
Election is opportunity for new beginning
The elections are over, but just like those elected, your work has only begun! 
Now is the time to invite newly elected officials (whether incumbents or new-

comers) into your library, congratulate them, 
and inform them about public libraries in gen-
eral, and your library in particular. Find out 
what committees they will be on, what their 
agenda will be, and what their interests are. 
Then, let them know how the library can help 
them achieve their goals.
     Begin to build this relationship now, and 

continue to nurture it during their tenure. You want to establish your credibility, 
and your library’s role in finding constructive solutions. v 
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A common misunderstanding 
between library directors, library 
board trustees, and sometimes 
municipal board members is which 
entity has what responsibilities and 
powers.
 Trustee Essential 2 from the Divi-
sion for Libraries, Technology, and 
Community Learning (DLTCL) de-
scribes the situation this way: “Pro-
viding a large number of  services to 
meet the needs of  a diverse popula-
tion requires a large supporting cast 
including trustees, the library director 
and staff, and representatives of  the mu-
nicipal government. When all members 
of  the team know their responsibility 
and carry out their particular tasks, the 
library can run like a well-oiled ma-
chine. When one of  the players attempts 
to take on the job of  another, friction 
may cause a breakdown.”

 The separate roles of  each member 
of  the cast are spelled out in Wisconsin 
Statutes 43.58 (“Powers and duties”). 
Primary responsibilities of  library 
board trustees include:

exclusive control of  all library ex- ✔
penditures;
purchasing of  a library site and  ✔
the erection of  the library building 

when authorized;
exclusive control of  all lands, build- ✔
ings, money, and property acquired 
or leased by the municipality for 
library purposes;
hiring, supervising, and evaluating  ✔
the library director;
determining staff  positions and  ✔
compensation; and 
determining overall library direction  ✔
and priorities. 

 This gives library boards the power 
to operate the library free of  control 
from municipal boards and officers. It 
is important to note that this power is 
granted to the board, not individuals—
so board members should only speak for 
the library and board when authorized 
to do so, and not disagree publicly with 
decisions made by the full board. This 
considerable power is given to library 
boards to preserve the role of  the library 
as a supplier of  unbiased information. 
 Despite the library boards’ substantial 
power to determine the general direc-
tion of  the library, the library director is 
responsible for day-to-day management 
of  library operations. As the profession-
al in charge of  the library, the director’s 
primary responsibilities include: 

chief  operating officer, professional  ✔
consultant to the library board, pre-
parer of  reports for the library board;
oversee budget and report to board; ✔
manage the library, oversee collec- ✔
tion development, cataloging,

—please see Decision-making on page 2 

Role separation vital to efficient operation

Statute clearly defines library decision-making authority
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SCLS staff contacts: 
For information about library management and role re-
sponsibility, contact Cheryl Becker at (608) 246-7973 or 
cbecker@scls.lib.wi.us. 
 If  you have questions about library advocacy, contact 
Mark Ibach at (608) 246-5612 or mibach@scls.lib.wi.us. v

 circulation, record keeping, etc., in keeping with policies 
approved by the library board; 
hire, train, supervise, and if  necessary terminate staff; ✔
planning and promotion in cooperation with the board,  ✔
municipal officials, and community groups;
represent the library to municipal officials; and  ✔
supervise maintenance of  library facility and equipment.  ✔

 Thus, the board decides the overall direction of  the library 
and its services, but the director hires and supervises library 
staff  and ensures that the library is run effectively and effi-
ciently. Library board trustees should normally not be discuss-
ing library business with employees other than the director—
doing so undermines the level of  trust between board and 
director that is crucial to the library’s smooth operation. 
 It is the board’s responsibility to approve a personnel policy 
that sets out compensation and benefits, procedures for griev-
ances, etc. Many library boards adopt the personnel policy 
of  their municipality, but may make library-specific changes. 
The library board approves payment of  library expenditures 
at monthly meetings, but the director is given reasonable au-
tonomy to expend necessary funds within certain parameters. 

   Some municipal and county boards may believe they have, 
or should have, more control over the library’s expenditures. 
On the contrary. Once the library board forwards approved 
invoices to the appropriate financial officer, the bills must then 
be paid without any further approval by any other body or 
official. Even so, municipal governments still have important 
roles to play on the team. They 

appoint library board trustees, ✔
set the annual library municipal appropriation, and ✔
pay library board-approved invoices.  ✔

 The municipality can help the library in many additional 
ways, not the least of  which is to express support for the li-
brary and all that it contributes to the community. At the same 
time, the library must be an active partner in advancing the 
municipality’s agenda by attending municipal department 
head meetings, municipal council meetings, etc. v

Decision-making authority—from page 1


