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Abstract 
 
Academic libraries are facing times of unprecedented challenge and unparalleled 
change. Innovation has moved from a consideration to a necessity. And yet, academic 
libraries continue to operate in a climate of declining budgets and increasing costs. In 
such a resource-scarce environment, academic library leaders are under pressure to 
make wise decisions in regards to how innovations are adopted and implemented in 
their libraries. To help inform these decisions and to highlight areas of future research, 
this study reviews the literature on academic libraries and innovation. The information 
presented will assist library leaders in making decisions that affect innovation and it will 
highlight areas for further research. While there has been an uptick in the number of 
high quality studies on this topic since 2010, significant research remains to be done if 
the literature is going to help chart the direction for innovation in academic libraries. 
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There is little risk of controversy in stating that academic libraries are under great 
pressure to innovate. It should also yield little disagreement to say that all academic 
libraries, no matter their size, mission, or wealth, feel this pressure. The urgency to 
innovate affects both academic libraries that support research and those that support 
teaching. And it affects libraries that serve communities of 500 as well as those that 
serve communities of 50,000. 

For the purpose of this review, innovation is defined broadly to be an idea, object, or 
practice that is perceived as new by an individual or organizational unit, as according to 
Rogers (2003). Perhaps the two most powerful forces pressing innovation on academic 
libraries are declining finances and changes in technology. But there are no doubt many 
others. Examining the declining share that academic library expenditures represent of 
total university expenditures provides a visualization of the financial pressure faced by 
academic libraries today. The Association of Research Libraries (2014) found that for 40 

of their member libraries, the group’s average percentage of total university 

expenditures declined from just under 3.7% in 1982 to 1.8% in 2011. The research 
libraries included in this average were both wealthy privates (Harvard and Yale) and 
their less affluent public counterparts (Michigan State and the University of 
Washington). The trend in declining academic library budgets is expedited by external 
economic calamities such as the financial crisis in 2007-2008 that led to significant 
budget cuts for many libraries (Lowry, 2011).  

Beyond the challenging financial environments within which most academic libraries 
operate is the unrelenting, pervasive impact of technology on library services and 
collections. Such is the nature of technology-driven change in libraries, and the 
discussion, debates, and hand-wringing it engenders, that an angle of approach to this 
topic is hard to find that does not feel trite. And yet the pace of technological innovation 
shows no signs of slowing (University of Berkeley, Commission on the Future of the 
Library, 2013), leaving little choice but to continue the discussion, debate, and hand-
wringing.  

Since academic libraries face the daunting challenge of innovating in the face of static 
and declining budgets and a shifting and unpredictable technological landscape, it 
seems timely to find out what the literature has to offer on the subject. The purpose of 
this paper is to review the literature on academic libraries and innovation. The 
information it contains should prove of value to those initiating innovation in academic 
libraries and to those interested in pursuing additional research on the topic.  

Materials and Methods 

Citations were located using a combination of database searching, cited reference 
searching, and manual searching of reference lists from relevant articles. Searches 
were conducted in Google Scholar, Library Information Science and Technology 
Abstracts, and Proquest Dissertations and Theses. 

The original focus of this review was on empirical studies related to innovation in 
academic libraries. However, few articles were found that met this criterion. So it was 
decided to also include empirical articles related to innovation in other types of libraries 
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and also those with a conceptual, theoretical, or historical approach. Articles that 
synthesized the literature and made recommendations for best practices were also 
included if other articles in the review cited them and seemed part of the scholarly 
conversation on the topic.  

Results 

The articles reviewed in this section will be presented in two categories. Those utilizing 
empirical methods will be in the first category with all other types of articles comprising 
the second category. This structure was chosen for two reasons. First, the author felt 

this methodology will guide some readers’ interest in the articles under discussion and 

will allow the empirical articles to stay together for easier reference. And second, the 
more common review approach of grouping articles by topic proved difficult with the low 
degree of overlap found between the different studies. 

Two previous literature reviews were located on this topic and will be mentioned here. 
Musmann (1982) included a detailed review of innovation research outside of libraries 
that he felt were relevant to the library environment. In addition, the few studies that 
examined innovation within libraries at that time were also discussed. Reynolds and 
Whitlatch (1985) took a similar approach. The authors reviewed what they considered 
relevant articles about organizational structure and innovation and then looked at 
studies specific to innovation in libraries. 

