“Parties in conflict must talk to each other. Try to find common ground, 
compromise. Even if I say I am a senior staff member and there is a junior staff 
member then I take what they are saying to me: „Mam, let‟s do it this way‟, I think 
okay fine because I am learning from someone else. It doesn‟t matter how 
young. That‟s why I say when it comes to resolving conflict then I must learn from 
someone else” (L8). 

4.6.1.3 Collaborating 

Conflict can be minimised when teams work together creatively to achieve goals and 

the desired outcome benefits all the involved parties. The collaborative strategy to 

conflict management is concerned with both satisfying self-interest and considering the 

interests of others when disagreements and role conflicts are settled (Chaudry et al. 

2011:3549). Library managers can use collaborative behaviour by applying creative 

ideas to find innovative answers to old problems. When librarians work together as a 

team they form good relationships and, in turn, they extend that relationship to the 
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library users. The participants indicated that in the library, collaborative effort drives 

relationships and helps in minimising conflicts.   

“Information services hinges on a firm relationship, a tripod relationship, if we 
may say, so it is the librarian who has to work smoothly with the academic, it is 
important that the librarian is about to support the student with the third leg at 
giving information. When there is a breakdown in one of the areas, you will 
always find problems and the poor librarians at times don‟t enjoy a fair judgement 
from the student, whilst perhaps the librarians didn‟t get a fair deal from the 
academics that sometimes fail to collaborate with the library staff”(L7). 

 “Motivate staff, empower them, organise trainings for in-service and in-house. Let 
them attend conferences and workshops. We have e-books workshop every year 
sometime in May because of these new changes that are coming up in 
information. So as the manager must encourage the staff members. Don‟t go 
attend workshops all the time but work collaboratively with the team. Let 
somebody else go next time so that everybody can have a chance in order to 
learn give and take. What I am trying to say is collaboration. Expose people to all 
areas of their section so that they must know their working environment” (L8). 

4.6.2 Conflict management experts 

The participants stressed the importance of conflict management experts for problem-

solving sessions as an effective resolution strategy in managing conflict between the 

disputants. Edwards and Walton (2000: 37) highlight the fact that conflict needs to be 

recognised, its source determined and energy expended to ensure that it does not 

become dysfunctional. The emphasis is on identifying the resolution of the problem and 

during this process the relationship of the parties can change for the better. The 

participants shared this view: 

“Librarians must talk to each other. Try to find common ground, compromise. 
Establish root causes, address the parties in conflict to reach a common ground 
and follow-up with problem-solving workshops to rehabilitate and build team 
spirit” (L7). 

“I think we need problem-solving workshops; we need to find people from other 
departments/institutions, people we can talk to about managing styles, 
empowering ourselves, being positive all the time. Otherwise if we just sit and do 
nothing then our profession will collapse” (L11). 
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4.7 Concluding remarks 

The findings indicated that sources of conflict hinder unity within the library teams and 

change management interventions are crucial to assist in reducing librarians‟ stress and 

burnout. Furthermore, in the digital/information era these academic libraries have 

changed from traditional to electronic services and require library management that can 

respond to and embrace change.  

Library managers have to realise that a top-down structure no longer works. In addition, 

restructuring the library, improving policies, procedures and rules and modifying 

communication structures should be implemented for change management. In this way 

conflict can be avoided or minimised to create a positive climate and improve team 

effectiveness. The participating libraries have utilised strategies and techniques that 

equip library management to manage conflict. In understanding conflict five different 

conflict management styles have been adopted to assist librarians in becoming aware of 

how they can deal with conflict. Each conflict handling style has its own advantages and 

disadvantages and should be adopted according to the conflict situation. Some styles 

may be employed more often than others. 

4.8 Conclusion 

In this chapter the researcher presented the findings of the study. The major themes, 

sub-themes and categories were presented, analysed and discussed while focusing on 

the aim of the study which was to investigate change and conflict in information services 

of academic libraries. The next chapter summarises the findings and reports on the 

implications of the study. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

“When researchers serve as consultants, they greatly increase the likelihood that 

research findings will have an impact on library decision-making”  (McClure 1989: 287). 

5.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter dealt with the analysis and interpretation of data, and  themes, 

sub-themes and categories were established. This chapter provides a summary of the 

study and the findings and conclusions derived from the findings. The recommendations 

made will serve as guidelines to equip library management with strategies and 

techniques to manage conflict effectively.  

