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Chapter 3

Leadership Begins 
with You

Shannon D. Jones

MY LOVE OF libraries and learning was nurtured by my grandmother, 
who was born on a farm and had a seventh-grade education. My grand-
mother was born in 1913 during a period when African Americans were 
not allowed to pursue an education and their career options were limited. 
As a result, she had an insatiable desire to see all of her grandchildren get 
an education and do well in life. For her, the key to success was to harness 
those things that were rightfully yours regardless of your socioeconomic 
status. No one could take away your ability to pursue an education, a love 
for reading, or the right to use a library. My grandmother bought me my 
first book and instilled in me a love of reading. She encouraged me to 
not take people at face value. As she used to say, “You are smart enough 
to look for your own answers and make your decisions based on what 
you have learned.” During her formidable years, my grandmother was told 
that the best way to keep information from someone, in her case from a 
black person, was to put it in a book. I have held those words close to my 
heart since I was a child. In fact, those words first inspired me to pursue a 
career as a librarian.

My mother also influenced my decision to become a librarian. She 
instilled in me the importance of not comparing myself to others. In her 
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words, “You are not them. You are YOU!” She taught me to have an un-
wavering confidence in my ability to do anything that I wanted to do and 
to pursue my goals relentlessly regardless of what other people thought 
or said. One of the many invaluable life lessons she stressed to me was 
that I had to live with the consequences of the decisions I made. She in-
stilled in me the importance of seeking advice as necessary, but I should 
make decisions for myself, especially about those things that would have 
long-lasting implications.

Both of these beautiful women left traditions and legacies that I car-
ry with me always. I’ve incorporated everything that I learned from my 
mother and grandmother into my own identity as a woman, a librarian, 
and a leader. From this context, I offer what I consider to be best practices 
for bringing out the leader in you and being the best librarian possible.

I pursued librarianship with the overarching goal of becoming the 
best librarian I could be. In my mind, the fact that I am African American 
should not make a difference in whether I’m successful or not, though it 
might make my journey to becoming the best a little harder. Indeed, the 
occasional struggle or setback, once overcome, has made me a better per-
son and librarian. As a first-generation college student, I entered the pro-
fession understanding that being mediocre was not an option. I knew that 
I needed a plan, the wherewithal to execute that plan, and the confidence 
to walk in my success. I also understood that on my journey, I would meet 
people who could help me along the way, and I had to be smart enough to 
recognize and accept help. Knowing that I am now in the position to offer 
help to others, I offer the following strategies for developing a career in 
librarianship and negotiating the world of leadership.

Define and Pursue a Leadership 
Vision
As you begin to think about becoming a leader in our profession, you 
should consider several things: Leadership begins with you. In fact, all 
leadership begins with self-leadership. In Peter Drucker’s article “Manag-
ing Oneself,” he stated that you cannot begin to lead other people if you 
are not leading yourself effectively.1 Essentially you have to decide what 
type of leader you want to be. The best way to do this is by defining and 
pursuing a leadership vision for yourself. As with any goal, you must con-
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ceive the vision before you can achieve the vision. Take time to reflect on 
your personal leadership vision by asking the following questions: What 
do you want to achieve in your career? Where do you want to be in five 
to ten years? What are you willing to sacrifice to reach your goals? What 
values are central to you and to who you are? These questions will help 
you do several things: (1) define your vision, (2) develop the vision, (3) 
defend and communicate the vision, and (4) demonstrate the vision.

Lee and King also suggested that you should develop a personal and 
a leadership vision. The personal vision should do three things: incor-
porate your dreams and passions, be authentic and true to your realities, 
and evolve continually.2 They also noted, “Your leadership vision needs 
to be grounded in your personal vision. Your personal vision serves your 
leadership vision in a very important way: it lets you know what leader-
ship roles to accept or decline, seek or avoid.”3 To help you clarify your 
personal vision, Lee and King suggested that you “look at yourself in one 
or more of the following ways: tell your own story, reflect on your day-
dreams, look for patterns in events, behaviors, focus, and energy, take 
lessons from role models, assess how you feel about power, assess your 
responses to conflict, note your creative environment, and follow your 
intuition.”4

Once you establish your leadership vision, you must then set realis-
tic priorities to help you move strategically toward your vision. Seek out 
those people and programs that may help you along the way. As you de-
velop your vision, you should also read the library literature, as well as 
that of other disciplines, such as business and education. What skills and 
attributes does library literature suggest are core competencies for library 
leaders? You will find that you may already have some of the required 
skills.