Empirical Articles 

The studies presented in this section all included some level of empirical research. 
However, the rigor and sophistication of the research conducted varies significantly. So 
inclusion in this section should not be interpreted as an endorsement of any particular 
methodology exercised. Eleven articles, one book, and two dissertations were found 
that followed empirical methods in examining innovation in libraries. They cover a range 
of issues and were published across a span of 33 years. Since some of the work stands 
on what came before, the studies within this section will be presented chronologically, 
oldest to newest. 

Howard (1981) tested the relationship between the organizational structures of 
academic libraries and their rate of innovation. The four university libraries that took part 
in the study were paired based on similarities in size and differences in their rates of 
innovation. Four independent variables related to organizational structures were utilized: 
complexity, centralization, formalization, and stratification. The dependent variable was 
the rate of innovation. Higher centralization, defined by participation and hierarchy of 
authority, was hypothesized to lead to lower rates of innovation. This was the case in 
one pair of libraries, but not for the second. A significant relationship was found between 
greater stratification and lower rates of innovation for both pairs of libraries.   

Stratification in this study is a measure of the way rewards are distributed to the jobs in 

an organization. Overall, Howard’s (1981) results did not expose a consistent 

relationship between the organizational structure of the libraries she examined and their 
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rate of innovation. Because of the small sample size (n = 4), generalizing Howard’s 

results to other libraries should be done with caution. 

Luquire (1983) studied the perceptions of technical service staffs at research libraries 
on innovative systems by using OCLC as a representative system. The sample included 
23 member libraries of the Association of Research Libraries. The methodology 
included a survey (n = 269) and follow-up interviews at 12 of the participating libraries. 
Data was collected in 1975 and 1976. The researcher analyzed correlations between 
the perceptions of staff on the OCLC system and a number of independent variables 
pulled from the following five areas:  

 the decision-making style at the library; 

 the librarian’s rank in the library;  

 the size of the library (by volume count);  
 the amount of time given to prepare to use the new system; and 

 selected demographic factors.  
 

A more positive evaluation of the innovation was correlated with variables from each of 
these areas:  

 higher levels of participation in decision making;  
 increased familiarity with the new system prior to implementation;  
 more recent training for Masters of Library Science (MLS) degree; and  
 a strong emphasis on job security during the introduction of the new 

system.  
 

The larger a library by volume count, the less positive were that library’s evaluations of 
the innovation. There was no correlation found with librarian age. In addition, librarians 
with advanced degrees besides the Master’s in Library Science also evaluated the new 

system more favorably. One obvious limitation to Luquire’s (1983) results is the extent 

to which perceptions regarding the implementation of a single specific innovation (the 
OCLC system) apply to how other innovations will be perceived in academic libraries. 
 
Damanpour and Childers (1985) examined the rate of adoption of innovation in public 
libraries and the effect of size on the adoption of innovation. Eighty-five libraries took 
part in the study. The results found a major acceleration in technical innovation 
occurring and a significant positive relationship between library size and rate of 
innovations implemented. On average, larger libraries, as measured by budget, adopted 
more innovations than smaller libraries. 
 

Olaisen, Løvhøiden, and Djupvik (1995) developed a theoretical framework for 

measuring innovation based on innovative behavior, network behavior, individual 
properties and attitudes, organizational factors, and job related factors. They then 
applied the framework to evaluate the innovation of an award-winning business library 
in Norway. Based on a review of the business literature on innovation, the authors 
identified the following measures of a library’s innovativeness: 
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1. Staff propensity for change, as measured by attitude towards change and 

recognition by peers as a change agent.  
2. Staff professional engagement, as measured by journals read, meetings 

attended, and membership in professional associations.  
3. Organizational networking of staff, as measured by amount of job time 

spent externally, volume of external communication, and number of 
organizational units worked for.  

4. Project description, as measured by networking (coalition building and 
boundary walking) and impact (cost in dollars for the project, external 
funding, and importance to external users).  

5. Organizational recognition, as measured by promotion and relative salary 
increase.   

 
The researchers used interviews with the business library staff and library statistics to 
collect data on the subject library. Applying the aforementioned measures and operating 
under the assumption that the award-winning library represented an innovative library, 
the authors found that the library demonstrated a high propensity for change. However, 
they believed this propensity for change to be offset, in this case, by the high degree of 
organizational networking taking place, specifically in regards to faculty involvement in 

the library’s change process. The researchers believe that project description was 

medium-high in the award-winning library, based in part on budget increases. 
Organizational recognition was judged to be low in regards to economic compensation. 
Unfortunately, a sample size of one does not prove the utility of this framework for 

evaluating library innovativeness. No other studies were found that utilized the author’s 
framework. 
 