In consideration of the objectives set out at the beginning of the study, the researcher 

undertook to: 

 provide an extensive literature review regarding change in academic libraries, 

conflict and strategies of conflict management; 

 describe the challenges faced by academic libraries in the digital era; 

 investigate the nature and the causes of conflict in information services in 

academic libraries: and 

 make recommendations to equip library management with strategies and 

techniques to manage conflict effectively. 

5.2 Summary of the findings 

Based on the literature review and the responses from the semi-structured interviews, 

the findings will be summarised and presented below.  

Inadequate resources and facilities 

The participants revealed that inadequate resources and facilities remain a major 

problem and cause conflict in the academic libraries. Library users (surrounding and 
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disadvantaged communities, students and staff) are not information literate or 

technologically equipped to search the library resources independently. From the 

findings it was revealed that for some users the first stop-shop to search for information 

is Internet search engines rather than the library. Also, participants indicated that the 

use of Internet search engines is sometimes influenced by the librarians‟ lack of IT 

expertise in using the new technologies as they have limited experience with new 

technologies.  

Among other factors, the research findings revealed staff shortages remain a problem; 

library staff who have retired have not been replaced owing to budget cuts and the non-

availability of funds to fill in the positions.  With low salaries some staff members opt for 

greener pastures and terminate their services. Budget constraints hamper the academic 

libraries‟ capacity to train and empower for information provision and access for 

teaching, learning and research.  

The findings from this exploratory and descriptive study also revealed the following main 

themes: 

Transformation in academic libraries 

The research study revealed that the introduction of new technologies in academic 

libraries is the fundamental change in the very nature of what the librarians do and how 

they do their work. Library users have their perceptions about the library and the role of 

the librarians. In turn, librarians have different perceptions about the library users with 

their numerous demands and expectations which are sources of conflict. Some 

participants indicated that the academic libraries are not in a state of readiness to 

implement new technologies. In the digital/electronic era, new roles and skills are a 

prerequisite for the librarians to deliver timely service provision. Among others, the 

findings revealed that libraries experience change that leads to conflict as a result of the 

new trends and challenges which impact on librarians‟ resistance to change as they fear 

the unknown. 
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Conflict analysis 

Another theme is conflict analysis: an initial stage in conflict management is to study the 

nature of conflict and its causes in order to take action to avoid a re-occurrence of the 

conflict. The research findings indicated that for library management it is vital to do an 

analysis of conflict in order to plan, strategise and manage conflict.  

The findings revealed that disputes within the library sections occur as a result of task 

interdependence. LIS activities are bureaucratic in structure with separate sections 

having specialised functions. Higher degrees of interdependence necessitate 

awareness of team roles but also create expectations that increase chances of conflict 

and make cooperation difficult.  The participants indicated that the morale of staff is very 

low and the librarians have inefficient communication channels that negatively affect the 

strategic operations and functions. The findings revealed that restructuring the library 

and a new job evaluation/job grading system are needed. Among other factors, 

participant libraries indicated that change management is crucial in order to modify 

communication channels that can improve policies and procedures, workflow and 

relationships among the staff.  

Conflict management strategies  

Another theme is conflict management strategies: tools for creating a positive working 

environment for the library management to manage change and conflict. There are 

many strategies that academic libraries can use in conflict situations. The findings 

propose conflict management strategies to create a positive climate, stay on track with 

achieving goals and live the mission and vision of the library. In creating a positive 

climate the participant libraries indicated that library staff can focus on improving 

communication, building relationships and encouraging mutual trust and rapport. Among 

other factors, the findings revealed that it is necessary to establish the root causes, 

anticipate and prepare to manage conflict. 

The participants also identified improving team effectiveness and focusing on teamwork 

and collaboration as strategies for minimising conflict. Teams should collaborate when 
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determining group policies on how to complete tasks. Structured work tasks and work 

plans in order to coordinate work among the roles of the different library staff should be 

fundamental in enhancing performance and common commitment that requires purpose 

so that staff work as a team to create a positive climate. Understanding and 

communication are the keys to managing conflict in academic libraries. The findings 

revealed that it is vital for library management to build team spirit at all levels of the 

library and plan for dealing with workplace conflict by means of regular meetings and 

workshops with programmes that enhance unity and leadership that goes beyond 

management. 

Conflict handling styles 

Another theme is conflict management techniques focusing on conflict handling styles. 

Chapter two has indicated that research on conflict management has found that there 

are five handling styles to managing conflict and there is no right or wrong style. 

Additionally, each conflict participant is capable of choosing the approach deemed 

necessary in the conflict situation.The findings indicated that the librarians in the study 

often use accommodating, collaborating and compromising approaches.  

