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Abstract 

 
Since its inception in 2007, the Strategic Directions Microgrant Program (SDMP) at the 
University of Houston Libraries has funded a wide variety of activities, from late-night 
pancake suppers for students to technology training for librarians. This paper describes 
the origin, implementation, and evolution of the SDMP and presents the program as a 
potential model for other libraries interested in developing a small grants program that 
encourages creative, entrepreneurial projects to advance strategic goals. 
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In 2006, the University of Houston (UH) Libraries1 developed a set of strategic 
directions that focused on four high-level goals: expanding the Libraries’ virtual 
presence; becoming an integrated teaching and learning center; enriching support for 
scholarly communication; and, rebranding the Libraries. We labeled the goals “strategic 
directions” because they were “aspirational, open-ended, visionary statements intended 
to inspire creative responses at all levels of the organization.” (University of Houston 
Libraries, 2010). 
 
This became the basis of much of the Libraries’ activity from 2006 to 2010 (Mitchell et 
al., 2006). When the document describing the directions reached the end of its intended 
life, the Libraries built on its success and developed a new set of directions, now aimed 
at supporting research and scholarly productivity, building dynamic partnerships, 
fostering academic success through innovative services, and enhancing user 
experience through technology, which were in effect through 2013. 
 
Soon after the debut of the 2006 document, the chair of the committee charged with 
implementing the strategic directions, Lee Andrew Hilyer, proposed the creation of a 
small grants program to encourage librarians and staff throughout the organization to 
develop innovative projects in support of the four goals. Between 2006 and 2013 the 
Strategic Directions Microgrant Program (SDMP) funded a wide variety of activities, 
from late-night pancake suppers for students to technology training for librarians, and 
offered many members of the UH Libraries community the opportunity to contribute to 
the collective effort to move the Libraries forward. Despite the challenges it faced, the 
SDMP can serve as a model for other libraries interested in developing a small grants 
program that encourages creative, entrepreneurial projects to advance strategic goals. 
 
Literature Review 
 
Very little has been written on the specific issue of internal grant programs in libraries. 
While a handful of articles have described projects funded by such grants, they provide 
minimal detail about the grant programs themselves. The grants that funded the 
projects presented in most of these articles, including a collaboration among university 
faculty, school librarians, and public librarians to develop multicultural educational 
programming based on fairy tales (Alexander & Grigsby, 2003) and an effort to assess 
online tutorials at Washington State University (Lindsay, Cummings, Johnson, & Scales, 
2006), were sponsored not by a library but rather by a university. Another project, an 
approach to interlibrary loan called “Own Not Loan” at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign, received partial funding from an internal National Endowment for 
the Humanities Challenge Grant, administered by the University (Silva & Weible, 2010). 
 
A few examples may be found of grant programs created to support an institution’s 
strategic initiatives. Vohra’s and Chou’s (2011) “Using Internal Grant to Foster Faculty-
Librarian Collaboration” describes a curriculum revision supported by an International 

                                                           
1
 The University of Houston is a state-supported research university with an enrollment of approximately 

32,000 FTE. The UH Libraries are a member of the Association of Research Libraries and employ about 
45 librarians and 70 staff. 
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Incentive Grant from New Jersey City University, a grant explicitly designed to further 
the University’s strategic plan. Additionally, in an article about the University of Iowa’s 
1988-89 strategic planning process, which was part of the university’s planning initiative, 
Dewey (1990) briefly describes six projects the University Libraries proposed to 
university administration for funding from a $1,000,000 strategic planning initiative fund. 
The latter example resembles the SDMP in that a fund was created by the University 
specifically to support a strategic plan, but it was clearly on a scale, orders of magnitude 
greater than what nearly any library could even consider. 
 
Barry’s (2005) account of a library-sponsored small grant program provides significant 
detail about the program. This article describes the elements of a library-funded grant 
program designed to support faculty projects, specifically the creation of online digital 
resources. The author discusses how to find money for such a program, when to issue 
a call for proposals, what information the call should request, and how potential projects 
should be evaluated.  
 
A climate in which innovation and experimentation are not only permitted, but actively 
rewarded, may be described as entrepreneurial; and entrepreneurism is a theme that 
appears in several guises in the library literature. In broad outline, treatments of the 
topic have ranged from skepticism about an idea so closely tied to the for-profit 
business world to enthusiastic embrace of an approach that promises to invigorate the 
practice of librarianship. At the same time, definitions of entrepreneurism, whether 
explicit or implicit, have ranged from applying it strictly to efforts that are intended to 
make money or advance an individual’s career interests to stretching it to include 
activities that encourage or demonstrate innovative, unconventional thinking. 
 