Clayton (1997) utilized a rigorous case study methodology that examined four 
innovations in three different Australian academic libraries. Clayton put forward four 
propositions to help managers implement innovation in their libraries. The first involved 
the nature of the innovation. Key questions relating to whether an innovation can be 
successfully implemented are its relative advantage, simplicity, trialability, and 
observability. Proposition two involves resources. A manager who can deploy sufficient 
material resources, knowledge and skills, personnel, and time is more likely to see a 
successful implementation. The nature of the organization also has a large impact on 
whether innovations are successfully implemented. Organizational attributes such as 
task or mission orientation, communication, conflict resolution, accountability, and 
organizational flexibility are all important. The last proposition pertains to individual 
contributions. A successful innovation implementation is more likely if individuals 
support the innovation, can create and share a vision, can alter the leadership style or 
organizational structure, and see personal benefit for success and a lack of penalty for 
failure.  
 
A case study by Fowler (1998) examined how characteristics of work teams and the 
behaviors of their individual members were related to innovation. Staff members from 
one academic research library took part in the study which utilized a mixed methods 
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approach. Three independent variables were tested: continuous learning, team learning, 
and shared vision. The dependent variable, innovation, was defined as the use of the 
Internet, measured by common uses of the Internet, tasks performed on the Internet, 
and attitudes toward performance of work on the Internet. A significant relationship was 
found between innovation and the hours of professional reading work team members 
completed and with the numbers of papers they published. Fowler does not state the 
sample size for the study. Results are not reported in a way that makes it possible to 
see how the findings relate to the data. In addition, the dependent variable, Internet use, 
was a narrow and unsophisticated proxy for innovation. 
 
White (2001) studied the diffusion of digital reference service (DRS) in 140 academic 

libraries. Data was collected from the libraries’ websites and from the National Center 

for Education Statistics. Libraries were categorized according to Rogers’ (1995) 

adoption categories based on when they implemented DRS. White found that early 
adopters of DRS generally came from larger, wealthier institutions that employed more 
staff than those that were not early adopters. The early adopter libraries also had higher 
use or demand from their patrons as measured by gate counts, circulation, and 
reference questions. 
 
Cervone (2007) studied the effect of professional advice networks on receptivity to 
innovation in academic libraries. A professional advice network serves as a source of 
information and opinion to a practitioner and is made up of professional contacts. The 
large sample (n = 440) for his study was taken from Illinois academic libraries and 
included administrators, professional, and non-professional staff. Cervone modified two 
existing instruments to measure his variables. The independent variables measured the 

size and scope of individual librarian’s professional advice networks. The dependent 

variable was a measure of their receptivity to innovation. Cervone found a strong 
correlation (r = .83) between network size and receptivity to innovation. Librarians with a 
large network were found to be more receptive to innovation. Two other independent 
variables were found to have smaller correlations to receptivity to innovation: the 
number of professional associations to which a person belongs (r = .39), and the length 
of career (r = .25). A model that included all three independent variables had an R2 

value of .71. Other results from Cervone’s analysis included: network heterogeneity (the 

degree to which interactions are not limited by proximity or organizational boundaries) 
was associated with receptivity to innovation; those showing the lowest receptivity to 
innovation had professional advice networks that were highly homogenous; and 
librarians with externally focused professional advice networks were more receptive to 

innovation than those with an internal focus. Another interesting finding from Cervone’s 

work is that the majority of librarians in the sample described 50% of their advice 
network as being local. This is in contrast to findings from other fields where only 10% 

to 25% of an individual’s network are local (p. 104). 

Rabina and Walczyk (2007) attempted to describe where librarians fit within the adopter 
categories defined by Rogers (2003). They found that librarian adoption of innovations 
relating to information and communication technologies varied from the expected 
adopter category distribution described by Rogers. There were 11.1% more early 
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adopters than expected and 16.8% fewer adopters in the early majority group. Their 
findings, however, are severely weakened by the method they chose for identifying 
librarian adopter categories. A single question asked respondents to self-identify which 
adopter category they felt they belonged. This could easily account for the inflated early 
adopter numbers, since respondents would have an incentive to choose the category 
that would yield the highest cachet in the workplace. 