The participants revealed that librarians have different conflict styles which lead to their 

operating with different behaviours and resulting in different atmospheres. The research 

study indicated that by examining conflict styles and the consequences of those 

behaviours, library staff can gain a better understanding of the impact the conflict style 

has on other people. Thus, with a better understanding, librarians can make better 

choices on how to respond to others in a conflict situation in order to help to reduce 

conflict and stress within the library sections. 

The participants indicated that librarians should focus on conflict handling approaches 

and issues that have a special priority for them, such as innovation (processes by which 

new ideas are generated, transformed and can be applied for better solutions that meet 

new requirements), retention and productivity. Library management can introduce 

approaches that fit the library culture and overall strategy. They can also combine them 

with conflict management sessions and teambuilding initiatives. 
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5.3 Limitations of the study 

Given the constraints of the treatise one of the limitations of the study was the size of 

the sample of this study and future research can look to expanding this sample to 

include more libraries. This study, through the use of willing and open participants, does 

offer valuable insights into the lived conflict experiences and perceptions of the 

librarians and sheds much light on the role of conflict management. 

5.4 Recommendations 

The findings of this study have important implications for the library management in 

information services of academic libraries as well as other institutions in the business of 

information services.  

The recommendations which arise from the research findings are as follows:   

Providing space for ways of counteracting inadequate resources and facilities  

In addressing inadequate resources and facilities as sources of conflict in the library 

management can provide a space for a community of practice (COP) where librarians‟ 

voices can be heard when discussing or sharing experiences and ways of seeking 

donor funding. The same space can be utilised to invite university management to 

plenary sessions facilitated by the librarians to address challenges for inadequate 

resources and facilities in academic libraries. 

Providing training in technical skills as well as problem-solving, decision-making 

and interpersonal skills 

For the academic libraries, new roles and skills remain a problem. Librarians can be 

developed to manage the ICT facilities, resources and services by attending in-house 

and formal ICT and related library information systems training in order to keep abreast 

with new trends and challenges. In addition to the obvious need for more advanced 

technical skills, library staff need broad skills that go beyond technology - problem 

solving, decision-making and interpersonal skills. Although some of the training burden 

can fall on library and information science programmes, which should teach computer 
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skills, libraries also need to provide continuing educational opportunities and seek 

donors to assist with funding.  

Implementing a job evaluation or grading system 

Disputes within the sections of the library can be managed by implementing a job 

evaluation or grading system. A job evaluation system, if properly implemented, can 

address the challenge of low salaries so that different kinds of librarians, including those 

without library degrees/qualifications, will be rewarded. This also allows retaining 

specialised staff, whether professional or non-professional, in order to drive LIS trends 

and practices. Furthermore, aging academic librarians going on retirement can open up 

vacancies and the library management can create opportunities to „build own timber‟ for 

the current library staff by first filling the vacant positions in leadership roles before 

recruiting from outside.   

Engaging in strategic planning for future needs in LIS trends and practices 

As academic libraries are moving to the digital/electronic environment, most of the 

collections will be digital and less time-consuming and the majority of the material will 

be bought as large collections rather than on an item-by-item basis. This will address 

challenges experienced by the librarians due to lack of cooperation from academic staff 

in ordering library material. Academic libraries should have a relevant impact on their 

communities by engaging in embedded librarianship (moving out of the library space) 

and rendering information services at the door steps of the community‟s or institution‟s 

offices where information is needed.  

Library management should engage in strategic planning for future planning. Strategic 

planning should be regarded as a continuous process to meet desired and estimated 

future needs of the LIS trends and practices. Academic libraries should invest in staff 

training to ensure that librarians remain competitive with the changing trends and 

practices, thereby improving library users‟ satisfaction in the digital/electronic 

environment. 
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Employing a flatter (less hierarchical) organisational structure in order to improve 

communication and team spirit building 

A flat library organisational structure should be employed to address inefficient 

communication channels within the sections of the library. Moreover, as academic 

libraries become flatter, more decisions are being made by teams including cross 

functional teams and committees. The academic libraries are part of the parent 

institution and a flat structure works best for small organisations or for small units inside 

a larger organisation. A flatter structure in the library will encourage fewer layers of 

reporting lines which can lead to better and more regular communication between 

higher-level managers and library staff, resulting in a better understanding of library 

goals and daily operational issues by the managers. Most importantly, flatter structures 

improve effective communication and team spirit building as fewer management layers 

increase interaction between employees on different levels.  

