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The Strategic Value of 
the Liaison Librarian’s 
Personal Approach to Client 
Engagement
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abstract: In today’s digital and distributed information environment, engaging with users is 
imperative for the success of liaison librarianship in the academy’s learning and research 
environment. Such associations require the liaison’s personal approach for connecting and building 
relationships with clients. This paper addresses the main factors for sustaining or improving ties 
with users as well as the prospects for individualized working relationships by liaison librarians. 
It examines the validity of and rationale for adopting a more personal type of engagement to 
improve and extend client connections in the long term. This article also looks at how such an 
approach by liaisons is reflected in best practices, guidelines, and articles in the library literature. In 
addition, it traces literature that helps establish grounds for personal or individualized engagement 
in the workplace. The paper concludes with some important practical considerations and calls 
for more in-depth research into the liaison librarian’s personal approach as an essential step for 
understanding and assessing the quality of liaison librarianship.

Introduction

For academic libraries, clients are the biggest asset, so learning about their needs 
is critical for libraries to remain relevant, useful, and competitive, and to stay 
afloat in today’s increasingly challenging environment.1 Recent technological 

and financial constraints have strengthened the emphasis on ramping up engagement. 
Engagement with users in this paper primarily refers to the liaison librarian’s close 
involvement to support, empower, enhance, collaborate, and build strong relations 
over time that are mutually beneficial to the libraries as well as users. The focus is on 
relational engagement of the liaison or subject specialist librarian with users, unlike 
reference desk or chat reference services, which tend to be more transactional. Librar-
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ians have been challenged to turn outward, 
to take on roles that interact, collaborate, 
and build relationships with users, and to 
demonstrate how libraries remain central to 
the academy even in a rapidly transforming 
digital information world.2

Calls for more engagement are not new, 
but they now come with more urgency. 

Since the late 1980s, many scholars have articulated the benefits of more librarian in-
volvement in various forms, including embeddedness and participation in faculty and 
student programs.3 By such involvement, José Díaz declares, “Librarians could position 
themselves to survive, thrive, and find meaning in a rapidly changing profession.”4

Boosting relationships with clients remains at the forefront of library initiatives to 
strengthen academic institutions. Libraries now increasingly recognize that a fundamen-
tal way to achieve stronger ties is to increase employee interactions with users. The role 
of liaison librarians fits the priority well. Effective liaisons pay close attention to their 
client’s needs, maintain a two-way dialogue, and deliver quality service so that clients 
engage with them and want to work with them.5 To enhance relationship building, liai-
sons should incorporate individualized engagement in their professional conduct with 
users. The liaison’s efforts to reach out and deepen connections with clients become more 
viable, effective, and meaningful with added personal engagement. Such strength-based 
engagement should translate into improvements in connections as well as creative or 
unique collaborations with clients. In the current environment facing the academic li-
brary, liaisons need to realize where they fit, the value they bring to the library, and the 
role they are expected to play in achieving the library’s engagement goals.

A more individual type of engagement is an unconventional but forward-looking 
concept. It involves adjusting the traditional role of the liaison by adopting a more per-
sonal approach to improve and extend client connections in the long term. This paper 
explores the need, significance, and prospects of liaisons going above and beyond the 
traditional confines of their role to meet the needs of academic libraries.6 The paper also 
identifies and examines the main factors for sustaining or improving relationships with 
clients as well as the prospects for closer and individualized working connections in the 
current learning and research environment.

This exploratory study was conducted by searching within the library literature 
across several databases, including the primary library databases, such as Library and 
Information Science Abstracts (LISA) and Library Literature & Information Science Full 
Text. Its purpose is to gather relevant literature to form a theoretical basis for discussing 
how liaisons might advance personal engagement in their professional role. Such active 
engagement by liaison librarians is traced through the literature to identify current think-
ing and practices. Relevant articles, reports, and experiential narratives that allude to 
such an approach to engagement are reviewed in the context of liaisons’ changing roles 
and the nature of interpersonal interactions and relationship building with clients. The 
paper closes with some ideas, practical issues, and ramifications facing liaisons when 
they take on more personal engagement.