Jantz (2012b) employed a case study approach and qualitative methods to describe six 

university librarians’ perspectives on innovation in academic libraries. Jantz found that 

the university librarians had a good grasp of the innovation process in their libraries. 
Many described their management approach in terms such as collaborative, 
participatory, collegial, and empowering. One library incentivized innovation by giving 
rewards based on new ideas and by trying to allocate some of the budget towards 
projects that were seen as innovative. Two librarians spoke about the way budget cuts 
had acted as catalysts for innovation in their libraries. Several subjects expressed 

concern about librarians’ ability to take the initiative, but this was recognized as more of 

a management problem. In regards to the pace of innovation, Jantz stated, “The 

university librarians see most innovation as incremental, not radical, and innovation as 
occurring with respect to existing systems, and thus having a high degree of 

compatibility with products and processes that are already in place” (p. 9). Furthermore, 

since librarians rely heavily on professional networks and are required to have similar 
formal education, there is a trend towards homogenization in academic libraries. Jantz 

goes on to say that “academic libraries are converging on common structures and 

organizational process, a tendency toward uniformity that minimizes the influx of new 

knowledge and reduces the rate of innovation, especially radical innovation” (p. 9). 

Leong and Anderson (2012) employed a single case study to describe how one 
academic library in Australia attempted to increase its rate of innovation. Strategies 
implemented to achieve this goal included leadership development, cross unit work, 
specific purpose working groups, and the promotion of involvement in professional 
associations. No attempt was made to show that any or all of these strategies had 
statistically significant impacts on the rate of innovation. 

Vaughan (2013) examined technology innovation in academic libraries. The study’s 

results are based on a survey that was completed by 24 directors of member libraries of 

the Association of Research Libraries. The questions gauged the directors’ 
perceptions of what an innovation is, which library technology developments qualify as 
innovations, important considerations when deciding to implement an innovation, and 
how the directors support innovation in their own libraries. Many of the directors felt that 

an innovation’s impact on patrons and its connection to the library’s mission should be 

considered before implementing it. In a question that asked respondents to rank the 
innovativeness of specific items, Web scale discovery systems received the highest 
average score. Other items that received high rankings included makerspaces, cloud 
hosting, and patron driven acquisition. A range of resources were indicated as being 
made available for pursuing innovation, including staff development, dedicated staff 
time, and hardware and software purchases. In addition to the survey, Vaughan 
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provided significant evidence about the importance placed on innovation in the 
academic library community. However, this study displayed little methodological rigor. 

The author stated, “With this . . . [study], there is no implied point, no hypothesis being 

tested, and detailed statistics are absent”  (p. 7). The results should be read with this in 

mind. 
 
Jantz (2013) presents an exemplary dissertation focusing on innovation in academic 
research libraries. It examines the effect of leadership, organizational structure, and 
ambidexterity on a sophisticated measure of academic library innovation. Based upon a 
thorough review of the relevant literature on innovation, Jantz presents a model that 
includes four major constructs that he believes may affect innovation: senior team 
integration, structural differentiation, the external environment, and an ambidextrous 

orientation. Senior team integration describes the extent to which an academic library’s 

leadership team supports innovation through resource allocation, collaboration, team 

building, and exchanging information. Jantz describes structural differentiation as “the 

subdivisions of library tasks into different units of the library” (p. 47). The external 

environment includes two dimensions: environmental munificence and environmental 
dynamism. The first describes the availability of resources, and the second refers to the 
uncertainty, extent, and rate of changes occurring in the external environment. The last 

of the four major constructs in Jantz’s model is an ambidextrous orientation. This 

describes the library’s ability to simultaneously pursue both incremental and radical 

innovation. The independent variables taken from the model were supplemented by 

several others that measure decision awareness along with the profile of the library’s 

staff and its professionalism. 

Jantz’s (2013) dependent variable was based on three different components that he 

aggregates under the name "total innovation performance". The first element of this 

measure of innovation construct describes the “ability of the organization to make a 

decision to proceed with implementation” (p. 50). The second element of the construct 

is meant to measure the “effort that is directed to realizing the innovation” (p. 51). The 

last element that measures total innovation performance “captures the notion of balance 

and penalizes the library that is implementing either predominantly incremental or 

radical innovations” (p. 51). 