Create Your Own Career Road Map
One of the lessons that I learned in grade school is that proper planning 
prevents poor preparation. In a nutshell, being successful in this profes-
sion requires that you be intentional and willing to invest in your own 
development. Your willingness to invest the time, energy, and attention in 
crafting a successful career in librarianship depends on you. You have to 
take ownership of your own development.
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Year after year, libraries and other organizations develop strategic 
plans to serve as a road map for where they are going in the future. 
These plans set goals and identify specific actions to achieve those 
goals. As librarians, we should undergo the same process for develop-
ing our careers; we should each have a personal strategic plan for our 
careers. Achieving excellence and being the best at anything takes plan-
ning, preparation, and persistence. We must be intentional and willing 
to invest in our own development. My success as a librarian did not 
happen overnight; it is the result of having a laser-focused plan, well-
thought-out decisions and follow-through. Every development oppor-
tunity I’ve completed, advanced degree I’ve earned, leadership insti-
tute or program I’ve attended, coupled with the practical experience 
that I’ve gained has been strategically selected to advance me toward 
my goals.

One strategy that works for me is to identify long- and short-term 
goals for myself. I tend to plan my life out in three-year intervals. Career 
planning or development is similar to website development. One of the 
things that we often hear about websites is that they are works in progress, 
always under construction. I like to apply this analogy to career devel-
opment. You are a work in progress and, as such, you should always be 
thinking of ways to improve your skill set, enhance your marketability, 
and improve your brand. The best way that I’ve found to do this is to de-
velop a strategic plan for your career. It will serve as your plan of action for 
achieving your professional goals.

One of the first questions often asked in strategic planning meetings 
is, “What’s our brand?” A librarian, then, might ask herself the same ques-
tion: What is my skill set? How am I unique? How might those skills and 
talents drive the direction of my career? Once you answer these ques-
tions, you can identify your long- and short-term goals. This strategy of 
setting long- and short-term goals has been key to my success.

A key question to ask as you begin to plan your career goals is what 
it is you need to achieve your long-term goals. As Revelle noted, “If you 
have a long-term career goal, you must prepare yourself to reach that 
goal through a combination of education, experience and networking.”5 
For example, when I decided that my long-term goal was to become 
a library director, I set a series of short-term goals that would move 
me toward that larger goal. First, I began to study librarians who held 
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directorships at that time. I reviewed their credentials, explored pro-
fessional development opportunities, observed my library directors at 
work, and got to know several directors. These steps helped me better 
understand the types of goals I needed to set. I also did a Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) Analysis to identi-
fy my strengths and weaknesses. According to Hansen and Hansen, a 
SWOT analysis focuses on the “internal and external environments, 
examining strengths and weaknesses in the internal environment and 
opportunities and threats in the external environment.”6 They suggest-
ed that you “examine your current situation by asking the following: 
What are your strengths and weaknesses? How can you capitalize on 
your strengths and overcome your weaknesses? What are the external 
opportunities and threats in your chosen career field?”7 By identifying 
these characteristics, I was able to better understand not only who I 
was but how I could predict the barriers I would face and develop strat-
egies to overcome them.

In the previous paragraph, I encouraged you to set long-term goals 
for your career. Setting short-term goals is equally important. For exam-
ple, once I achieved my goal of becoming a library director, I set several 
short-term goals that I believed would help me to be successful during my 
first year. Examples of short-term goals I set for myself include shadowing 
three directors in my first year, identifying and completing a leadership 
development opportunity for new leaders or library directors, attend-
ing a fund-raising conference, and exercising three times a week. Setting 
short-term goals will allow you to reach small, impactful milestones as 
you work toward your long-term goals. More importantly, reaching mile-
stones builds confidence.

In 2005, I had the opportunity to participate in the Minnesota In-
stitute for Early Career Librarians from Traditionally Underrepresented 
Groups. One of our assigned readings was Peter Drucker’s article “Man-
aging Oneself.” In the article, Drucker stated, “We must each be our own 
chief executive officer. He says “it’s up to you to carve out your place in the 
work world and know when to change course.”8 The key takeaway from 
this article is, “All leadership begins with self-leadership.”9 You cannot be-
gin to lead others if you have not mastered the art of leading yourself. The 
idea of carving out my own future resonated with me and has stuck with 
me ever since.
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Get a Mentor
At the 2015 Midwinter Meeting of the American Library Association, I 
had the opportunity to have an informal conversation with the universi-
ty librarian from one of my previous libraries. As we rode the shuttle to 
the convention center, I thanked him for helping to nurture and advance 
my career over the previous ten years. I also shared with him how much 
I appreciated the opportunity to observe and learn from him. I realized 
that much of the knowledge and many of the skills I use in my current 
position I learned from watching him lead our library system. For me, 
he was an unacknowledged role model. I characterize this librarian as an 
“unacknowledged” role model because, until that conversation at Mid-
winter, I had never expressed to him my appreciation for him being an 
excellent leader. I appreciated his business acumen, his professionalism, 
and his overall approach to leadership. I have many mentors, and they are 
all impactful in my development in some way. I encourage you to look 
around the profession. There are numerous leaders in librarianship. Be-
fore seeking out a mentor, set clear goals of what you would like to get out 
of the relationship. You want to be mentored by someone who will give 
you honest, authentic feedback about ideas and strategies.