Articles championing library entrepreneurism, usually broadly construed, have become 
more common in recent years. Mathews (2007) finds in the librarian entrepreneur the 
key to transforming libraries and defines an entrepreneur as “an individual who creates 
new ventures, embraces challenges, and looks to make improvements” (p. 7). He 
advises librarians to take risks, initiate change, break the silos, read outside the 
profession, and assess constantly. This list neatly encapsulates many of the 
characteristics the Strategic Directions Microgrant Program was intended to foster. 
 
A recent research study by Carpenter (2012) provides further evidence that an 
entrepreneurial approach now enjoys significant support at the level of academic library 
leadership. Carpenter’s 2012 article, “Cheerleader, Opportunity Seeker, and Master 
Strategist: ARL Directors as Entrepreneurial Leaders,” is an in-depth analysis of eight 
directors of libraries belonging to the Association of Research Libraries and identified as 
entrepreneurial leaders. It reveals a strong interest in creating library work environments 
that foster entrepreneurial activities such as developing innovative services and entering 
into new partnerships. Among Carpenter’s study subjects, the “second most frequently 
mentioned enabler of entrepreneurship was a supportive organizational culture and 
structure where the entrepreneurial spirit was fostered and entrepreneurial activities 
encouraged” (p. 21), and, notably, “funding for experimentation also fostered 
entrepreneurship” (p. 21). Nonetheless, in her table of eighteen entrepreneurial 
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activities described by the library directors, only two--an innovation grants program at 
the University of Utah and the Entrepreneurial Library Program, a self-sustaining 
department at Johns Hopkins University--clearly indicate a formal, ongoing mechanism 
for encouraging entrepreneurism (Carpenter, 2012, p. 19). 
 
This overview of the literature of libraries and entrepreneurship demonstrates a general 
trend toward broadening the definition of entrepreneurship beyond the world of profit-
driven organizations and toward greater acceptance of entrepreneurship among 
librarians. A significant gap remains in the literature, however, in that there have been 
few accounts of formal mechanisms for fostering an entrepreneurial spirit within an 
organization. Since the Strategic Directions Microgrant Program intended, in part, to 
encourage and reward creativity and risk-taking in the Libraries, it stands as an 
excellent example of just such a mechanism, and libraries interested in steering their 
organizations in a more entrepreneurial direction may find in it a useful model. 
 
The Application Process of the Strategic Directions Microgrant Program  
 
The UH Libraries’ Strategic Directions Committee, made up of librarians and staff 
appointed by library administration, was responsible from the earliest days of the  
SDMP for overseeing the proposal process, monitoring grant recipients’ progress, and 
assessing the success of funded projects. It initially oversaw an annual budget of 
$18,000, which originally funded grants of up to $2,000 and later funded grants of up to 
$5,000. The latest version of the process (see Figure 1) works with a rolling deadline, a 
recent innovation in the program, and includes changes made to improve 
communication between grant applicants and to increase the accountability of grant 
recipients. 
 

 
Figure 1. Application Process 
 
When the program was run annually on a fiscal-year-based calendar, the committee 
began each cycle with efforts to educate librarians and staff about the microgrant 
program. Events included informal brown bag question-and-answer sessions, which 
were often well attended and helped potential applicants understand budget restrictions, 
timeline requirements, and general expectations. As the SDMP program expanded, 
previous awardees became an important part of these conversations, as they were able 
to share their experiences with the program.  
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Grant requirements were also incorporated into the application form, and design of the 
form was an ongoing challenge for the Strategic Directions Committee. Particularly after 
the program shifted from an annual review process to a rolling deadline, the application 
and its supporting documentation played an important role in ensuring that potential 
grant recipients were fully informed about restrictions and expectations. As the SDMP 
evolved, new features were added to the form, including, for instance, a checkbox to 
indicate that the appropriate library department heads have been contacted if the grant 
is requesting the purchase of computer equipment. These requirements sought to 
address problems encountered with some early SDMP grants, when potential 
stakeholders were not fully informed about projects with implications for the work of their 
departments. The committee also made technical improvements to the application, 
changing it from a Web-based form to a PDF document. 
 