Jantz’s (2013) analysis found that environmental munificence, uncertainty in the 

external environment (as perceived by library leaders), average age, average tenure, 
level of education, educational diversity (science, engineering, and technology as well 

as humanities), a leaders' perspective on the library’s creative ability, and the ratio of 

support staff to professional were not significant predictors of academic research library 
innovation. Senior team integration, an ambidextrous orientation, and decision 

awareness (measure of team member’s awareness of decision to adopt an innovation) 

were all positively related to innovation performance. Structural differentiation was not 
found to be related to innovation performance. 
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Goulding and Walton (2014) conducted an exploratory study that examined the 
relationship between distributed leadership, collaborative working, and innovation in two 
public and two university libraries in the United Kingdom. More specifically, the authors 

state that their work “explore[d] the concept and practice of distributed leadership in the 

context of a study of library team leaders to analyze how this form of leadership practice 
can lead to innovation in library services specifically through the fostering of 

partnerships and collaborative links outside the library service” (p. 40). Distributed 

leadership is described as a model of leadership where decision making authority is 
widely distributed within an organization. The authors utilized a survey and conducted 
select interviews to explore this question. Survey data was reported descriptively from 
41 respondents. The authors stated their results show that distributed leadership could 
lead to innovation through increased collaboration. However, the sample was selected 
based on convenience and the authors never established the degree to which the 
libraries studied practiced distributed leadership. 

Theoretical, Conceptual, and Historical Articles 

This section includes articles that fit under the following loose methodological 
descriptions of theoretical, conceptual, and historical. Eleven articles, one book, one 
dissertation, and one book chapter fall in this category. Articles in this section will also 
be grouped chronologically. 

Taylor (1973) presented factors that he believed would introduce change and a need for 
innovation in academic libraries. What is of most interest in this article is not the specific 
factors Taylor identifies, which not surprisingly are dated, but the similarities found 

between Taylor’s tone of urgency on this topic and that which is still found in the 

literature on innovation in academic libraries today. 

Drake (1979) examined the managerial aspects of innovation in academic libraries 
through a brief review of the literature and the lens of her experience. 
Recommendations included examining reward and punishment systems to incentivize 
innovation, having library administrators vocalize the need for change, and to rely on 
designated task forces to introduce and implement innovations rather than existing 
committees. 

Drake and Olsen (1979) discussed the economics of library innovation. They stated, "a 
major problem confronting librarians is how to allocate resources, reduced by budget 
cuts and inflation, to satisfy an increasing user demand for more responsive library 

service” (p. 89). Included is a somewhat dated examination of the economic 

environment of the academic library and a discussion of how this environment affects 
the development and implementation of innovation and vice versa. The authors stated, 

“the innovation process needs to be based on firm understanding of the investment 

required . . .” (p. 98). The economic emphasis of their work is a narrow, but relevant, 

aspect of innovation in academic libraries.  
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Callahan (1991) urged libraries to take action in bridging the gap between new 

technology and the academic library end user. Roger’s (1983) model of diffusions of 

innovation was put forward as a way to bring this about. 

Musmann (1993) provided an historical view of technological innovation and libraries. 
Innovations explored include electric lighting, radio, television, ventilation, and 
telephones. Musmann's work serves a useful role in placing the current library emphasis 
on innovation in context. Many passages may also prove reassuring in this time of 

uncertainty about the library’s future, such as finding out that a forward-thinking librarian 

in 1918 recognized that libraries must be about more than just books. 

Holland (1997) selectively reviewed the diffusion of innovation literature in an attempt to 
provide a framework for discussing innovation in libraries. Suggestions are made 
regarding the importance of having such a framework available to librarians. 

Resistance to change in academic libraries was examined by Weiner (2003), utilizing 
structuration theory, diffusion of innovation, and contingency theory. Structuration theory 
involves the fundamental structures and structural processes that make up an 

organization. According to Weiner, the library’s structure is influenced by factors such 

as its budget, history, staff and the larger organization to which it belongs. As a result, 

“the library organization tends toward reutilization” (p. 71). Weiner’s summary of the 

diffusion of innovation follows the work of Rogers (1995). Contingency theory states that 
organizational structures are determined by contingent factors, such as environment, 

size, strategy, and uncertainty. Based on the author’s understanding of libraries and the 

three theories, several practical implications were described to assist library managers 
in diminishing the resistance to change in their libraries, including providing a clear 
vision of change and rewarding innovators. 