As you progress in your career, you will find that you have different 
mentors for different purposes. In addition, depending on the nature of 
the goal that you set with your mentor, your interaction with that per-
son may be long- or short-term. Some mentoring relationships naturally 
happen over time, while others are part of formal leadership programs. 
While there are benefits to formal mentoring, the literature suggests that 
“informal mentoring provides opportunities for a personalized approach, 
yet maintains enough flexibility to prevent participants from viewing the 
process as rigid or stagnant.”10 I have found this to be true in my own men-
toring relationships.

Additional benefits of having a mentor include “receiving both help 
and direction from the mentor in a collaborative manner.”11 For exam-
ple, as a new librarian, I had a seasoned librarian take me under her wing, 
helping me navigate the complex university landscape and learn the ropes. 
This was extremely important for me as a new librarian and as a minority. 
Essentially, she assisted me with swimming rather than watching me sink. 
As a minority librarian, I always have a subconscious feeling that all eyes 
are on me, especially in situations where I am the sole minority in a lead-
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ership role. In fact, it is not uncommon to feel as if you have to be smarter 
and work harder than everyone in the room to be taken seriously and to 
prove that you have what it takes to do the job effectively. It is especially 
important that minority librarians seek out mentors. Research indicates 
“that librarians of color often feel isolated, intimidated, and alienated due 
to joining a predominantly white profession where others may be older 
and have more job-related experience.”12 Ross suggested that the benefits 
of mentoring minorities include “instilling confidence and providing mi-
norities with a set of skills with which they can compete in a high-pressure 
workplace. These skills might include publication and presentation ad-
vice or more practical skills that allow minority librarians a better under-
standing of the politics and environment of an academic organization.”13 
Overall, mentoring is important for your professional development. As 
you benefit from your mentor’s guidance, you are also preparing to be-
come a mentor to those who will need your guidance in the future.

Practice Self-Reflection
A key concept that I learned and practiced while working on my master’s 
in education was the importance of self-reflection as a learning process. 
The impact of reflection during my graduate studies was so influential that 
I continue to use it as a key aspect of my professional practice. Self-reflec-
tion has ultimately made me a stronger leader. As a leader, I have learned 
to be both thoughtful and intentional about the decisions I make and the 
projects that I take on. Murdoch-Eaton and Sandars wrote that “reflection 
is an essential aspect of all of our lives. We have an experience, we think 
about why we reacted in a certain way and we then consider whether we 
need to take action and alter our response to similar experiences in the 
future.”14 I have found this advice to be true.

For example, as a manager it is my goal to make well-thought-out 
decisions with the library’s best interest in mind. Sometimes I get this 
right, but then there are those times when the unexpected happens and 
no matter what I have done the outcome could not have been improved. 
At these times, reflection is the most important. Each and every time 
I make a decision that does not yield the desired outcome, I retreat to 
my quiet place and ask myself the following questions: (1) What could 
I have done differently to change the outcome? (2) If given an oppor-
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tunity for a do-over, would I actually do something different? (3) What 
are my lessons learned? and (4) Did the world end? If the world didn’t 
end as a result of my decision, I normally take my lessons learned and 
move on. I have found this process to be particularly helpful when hav-
ing difficult conversations. Roberts and Westville noted that “one cannot 
possibly study ahead of time how to handle every situation that may pres-
ent itself, but one can develop a process of learning from experience that 
ensures progressive competency development over time.”15 While there 
are many benefits to self-reflection, the major benefit acknowledged by 
Murdoch-Eaton and Sandars is that reflection is “a deliberate process of 
thinking about a typical complex experience after the event [that] has the 
potential to improve intuitive professional decision making.”16

As Plack and colleagues noted, “Reflection, as a method of learning 
from experience, has been widely accepted in various domains of pro-
fessional education.”17 I believe this is true of librarianship as well, so I 
encourage you to make self-reflection a part of your professional prac-
tice. You might use several strategies to incorporate reflection into your 
professional practice. For example, you may find it helpful to write your 
thoughts in a journal or engage in dialogue with a trusted colleague, men-
tor, or friend. I tend to use a combination of the two, as both have their 
benefits. Sharing your reflection via dialogue will allow you to “hear an 
alternate perspective, challenge you to think critically, and to develop 
collaborative reflective skills necessary for participation in learning orga-
nizations”.18 Alternatively, writing your reflections in a journal will allow 
you to review your reflection at a later date to see how your thoughts and 
behaviors have evolved over time.