Librarians have been challenged 
to turn outward, to take on roles 
that interact, collaborate, and 
build relationships with users . . .
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As ambassadors of the library, liaisons have a crucial responsibility to promote its 
growth. To facilitate progress, libraries need to formulate policies and set up processes 
that will enable liaisons to engage better and deliver more value to clients. Engagement 
in the context of employment is ambiguous and varies greatly among academic research-
ers and across institutions. At its core, however, it manifests the relationship between an 
organization and its employees as well as between employees and their external clients. 
The extent and degree of absorption and connection the employees have with their work 
further the organization’s goals and interests.

Keys to Engagement
For liaisons, engagement should be intense. On the job, they continuously gain knowl-
edge and become conversant with their clients’ needs. They research and learn about 
publications, courses, departmental projects, 
events, programs, and interests of the faculty and 
students. They reflect on conversations with their 
users to develop important connections and ideas 
for the future development of library resources and 
services.7 Their client engagement tasks involve 
close communication and interaction.8 Such active 
involvement requires liaisons to actively link them-
selves to users to create and maintain relationships 
that further the library’s goals. Engagement requires 
a substantial personal investment by liaisons in 
themselves, their careers, and the library, but it 
enables them to achieve stronger relations with 
clients, bringing long-term benefits for the library. 
Ultimately, the quality of liaison service reflects how much the library values its clients 
and how well its resources and services are integrated into the plans and activities of 
the faculty and students.

Libraries employ liaison librarians to reach out and engage with schools and de-
partments within the university to assist, learn, and gather feedback about user wants 
and needs. The knowledge collected helps libraries to build appropriate collections, 
create new and useful services, offer niche resources, develop strong relationships, 
produce and retain goodwill, and remain relevant as an essential partner within the 
university.9 To do this, liaison librarians engage with users in a variety of ways, using 
communication technologies as well as in-person activities to bond and build relations 
with individuals or groups.

Efficacious engagement requires that the liaison be attentive and appropriately re-
active to the clients and make them feel that their opinions matter and their voices are 
heard.10 Engagement cannot happen without communication, which creates opportunities 
to connect with users and develop more participation in activities with them. An effec-
tive communication strategy should include delivering value-creating, relevant, timely 
messages through appropriate channels to create a sense of connectedness. The liaison 
librarian represents, Stephen Abram says, the “communication connection between an 

Ultimately, the quality of 
liaison service reflects how 
much the library values 
its clients and how well its 
resources and services are 
integrated into the plans 
and activities of the faculty 
and students. 
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external stakeholder [client] and an organization 
[the library] through various channels of correspon-
dence. This connection can be a reaction, interac-
tion, effect or overall . . . experience, which takes 
place online and offline.”11 Liaisons are expected 
to be excellent communicators by profession since 
much of liaison engagement is dialogic in nature. 
C. K. Prahalad and Venkat Ramaswamy declare, 
“Dialog implies interactivity, deep engagement, 
and the ability and willingness to act on both sides 
. . . Dialog must center around issues of interest 
to both.”12 Engaged liaisons who maintain open, 

honest, effective two-way communication with clients will more likely build strong and 
enduring relationships.