Deiss (2004) similarly reviewed the literature, but included work on innovation in 
nonprofit organizations, which bears similarities to academic libraries. The author 
identifies five dichotomies that affect the process of innovation. The first part of each 
dichotomy is an impediment to innovation; the second is an enabler or necessary 
condition for innovation. Stability versus disturbance is the first dichotomy. Libraries 
tend toward stability and their values are often at odds with disturbance, slowing the 
pace of innovation. The second dichotomy is standards versus unknown consequences 
or patterns. Deiss cited the adherence to standards as a reason for the slow response 
to the emergence of metadata by libraries. The third dichotomy is expertise versus play. 

According to Deiss’ logic, since play is a critical part of innovation and librarians are 

serious professionals not prone to play, librarians must not be great at innovation. The 
fourth dichotomy is performance versus practice. Here again, the professional librarian 
is at a disadvantage, since libraries do not offer practice fields upon which innovation 
can be pursued. And the last dichotomy is certainty versus risk, with libraries tending to 

the former over the latter. This work is based on the author’s view of libraries and is 

disconnected from empirical work that might support or undermine its many 
assumptions. 
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Li (2006) explored successful innovations at the Cornell University Library and made 
suggestions to facilitate innovations in the future. Regarding staffing, Li emphasized the 
importance of skills in outreach and marketing, data mining and analysis, 
entrepreneurship, technology, logistics and operational control, legal knowledge, 
training, and recruitment. Such a skill set in library staffing, Li stated, would facilitate 
innovation. 

Rowley (2011a) explored the importance of collaborative innovation. This type of 
innovation crosses inter-organizational boundaries and is of growing importance due to 
the increasing complexity of change in organizational environments. Rowley pointed out 
six different networks where such collaborative innovation may occur. Spatial clusters 
result from geographic proximity. Sectoral networks form when members see 
themselves involved in the same industry. A sectoral consortia joins efforts for a specific 
innovation project that may be the result of a unique opportunity. Standards forums 
originate from people working to establish or maintain standards. A new technology 
development network is formed around people interested in learning and applying new 
technologies. Communities of practice are informal, cross-departmental networks built 
around common interests and sharing. Rowley (2011a) went on to discuss the 
management of innovation, including the role of leadership and barriers to collaborative 
innovation. These last include physical and temporal barriers that impede 
communication; organizational and hierarchical barriers that get in the way of teams 
pursuing innovation; rational and cultural baggage that individual team members bring 
along; lack of access to data and sufficient technology communication that can hinder 
the effectiveness of collaboration; and barriers that are specific to public sector 
organizations. Cultural resistance to innovation is one example of a barrier associated 
with the public sector. 

Rowley (2011b) also developed a model to help create strategies for library innovation. 
The author states that a successful strategy for innovation should include innovative 
and creative teams, leadership, effective design and management of innovation 
processes, management of what Rowley called the innovation portfolio, and enhanced 
innovation capabilities and culture. Collaborative or open innovation involves innovation 
that is pursued across the boundaries of organizations, firms, or industries. Rowley 

stated, “the philosophy underlying open innovation is that by opening up their innovation 

processes, searching beyond their boundaries and developing and managing a rich set 

of network relationships, organizations enhance their capacity to innovate” (p. 260). 

Management of networks pursuing open innovation includes considerations such as 

conflict resolution, decision making, leadership, and risk/benefit sharing. Rowley’s idea 

of the innovation portfolio (the range of innovation processes that happen in academic 
libraries simultaneously) is useful, since a single innovation may often occur in relation 
to other innovations. For example, a service innovation could lead to further innovations 
in budgeting and collection management. 

Jantz (2012a) developed a theoretical framework for studying and understanding how 
academic libraries might innovate. The first component of his framework is the service 
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organization. Jantz discusses Barras’ reverse product cycle (RPC)1 model as an 

example. “In this model, the product cycle in service organizations acts in the opposite 

direction of that found in manufacturing organizations” (p. 526). Importantly, it 

recognizes that information and communication technologies are developed outside of 
the service organization and then incorporated through incremental and even radical 
changes. As an example of the RPC in academic libraries, Jantz pointed to instant 
messaging, QR codes, and mobile technology. Jantz further defines the service 
organization as incorporating the theory of institutional isomorphisms. In this view, 
service organizations are driven by bureaucratization, causing them to be similar to one 
another. Organizational complexity, centralization, and formalization are also factors 

that define organizational structure. All of this contributes to Jantz’s innovation process 

model, which has five major constructs affecting the innovation process: leadership, 
organizational structure, organizational size, new knowledge, and perceived innovation 
attributes. This is a well-researched and thoughtful contribution to the understanding of 
innovation in academic libraries. 