The Strategic Directions Committee was responsible for evaluating grant applications. 
In the early years of the program, this was done shortly after the annual deadline; later, 
since applications were accepted throughout the year, evaluation of applications was 
done on an as-needed basis at regularly scheduled monthly meetings. Committee 
members had access to the completed applications before the meeting, and they were 
able to use the Libraries’ project management software to discuss them as needed. The 
committee assessed first and foremost the potential of the proposal to advance the 
Libraries’ strategic directions. Members also carefully reviewed the preliminary budget, 
checking with appropriate library administrators on any questionable requests, and 
evaluated whether project goals and timelines were realistic. When necessary, the 
committee chair or another designated member contacted the team leader for a 
proposed project for clarification of some aspect of the application. 
 
When the committee reached its decision on an application, the chair or another 
designated member contacted the project team leader as soon as possible and, in the 
case of approved applications, informed the Libraries’ budget administrator that funding 
had been granted. The committee worked over the years to develop an effective 
procedure for communicating with applicants whose proposals were rejected, since 
such proposals were very rarely bad ideas but were usually simply inappropriate 
candidates for this particular type of funding; but this remained a challenge. 
 
The role of the Strategic Directions Committee continued after the initial proposal review 
stage, as it oversaw midpoint review meetings and gathered final reports. The midpoint 
review, which applicants must include in their proposed timeline, was instituted four 
years after the SDMP began as a way for the committee to more closely monitor 
progress on funded projects. The review consisted of a meeting between project team 
members and committee members and gave both groups a chance to discuss any 
unforeseen issues that may have arisen during the early stages of the project. The 
mandatory final report, which was submitted to the committee and which had to be 
completed regardless of the project’s outcome, offered grant recipients the opportunity 
to summarize their work, analyze the results, and make recommendations for next 
steps. 
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Projects of the Strategic Directions Microgrant Program  
 
In the first four years of its existence, the SDMP funded between five and ten projects 
annually (six in 2007-08, nine in 2008-09, 10 in 2009-10, and five in 2010-11).  These 
included several notable successes and, inevitably, some instructive failures. Events of 
all types, from student celebrations to campus-wide educational sessions, often had 
excellent results, and in a few cases led to eagerly anticipated regular happenings or 
fully integrated additions to library operations. Contests, on the other hand, tended to 
work poorly. 
 
Three SDMP-sponsored projects illustrate the variety of events the program has made 
possible. The first, Finals Mania, is a late-night pancake supper hosted by the UH 
Libraries during spring and fall finals weeks. Like many SDMP projects, the first Finals 
Mania, held in 2008, was a collaborative effort between the Libraries, UH’s Student 
Government Association, and University Services. It attracted about 400 students and 
featured the university’s popular and charismatic president playing board games and 
posing for photos with attendees. In the years since, the event--now fully 
operationalized and no longer funded by the SDMP--has become a campus tradition, 
with top university administrators, well-respected professors, and student government 
leaders vying for the chance to flip pancakes and pour orange juice. Attendance 
doubled between the first Finals Mania and the second; and doubled again, to over 
1600 students, by spring 2012. 
 
A second campus-wide event, focused on faculty, librarians, and staff, was the 2010 
“Cougar Social Media Showcase.” This half-day program brought together members of 
the UH community and guests from other local universities and libraries to share ideas 
and experiences related to social media. The approximately 100 attendees discussed 
such topics as online faculty office hours, the use of avatars in student writing, and 
library forays into social media. The Showcase brought such positive recognition to the 
UH Libraries that the project team was honored at the Libraries’ annual staff awards 
event with the Dean’s Standard Bearer Award, given to an individual or group that 
provides exceptional external library service. 
 
Microgrant-funded events also addressed issues of concern primarily to librarians. The 
2011 “Discovery Day Camp,” for instance, was a half-day session intended to introduce 
Houston-area librarians to the rapidly changing landscape of discovery systems, such 
as Serials Solutions’ Summon and EBSCO Discovery Service. The SDMP also provided 
funds for speakers and marketing for a second discovery event, “Rediscover 
Discovery,” which took place in fall 2012 and focused on how participants have 
implemented discovery systems, challenges they have encountered, and what the 
future of discovery may hold. 
 