Theories of Engagement
A literature search for engagement or active involvement at work or in the profession 
brings up concepts and theories that explain the basis for an individual worker’s personal 
engagement. Several researchers point to the importance of intangible assets.13 These 
assets include human capital—a worker’s invisible assets or qualities, such as skills, 
knowledge, personal networks, and experiences—and relational capital—relationships 
with clients, partners, and other stakeholders. Petros Kostaglios and Stefanos Asonitis 
suggest that a library should add an evaluation of “intangible assets” to show the true 
value of its services. In identifying valuable hidden assets for library services assessment, 
they declare, “An intangible asset recorded into human capital is the quality of library’s 
staff (the rate of the staff’s quality is determined by its ability to recruit new customers 
and to maintain them over time, to work in teams, to be motivated by the goals specified 
by the leadership and generally to be flexible and comfortable to change).”14

Stephen Town includes human and relational capital in a framework for measuring 
the value of library services. His definition of human capital is like that of Kostaglios and 
Asonitis in that it includes the skills and knowledge of the workers in the library.15 Town’s 
view differs, however, in how he sees relational capital. His concept of relational capital 
encompasses “the sum of all the relationships of all of the people in the organization” 
and depends on “individual and personal” and “behavior and character” aspects.16 
Kostaglios and Asonitis, on the other hand, emphasize the external aspect of relational 
capital to include clients, partners, and other stakeholders. They define it as “the set 
of external relationships that a firm or organization develops.”17 Relational capital as 
described by all three authors is relevant for the liaison librarian, since internal as well 
as external client relationships are important for the academic library.

Sheila Corrall also emphasizes the importance of including the influences of subject 
and liaison librarians as intellectual capital assets that add value for library services. She 
uses a “subject librarian strategy map” to represent the library’s learning and growth 
goals through structural, human, and relational capital.18 Paul Bracke suggests using so-
cial network theory, which maps the relationships and flows between people, groups, and 

Engaged liaisons who 
maintain open, honest, 
effective two-way 
communication with 
clients will more likely 
build strong and enduring 
relationships. 
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organizations, in the assessment of library services. Bracke emphasizes that the “value 
of developing and maintaining relationships between librarians and their communities” 
should be part of library assessment.19 Social network analysis views social relationships 
as consisting of nodes, which are the individual actors within networks, and ties, which 
are the relationships between the actors. The concepts of stronger and weaker ties between 
individual actors or nodes particularly resonate with the relationship-building work of 
the liaison librarian. In a similar vein, Tim Schlak uses fundamental concepts of social 
capital theory—trust, trustworthiness, shared values, and the network of social connec-
tions between people—to initiate a deeper understanding of liaison interactions with 
faculty. According to him, the critical components for liaisons are “shared commitment, 
network positionality, and interrelational dynamics.” His finding that weak relationships 
lack “a personal component to the relationship reciprocity” especially reinforces the 
significance of personal engagement of liaison librarians with users.20

Andrew Hargreaves and Michael Fullan put forward the concept of professional 
capital as made up of human, social, and decisional capital.21 Their ideas of human and 
social capital are like others discussed previously, while decisional capital is built on 
decision-making abilities. According to the proponents of decisional capital, this capa-
bility develops over time from knowledge, experience, and learning from failures and 
successes.22 Decisional capital has relevance to liaison librarianship because it relates to 
the capability of workers to make judgments in situations involving uncertainties and 
concerns in addressing client needs. Accumulation of decisional capital influences the 
extent of engagement liaisons have with their users.

Marketing theories also highlight the importance of engagement with customers as 
a requisite to coproduce and realize value.23 Prahalad and Ramaswamy were among the 
earliest to portray customers as active participants in determining the value of a firm’s 
products.24 They suggest that dialogs between a company and its customers are the 
“building blocks of interactions,” which rely on “access and transparency of information.” 
This exchange of information helps both parties assess the risks and benefits of a “course 
of action and decision.”25 Similarly, Stephen Allen, Tony Bailetti, and Stoyan Tanev state 
that interactions by way of “open dialog and learning” pave the way for cocreating and 
partnerships.26 Communications and engagement, therefore, serve as a means of problem-
solving and collaboration. A liaison who reaches out and communicates with users puts 
forward library offerings in the form of value propositions—products and services. In 
addition, the liaison engages with clients to connect and demonstrate the usefulness 
of the library’s resources. As these marketing 
theories suggest, engagement, interactions, and 
dialog with users are critical for cocreating value. 
Through joint efforts, the librarian and the client 
share knowledge and resources, create opportu-
nities for personalization, and find unique and 
innovative solutions.27