Ward’s (2013) dissertation developed a Model of Academic Library Innovation, which he 

based on several theories originating from the organizational, social, and leadership 
literatures. His work is primarily theoretical, but he also visited three academic libraries 
that he deemed innovative; interviewed 27 administrators, librarians and staff; observed 
10 meetings; and read extensive documentation on their operations as part of his 
research. 

Social movement theory comprises the core of Ward’s (2013) Model of Academic 

Library Innovation. More specifically, the Model includes the social movement theory 
concepts of framing contests, mobilizing structures, and political opportunities. Ward 

states “framing contests occur as members attempt to influence change and innovation 

by promoting their own perspectives and interest as those most appropriate for the 

organization” (p. 93). Resolution of the framing contest occurs through the process of 

frame alignment. Mobilizing structures, according to Ward, “refer to mechanisms that 

facilitate the ability of individuals to organize and pursue collective action” (p. 122). In 

the academic library, these structures take the shape of committees, task forces, and 
working groups. Ward noted that here the world of innovation in libraries and 

movements for social justice diverge, but they are similar in that “those associated with 

library innovation focus on mobilizing support through structures and strategies” (p. 

123). His ensuing discussion of strategies bears review for those interested in pursuing 
any kind of change in academic libraries. 

Ward (2013) described what he calls a strategic repertoire for innovating libraries that is 
based on the strategies of activists that have been identified in social movement theory. 

(He also refers to this at times as a tactical repertoire.) The repertoire “requires 

strategies that engage potential supporters to advance an initiative” (p. 129). It has four 

                                                           
1 As cited by Jantz: Barras, R. (1986). Toward a Theory of Innovation in Services, Research Policy 

15, 161–62. 
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parts: authentic participation; skilled facilitation; informal shared learning; and active 
outreach and collaboration. Ward stated that authentic participation consists of 
strategies that actively invite, welcome, and respond to people who possess an intrinsic 
interest in the project. Fundamental to the bridging of gaps among divergent ideas is the 
ability and willingness to engage constituents in meaningful interaction and relationships 
revolving around the innovation. In addition to feeling invited and engaged, constituents 
must see that their contributions matter (Ward, 2013, p. 129). 

Skilled facilitation, the second component of the strategic repertoire, is necessary to 
move the conversations regarding an innovation forward and to guide participants 
through the decision making process. Informal shared learning is the third part of the 

repertoire. Ward (2013) states “implemented by both formal and informal groups, 

shared learning mobilizes collective action through common experiences and social 

constructed understandings” (p. 138). Shared learning is viewed as a precursor to 

innovation, since it brings about the common understanding needed for collective 
action. The last element of the strategic repertoire is outreach and collaboration. 
According to Ward, academic libraries are only as effective as the strength of their 
relationships to faculty and students through active involvement and integration in the 

institution’s teaching, learning and research activities. Libraries do not belong to 

librarians. They represent community resources that succeed and innovate to the 
degree that mutuality exists between the library and its constituent (Ward, 2013, p. 143). 
Ward mentioned several examples of this kind of work, including librarian participation 
on campus committees, involvement in campus-wide conversations regarding scholarly 
communication, and enhancing learning in the first-year experience. But he noted that 
such efforts are underdeveloped and will need attention as libraries move towards a 
paradigm of learning and knowledge creation. 

Political opportunity structures are the last of the social movement theories used by 
Ward (2013) in his Model of Innovation in Academic Libraries. In social movement 
theory, this refers to external political conditions that affect action. Ward used the 
adoptions of an open access initiative at one of the libraries he visited as an example. 

At the library in question, the open access initiative’s success was dependent on 

external conditions, such as having a provost who supported it and the passage of a 
similar initiative at Harvard around the same time. Together, these external conditions 
created an opportunity for this innovation to move forward. 