Introducing collaborative communication models to facilitate giving and receiving 

feedback (to and from all levels of staff) 

As electronic media continue to grow and resources become easier to use, circulation 

services will continue to decrease or merge to information services, resulting in a flatter 

structure. Conflict can be minimised by introducing collaborative communication models 

via Wikis and blogs, for example, which can put a more human face on library 

managers and directors and make it easier for them to give and receive feedback from 

all levels of staff. Conflict management experts can be invited to run workshops and 

programmes that enhance unity and facilitate more cross-departmental communication 

to improve performance and team effectiveness.  

Recruiting professional librarians with technical expertise and special skills 

In managing conflict and addressing staff shortages, academic library management 

should first look at managing the current staff and the staff they see who fit the criteria 

for the vision in five to 10 years‟ time. For example, they need to take into consideration 

the types of students enrolling at universities, the young generation or „born frees‟ who 
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are considered technologically sound. Thus, the recruitment focus in academic libraries 

should be professional librarians with special skills and, most often, some form of 

technical expertise. This will mean that library positions are filled by staff members with 

high-level technical skills who can operate in more sophisticated and complex 

information environments that are in place.  

Promoting communication, team work and relationship building 

Websites and the media can be helpful strategies that promote communication, team 

work and relationship building in the library and information services profession. Mobile 

phones and Internet conferencing could help break the barriers of distance for those 

that cannot physically meet with others. These platforms can be used to discuss and 

share knowledge with colleagues and for understanding, analysing and managing 

conflict effectively in academic libraries. 

5.5 Conclusion 

Change in the workplace also means change in home life as people relocate, re-skill 

and sometimes make decisions about their future with the organisation. Library 

management must always be sensitive to the consequence of change, even if change is 

necessary and inevitable. Managers must explain and reinforce to the library staff why 

the change is supposed to happen and discuss the business reasons for the change by 

highlighting priority for the business, as well as the costs or risks of not changing.  

 

Managing change successfully necessitates that academic libraries keep up with 

technological innovations, as technology creates various opportunities for the gathering 

and dissemination of information. In addition, engaging in strategic planning for future 

planning will enable library management to meet the changing and diversified needs of 

the library users and implement strategies that will yield the desired goals in order to 

remain competitive in the global world. 

When conflict is not addressed it can have a negative impact on productivity and 

teamwork. Managers who are skilled in conflict management are able to understand 
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interpersonal conflict situations and use the appropriate conflict management strategy 

for each situation. Library management must bear in mind that conflict management 

requires specific leadership skills, problem-solving abilities and decision-making skills. 

How library management respond to and resolve conflict will facilitate the success of 

academic libraries. 

Human resources departments can take the responsibility for training programmes on 

conflict management which can help the academic libraries. Conflict management 

should be a core competency and library management must be actively involved in 

building openness into the library culture and displaying constructive conflict 

management. Academic libraries need to have the capacity to help new teams set 

norms for themselves and to intervene in established teams that have trouble managing 

conflict effectively. 
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Appendix II: Informed consent form 

Department of Political and Governmental Studies 

NMMU 

Tel: +27 (0)41-504-2624 Fax: +27 (0)41-504-3879 

 E-mail Faculty Chairperson:     lyn.snodgrass@nmmu.ac.za 

 

Date XXXX   

 

Dear Participant 

 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in my research project which forms part of my Master’s degree 

towards which I am currently studying.   Change causes conflict.  The study aims to investigate how 

conflict can be managed in information services.  This research has been approved by the Ethics 

Committee of NMMU (reference: H13 – ART – PGS – 009). 

 

As part of my research, I have to conduct 12 interviews with staff at the Fort Hare and Walter Sisulu 

libraries.  The research will take the form of face-to-face interviews with semi-structured questions, 

and I require about an hour to conduct and record each interview.   

 

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary and can only share information that you feel 

comfortable or willing to share.  It will be required of you to provide a written consent to verify that you 

understand and agree to the conditions.  A follow-up undirected interview will also be conducted at a 

time and place convenient to you. 

 

The participants are able to withdraw from the study at any given time.   

 

All your responses will be confidential – they will only be seen by me as the researcher.  You will also be 

given a pseudonym in my research so that your true identity will never be revealed. 

 

If at any time you have concerns about any aspect of the study and would like to discuss these concerns 

with my supervisor, please contact Lyn Snodgrass either telephonically on (041) 504 2624 or per email: 

Lyn.Snodgrass@nmmu.ac.za 

 

Your participation is of great value to me and I look forward to meeting with you. 

  

DESIREE DOS SANTOS 

 

083 290 0546 

 

desiree.dossantos@nmmu.ac.za or desireent@lantic.net 
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