According to Tracey Dumas and Jeffrey 
Sanchez-Burks, some researchers have suggested 
more segmentation of the personal-professional 
boundaries for efficiency and reduction of role 

Through joint efforts, the 
librarian and the client share 
knowledge and resources, 
create opportunities for 
personalization, and find 
unique and innovative 
solutions.
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conflicts. Others have advocated more integration for the individual to enjoy work, de-
velop a reputation, strengthen identities, and build strong relationships while getting the 
job done.28 Dumas and Sanchez-Burks claim that “segmenting personal and professional 
domains facilitates the management of role responsibilities, whereas integration is more 
beneficial for managing workplace identity and relationships.”29 They acknowledge, 
however, that “both scholarly literature and popular accounts suggest that modern or-
ganizational practices have moved toward encouraging employees to ‘integrate’ or blur 
the boundary between their personal and professional domains.”30 These findings have 
implications for the work of liaison librarians, suggesting that establishing a reasonable 
work-life balance while integrating personal engagement into professional life results 
in higher productivity.

Researchers from the fields of organizational involvement, psychology, and commu-
nication have discussed engagement in the context of the individual at work.31 Personal 
engagement as it affects workers’ performance was first elaborated in the seminal work 
of William Kahn in 1990.32 According to him, during personal engagement, “People 
become physically involved in tasks, whether alone or with others, cognitively vigilant, 
and empathetically connected to others in the service of the work they are doing in ways 
that display what they think and feel, their creativity, their beliefs and values, and their 
personal connections to others.”33 Kahn adds that “personal engagement is the simul-
taneous employment and expression of a person’s ‘preferred self’ in task behaviors that 
promote connections to work and to others, personal presence (physical, cognitive, and 
emotional), and active, full role performances.”34 Based on his research, Kahn proposes 
three factors that influence worker engagement: safety—the individual’s comfort and 
confidence to connect with others; meaningfulness—the benefit from or motivation 
for engagement; and availability—the individual’s capability to become involved with 
others or with the task. He further asserts that being personal implies active participa-
tion, which takes substantial effort and involvement, and requires being mindful and 
conscious of the flow of activities.35 The psychological factors that Kahn proposes have 
direct relevance to the individualized engagement activities of the liaison librarian for 
building connections with users.

Wilmar Schaufeli, Arnold Bakker, and others have also discussed engagement in the 
context of work.36 This concept resembles Kahn’s personal engagement, but the focus, as 
Schaufeli clarifies, is on how individuals relate to their work as a whole and not just to a 
task or job at hand. According to Schaufeli, modern work involves continuous change, 
diversity, teamwork, self-control, self-management, job crafting, boundarylessness, 
mental and emotional demands, and continuous learning.37 He says that individuals 
must bring much more than skills to complete a task. They must contribute their per-
sonal resources and involvement, mind and body, to produce meaningful outcomes at 
work—“Instead of merely their bodies, employees in modern organizations bring their 
entire person to the workplace.”38 Personal engagement for employees requires them to 
become substantially and emotionally involved in their work. Schaufeli’s research pro-
vides grounds for liaisons to adopt a personal engagement approach with their clients.
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Evolving Liaison Librarian Roles
How liaison librarian roles are defined helps identify expectations from the library as 
well as the profession and provides insights into the traditional scope of client engage-
ment.39 According to the Reference and User Services Association (RUSA), the liaison 
librarian’s roles focus on collections management and communication-related services 
for users. In 2010, the Liaison with Users Committee of the Collection Development and 
Evaluation Section of RUSA defined liaison activities as follows:

3.1  Liaison work is the process by which librarians involve the library’s clientele in the 
assessment of collection needs and services and the measurement of user satisfaction 
with the collection.