Be an Agent of Change
One of my favorite quotes from Mahatma Gandhi is, “Be the change you 
want to see in the world.” Gandhi knew that a change agent must model 
the behavior that she wants to see from those impacted by the change. 
By modeling inspirational behavior, the change agent gains influence be-
cause people respect a leader who does more than give lip service to a 
given change.

A change agent knows that change is constant and a leader can either 
lead that change or be left behind. Throughout my lifetime, I’ve dealt with 
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a variety of change initiatives that have impacted not only how I accom-
plish tasks personally and professionally, but also how I respond. From 
these experiences, I’ve learned that change is not only constant, but that it 
comes in many shapes and forms: change can be planned, but oftentimes 
it’s unanticipated; people accept change at different rates; people will ei-
ther embrace change or resist it at all costs; growth cannot happen with-
out change; and not all change is bad. It has been in moments of immense 
and often intense change that I’ve found my voice, pursued a passion, ful-
filled a dream, or discovered a talent.

Finally, as you deal with change in your career, I recommend having 
your own method for deciding when to fight or embrace a change. One 
thing that has kept me grounded has been Reinhold Niebuhr’s “Serenity 
Prayer,” which reads, “God grant me the serenity to accept the things I 
cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom 
to know the difference.” I’ve said this prayer on countless occasions at 
work and at home. It helps me to focus my energies and attentions in the 
right direction and on the right priorities. The prayer reminds me that 
as a change agent, my goal is to focus my energies on impacting those 
things that are within my power to control. More importantly, it helps me 
to achieve a peaceful mind-set in the face of adversity, turmoil, chaos, and 
uncertainty. I encourage you to find your serenity.

Take Care of Your Mind and Body
I liken the responsibilities of being a leader to those of a caregiver. As lead-
er you will spend a tremendous amount of time caring for the interests of 
the library and your staff. You can perhaps do this best by doing what the 
old adage says and trying to put yourself in their shoes. However, in order 
to be most effective at giving care, a leader must also ensure that she is 
getting adequate self-care. I learned the value of caring for your mind and 
body after my first week as a new library director. At the conclusion of 
my first week in my new position, I found myself mentally and physically 
tired, exhausted in fact. I learned immediately that to do this job effec-
tively would require an increased level of physical and mental stamina. 
As I reflected on my first week, I realized that my schedule was stacked 
so tightly that I had meetings scheduled through my normal lunchtime 
hour. My advice to you is to be intentional about planning time away from 
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work to allow yourself time to reset. For me, this meant that I needed to 
make sure that I allocated time to take lunch every day or to get out of the 
library and walk around campus. Bolman and Gallos offered five steps for 
being a healthy academic leader, arguing that

healthy leaders care for self and build vitality by attend-
ing to boundaries, biology, balance, beauty, and bounce:

Boundaries—Distinguish between their own business 
and the baggage and work of others, Biology—Remain-
ing vigilant to boundary management takes concentra-
tion and stamina that are strengthened by conscious 
attention to self-care and good health; Balance—re-
taining one’s equilibrium and perspective in the face of 
challenge or frustration; Beauty—Identify activities 
and events that feed the soul, and Bounce—the ability 
to adapt and strengthen in the face of challenge, trauma, 
or stress.19

Successful leadership should not come at the expense of your physical 
or mental health. You will not be able to lead people toward your vision if 
you are not able to physically or mentally withstand the pressures of your 
leadership role. Do what you can to take care of yourself. I have found that 
the fastest road to burnout is to neglect your own well-being.

Conclusion
Being successful as a library leader requires that you take intentional steps 
towards achieving your leadership goals. In this chapter, I offered several 
strategies that have worked for me, including encouraging you to define 
and pursue a leadership vision; creating a road map to chart your leader-
ship path; getting a mentor whom you can consult for advice; practicing 
self-reflection so that you learn from your experiences, good or bad; being 
a change agent; and taking care of your mind and body so that you don’t 
lose yourself in the work. These strategies have helped me build a founda-
tion for greatness. I hope you will use these same strategies to propel you 
forward in your leadership endeavors.
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