In addition to these events, two early SDMP-funded projects stand as testimonies to the 
microgrant program’s ability to encourage experimental activities that lead to significant 
organizational innovation. These projects, a trivia contest in the student newspaper and 
a series of library commercials on the university’s Student Video Network, each raised 
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the profile of the UH Libraries. The trivia contest, held in fall 2007, consisted of biweekly 
question sets published in the student newspaper. The questions required the use of 
library resources, and entrants who answered all questions correctly were eligible to win 
a prize pack including a USB drive, library-branded giveaways, and items donated by 
the university bookstore. The SDMP provided funding for some of the prizes, as well as 
for additional advertising in the student newspaper.  
 
The second project, a joint effort with the university’s student-run television station, 
developed three commercials promoting library services and resources. The 
commercials were written and directed by students (based on concepts approved by the 
Libraries) and starred other students, including some of the Libraries’ student workers. 
This project, plus the trivia contest and newspaper ad campaign, demonstrated to the 
Libraries’ administration that marketing was a significant need within the organization 
and that much work remained to be done in this area. As a consequence, a standing 
Marketing Committee was created, and its activities have subsequently won a number 
of state-level library marketing awards. 
 
Although the SDMP funded projects like those described above met or even exceeded 
their intended outcomes, other projects fell far short of their goals. This does not 
represent a failure of the program because supporting only proposals highly likely to 
succeed would defeat the program’s goal of encouraging innovation. Grant awardees 
were expected to document their projects, regardless of the outcome, since this allows 
the Libraries to gather important information about what tends not to work, too. For 
example, with the notable exception of the trivia contest, student contest projects did not 
fare well. A contest in conjunction with the Sparky Awards, the Scholarly Publishing and 
Academic Resources Coalition’s program to encourage student videos about open 
access publishing, garnered few entrants, and a photography contest also attracted little 
interest. While individually these projects encountered specific barriers, such as external 
deadlines that did not accord with grant timelines requirements or difficulties targeting 
the appropriate audience for marketing, collectively they indicate that contests are 
generally not the best way for the UH Libraries to engage students. 
 
These examples by no means exhaust the list of projects funded by the SDMP. 
Libraries’ staff exhibited impressive creativity in the breadth of projects proposed. 
Microgrants also underwrote individual librarians’ research projects, a pilot study of new 
approaches to library instruction, and several experimental implementations of 
emerging technologies in the Libraries. As the Libraries continue to create and 
implement new sets of strategic directions, we hope that they will continue to inspire 
innovative microgrant projects. 
 
Challenges and Benefits of the Strategic Directions Microgrant Program 
 
After several years of experience with the SDMP, we have learned many lessons about 
running an internal small grants program in a library. While the program has adapted to 
address some challenges, we continue to wrestle with others. 
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A question that should be considered carefully in the early stages of developing an 
internal small grants program is how the funding source affects what may be paid for 
with grant money. The annual allocation for the SDMP comes from mandatory student 
fees, which carry with them restrictions that have important implications for the type of 
projects the program is able to fund. For instance, although several events have been 
funded, grant recipients are not allowed to pay for refreshments unless students 
participated in the event. The Strategic Directions (SD) Committee tries to suggest 
alternatives, such as external sponsorship to cover food and drinks, but this restriction 
has at times caused confusion and frustration among grant applicants. It is important to 
work closely with the library’s budget manager to craft clear guidelines about what 
grants can and cannot be used for. 
 
A second challenge, which may be impossible for a new small grants program to avoid 
without the gift of precognition, is that some projects simply will not succeed. The issue 
presented by the high likelihood of at least a few failed projects is less how to keep from 
funding grants that do not meet their intended goals than how to use such failures to 
learn interesting and useful lessons about your library. If the intention of a library’s 
internal grant program is, in part, to encourage risk-taking, the occasional failure is all 
but inevitable and can be turned into a different kind of success by thoughtful advance 
planning. For example, the grant program can require final reports for all projects, even 
those that do not achieve their goals, and mandate that the reports analyze why the 
project succeeded or failed. 
 
A third issue the SDMP encountered several times is a failure on the part of grant 
applicants to plan collaborative projects effectively. The program encouraged proposals 
that bring together the efforts of multiple units both within and beyond the Libraries, but 
the original application form did not make sufficiently clear the importance of getting the 
full commitment of all the intended participants. This resulted in some projects 
floundering almost before they began, when prospective partners were unable to devote 
the necessary time and energy to a project about which they had not been adequately 
informed. In response, the SD Committee modified the proposal form to require explicit 
acknowledgement that all intended collaborators have consented to participate in the 
project. 
 