Leadership also plays a role, according to Ward (2013), in academic library innovation. 
But it may not be the familiar role that librarians are accustomed to in their often-

centralized work places. Ward describes innovation “as a process of collective action 

involving complex interactions among diverse participants” (p. 168). As a result, 

meaningful innovation in academic libraries is not primarily the result of top-down 
decision making. It is a deeply collaborative process in which leaders facilitate the 
possibilities of libraries as centers of student learning and knowledge construction. This 
type of leadership empowers others to pursue innovation and change, resulting in the 

collective action Ward believes is essential for success. Ward’s work represents a 

thoughtful and well-written meditation on the need for innovation in academic libraries. 
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Lajoie and Bridges (2014) examine the Gartner Hype Cycle and how it can be used to 
inform decisions about innovation in academic libraries. Besides sharing examples from 
their own library, the authors also review the Hype Cycle as it is presented in Fenn and 
Raskino2 (as cited in Lajoie and Bridges, 2014). They did not specify whether the Hype 
Cycle offers utility in the academic library for understanding innovations that do not 
involve emerging technologies, which seems to be the focus of the Gartner Hype Cycle. 

Discussion 

The literature reviewed covers a range of approaches to innovation and yet manages to 
provide fewer answers than it does questions. Due to the wide range of methodologies 
and rigor employed, it is not clear to what extent many of the results would apply 
beyond the particular circumstances described. However, evidence does come together 
in one direction that may provide insight to library leaders interested in pursuing 
innovation in academic libraries. 

A flatter organizational structure and more open decision making emerged as topics of 
research interest in several articles and, in a few cases, was found to be related to 
academic library innovation. Stratification was found by one study to be related to lower 
rates of innovation (Howard, 1981). One component of Howard’s measure of 
stratification was the ratio between professional and department head income. A lower 
disparity between the two types of income would contribute to a lower degree of 
stratification, thereby suggesting a flatter structure may be more conducive to 
innovation. 

Luquire’s (1983) research showed that higher levels of participation in decision making 

are directly related to a more positive evaluation of the innovation. It makes sense that a 
positive evaluation of an innovation would affect the way it is implemented and 
portrayed. There are many ways to increase participation in decision making, including 
creating a less hierarchical, flatter organization. The last piece of organizational 
evidence comes from Jantz (2013) who found that structural differentiation was 
negatively related to innovation performance. In other words, the less library tasks are 
split across different units, the better it is for innovation. While this does not speak 
directly to a flatter organizational structure, it does speak to one that is not defined by 
silos. 

From the conceptual and theoretical studies reviewed, Rowley (2011a) discusses the 
hierarchical and organizational barriers that impede innovation. Articles by Ward (2013) 
and by Goulding and Walton (2014) discuss more open and participatory forms of 
decision making and flatter organizational structures that encourage innovation. Alone, 
none of the studies provide a definitive direction for improving innovation in academic 
libraries. But taken together, an outline of the innovative academic library as one with a 

                                                           
2 Fenn, J., & Raskino, M. (2008). Mastering the hype cycle: How to choose the right innovation at the right 

time. Boston, MA: Harvard Business Press. 

 



 

Journal of Library Innovation, Volume 6, Issue 1, 2015                          36 
 

 

flatter organizational structure that encourages and enables participation in decision 
making begins to emerge. 

Significant gaps remain to be filled in the literature on innovation in academic libraries. 
In regards to organizational structure, to what extent does a flatter structure that 
supports participatory decision making encourage innovation? Beyond the allocation of 
resources, how do academic library leaders create a climate that supports and drives 

innovation in their libraries? In regards to librarians and innovation, Cervone’s (2007) 

results suggest the importance of externally focused and heterogeneous advice 
networks. Jantz (2013) did not find a connection between innovation and such qualities 
as age, tenure, and educational diversity. Confirmation of these results and the 
discovery of additional qualities that innovative librarians share would also be extremely 
valuable. 

Conclusion 

As this review indicates, the literature on innovation in academic libraries is scattered, 
thin, and, considering the importance of the topic, in need of additional empirical inquiry. 
Most of the work is exploratory or conceptual. One point of encouragement is the 
number of recent articles that have focused on innovation in academic libraries. Ten of 
the 29 studies included in this review were published in or after 2010. This period also 
included some of the best work on the topic, including the dissertations by Jantz and 
Ward. However, if the literature on innovation in academic libraries is going to prove 
useful to library leaders, much work remains to be done. 
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