Changes to the application form are just one example of how the SD Committee sought 
to adapt the SDMP to address problems that have become apparent over the years. 
Another successful change added a required “midpoint review” to the grant calendar. In 
an attempt to keep projects on their intended timelines and provide better mentoring for 
grant awardees, the SD Committee began scheduling a formal meeting between 
grantees and committee members approximately halfway through the project timeline. 
Building such a pre-arranged check-in into the process from the start would be 
advisable for any small grants program. 
 
The SD Committee made the most significant change to the SDMP since its inception in 
response to a marked decrease in applications. Thinking that prospective applicants 
were perhaps discouraged by the fact that the application process was rigidly tied to the 



 

Journal of Library Innovation, Volume 5, Issue 1, 2014                          63 
 

 

Libraries’ fiscal year calendar, thus likely preventing people from applying for funding at 
the time that was most appropriate for their project’s anticipated timeline, the committee 
worked with the Libraries’ administration to move the SDMP to a rolling deadline 
process. Applications could now be accepted, reviewed, and funded throughout the 
year. Applications did not increase, however, so the committee will need to consider 
other means to encourage participation in the program. 
 
The drop in SDMP applications, especially in the past year, is the biggest challenge 
currently facing the program. The SD Committee has discussed this issue in depth and 
has posited several potential reasons for the decline, including more stringent 
enforcement of funding restrictions; an exceptionally strong strategic planning effort on 
the part of the university, which has led to greater emphasis campus-wide on supporting 
those plans and a relative deemphasizing of the Libraries’ strategic directions; other, 
simpler funding options within the Libraries’ budget; and a general sense of fatigue with 
the program.  
 
While its future is uncertain, however, the SDMP has resulted in many benefits for the 
UH Libraries, both intended and unforeseen, and the positive outcomes of the program 
have far outweighed the negative. A primary motivation behind the SDMP’s creation 
was the desire for a formal mechanism to implement the Libraries’ strategic document, 
and the program has served this purpose well. It has encouraged staff throughout the 
organization to think creatively about how to translate a high-level, aspirational vision 
into concrete projects and has created an environment that welcomes and rewards 
entrepreneurial problem-solving. Additionally, some of the projects, such as the Student 
Video Network commercials described above, revealed unmet needs within the 
Libraries and led to important organizational changes like the establishment of a 
standing Marketing Committee. 
 
Although another original intention of the program, preparing librarians to apply for 
external funding opportunities, has not borne much fruit, the SDMP partially funded a 
well-attended grant-writing workshop for local librarians, and librarians may pursue 
additional grant funding in the future. A less-anticipated but significant benefit of the 
program has been the many and varied presentations and publications grant recipients 
have produced. Since University of Houston librarians are expected to contribute 
scholarly activities to the profession, the rich raw material provided by SDMP projects 
has been a real boon. 
 
Because the program favors innovation, it has provided opportunities for librarians and 
staff to collaborate across departments and bring together expertise from several 
functional areas. SDMP projects thus enabled the strengthening of professional 
relationships, to the benefit of future work within the Libraries. For instance, an early 
microgrant project brought together librarians based in instruction, collections, and Web 
services to experiment with ways the Libraries could use iPod Touch devices to further 
goals of improving services, especially the Libraries’ Web presence. In addition to the 
outcomes of the project itself, a collateral benefit of this opportunity for librarians from 
different units to work together on a clearly defined activity was the building of 
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connections within the organization and thus an incremental shift in the organizational 
culture away from departmental silos and toward greater cooperation and trust. 
 
Finally, the combination of all these benefits makes the Strategic Directions Microgrant 
Program an excellent recruiting tool when hiring new staff. Although no formal 
assessment has been done, and it is, of course, unlikely that the program has been the 
sole reason anyone has accepted a job offer from the UH Libraries, the microgrants are 
mentioned in nearly every candidate interview, and prospective employees always 
appeared intrigued by the idea. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The story of the UH Libraries’ Strategic Directions Microgrant Program is largely one of 
success, at the levels of both individual grant-funded projects and the overall program. 
The impact on the organization has been tangible, as it has led, for example, to the 
establishment of a popular campus tradition and an important library committee, but 
also less obvious, in the ways it has inspired librarians and staff to think about their work 
differently and enabled them to see opportunities where they might otherwise have 
found frustration. It has provided people throughout the Libraries with the chance to 
contribute to the advancement of shared strategic goals by planning, implementing, and 
assessing projects that have been creative, engaging, and even fun for both team 
members and other participants. For a relatively small investment, the UH Libraries 
have reaped considerable reward. 
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