3.2  Liaison work includes identifying user needs, evaluating existing collections, 
removing extraneous materials, and locating resources that will enhance the 
collections.

3.3  Liaison work enables the library to communicate its collection policies, services, and 
needs to its clientele and to enhance the library’s public relations.

3.4  Liaison work enables the library’s clientele to communicate its library needs and 
preferences to the library staff and governing body.40

This definition focused on gathering feedback and assessing expectations of clients to 
help develop library collections and services. Since RUSA suggested this definition, 
however, liaison roles have evolved in response to the changing information and com-
munication technologies landscape.

During the past decade or more, sweeping changes in information technology and 
user expectations have necessitated increases in the access to and availability of library 
collections online. These shifts dramatically transformed the collection development 
roles of subject specialists and liaison librarians, pushing them toward communica-
tion, engagement, and functional roles.41 Many libraries have assigned liaisons more 
functional responsibilities, such as “copyright, geographic information systems (GIS), 
media production and integration, distributed education or e-learning, data manage-
ment, emerging technologies, user experience, instructional design, and bioinformat-
ics,” according to Janice Jaguszewski and Karen Williams.42 Rebecca Miller and Lauren 
Pressley point out, however, that many liaison librarians still have duties involving 
“departmental outreach, communication of departmental needs back to the library, 
reference, collection development, library instruction, and scholarly communication 
education.”43 Susan Logue, John Ballestro, Andrea Imre, and Julie Arendt maintain that 
liaisons continue “taking on a number of new 
roles and responsibilities including partnering 
with faculty in the classroom, acting as academic 
advisors and mentors, and providing computer 
software and hardware support.”44

The rise in the liaison’s communication and 
outreach responsibilities points to the increasing 
significance of personal engagement in building 
relationships with clients. The outward-oriented 
trends of the new liaison librarian roles toward 

The conventional role that 
expects the professional 
librarian merely to be polite 
and communicate helpful 
information while keeping a 
formal distance from users 
no longer suffices.
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users are evident in case studies examined by Alice Crawford.45 Catherine Essinger and 
Irene Ke suggest, “As with any relationship, [outreach] must be personal, communicative 
and evolving.”46 The conventional role that expects the professional librarian merely to 
be polite and communicate helpful information while keeping a formal distance from 
users no longer suffices.47 A deeper level of engagement is necessary and expected for 
the liaison to understand and serve the needs of the client so that strong ties develop.

The liaison librarian’s engagement and relationship-building roles are often per-
ceived in the library literature as a collection of tasks. Such tasks broadly comprise shar-
ing information about library services, assisting clients, providing information about 
subject-specific resources, teaching information literacy classes, attending meetings, and 
similar duties.48 The liaison librarian’s role cannot be seen in terms of such functional 
aspects alone, however; the work is relational and not just transactional or measured 
in outcomes. In fact, the approach, attitude, and behavior in performance of the tasks 
are equally relevant to meeting the client’s expectations and building long-lasting rela-
tionships.49 The relational nature of the liaison role reveals the importance of personal 
engagement for connecting, developing, and maintaining ties with users. As Ann Kenney 
says, “Ultimately we need to shift from measuring how many departmental meetings 
one attends to how well integrated the liaison is in the life of the department.”50

Academic libraries such as those at Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut; 
the University of Richmond in Richmond, Virginia; Drexel University in Philadelphia; 
Sam Houston State University in Huntsville, Texas; and Johnson & Wales University 
in Providence, Rhode Island, now run “personal librarian” programs. This trend is a 
response for many academic libraries facing challenges from economic and technologi-
cal changes. Under these programs, undergraduates entering their first year as well as 
new graduate students are assigned a personal librarian or asked to find their personal 
librarian from the library’s website:

Personal librarians keep their students informed about resources and programs through 
periodic emails. They answer questions about library policies and procedure, assist with 
research strategies for projects, connect students with subject specialists, and support 
students when they are away from campus. Students are encouraged to meet in person 
with their assigned librarian. Personal librarians service as a point of contact for students.51

The personal librarian’s role illustrates the value of service on a person-to-person 
basis with clients. A response to an Association of Research Libraries (ARL) survey 
captures the purpose behind the personal librarian program: “The mission of the library 
focuses on providing individualized service. Liaisons are referred to as Personal Librar-
ians to reflect this emphasis.”52 Jean Moats reinforces that this type of user engagement 
should be a priority in libraries:

The relationships personal library liaisons develop with faculty and students extend 
beyond one or two encounters. They are intended to remain over the time of a student’s 
enrollment or professor’s stay with the academic center. Yet, personal librarianship is 
more than simply knowing someone for a long time. It involves interaction. Whether that 
interaction is in person, online or through webcams, it means understanding individual 
needs and developing a relationship in which an individual sees his or her personal 
library liaison as someone who is always there to help him or her with library needs.53
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The In-Person Connection
Interactions with clients call for a subjective and personalized approach on the part of 
liaisons as they assist and reach out to users. Liaisons should relate to users on a per-
sonal level. The individualized connection is 
reflected in how the librarians engage with 
clients and how they interact or participate 
to share, discuss, reflect, learn, collaborate, 
and resolve issues together.54 Essinger and 
Ke describe a liaison’s outreach as a “highly 
personal contact with individuals (collab-
orative work, personalized correspondence, 
etc.).”55 Similarly, Schlak refers to personal 
contact as “an important dimension of . . . stronger relationships” and suggests that a 
“stronger personal connection” contributes to “professional conversation” between 
liaison librarians and users.56

Person-to-person contacts are most effective in building ties and gaining understand-
ing of the user population.57 Face-to-face communications enable the client to observe 
the liaison librarian’s eye contact, body language, and dialog, which reflect the liaison’s 
sincerity and credibility. According to Schlak, “Strong relationships are characterized 
. . . by strong, reciprocal communication whereas weak relationships [are marked] by 
one-sided communication from the librarian to the faculty member that receives little or 
no response.”58 He writes that the more connected a liaison librarian is with the client, 
the stronger the bond is between them, so that “formalities are dropped and relation-
ships are formed on a personal basis.”59 Furthermore, Schlak finds that the personal 
element in liaison-client relationships is reflected through deeper, more holistic, and 
friendlier connections and that “personal contact enables a more human dimension to 
the relationship.”60

A person-to-person engagement is often the most impactful form of communication. 
Such a relationship involves the individual identities, personalities, and personal inter-
ests of both the librarian and the user. According to John Fritch and Scott Mandernack, 
personal interactions entail “a friendliness, openness, an unguardedness that allows a 
social connection, however limited, to develop quickly. The quality of unguardedness 
permits the personality of both librarian and user to be revealed, along with the per-
sonal foibles and limits of each.”61 The influence and attitude of the liaison’s personal 
approach are reflected in the different modes of communication, such as in-person, 
online, or a mix of both. Among these, in-person interactions are vital for effective and 
meaningful communication with users. As Richard Moniz, Jo Henry, and Joe Eshleman 
assert, “Much of what needs to be done by liaisons is best done, at least initially and 
when possible, in person.”62

The importance of personal connection and communication is demonstrated in the 
experience of the University of Arizona Libraries in Tucson, which reorganized liaison 
librarians with internal team-based models. The University Libraries found that, by fol-
lowing a team approach, the “library was losing connections with faculty and students.” 
This prompted the institution to reevaluate its organizational and structural changes with 

Interactions with clients call for 
a subjective and personalized 
approach on the part of liaisons 
as they assist and reach out to 
users. 
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additional faculty surveys and interviews. It concluded that the “library must continue to 
engage with key faculty. Face-to-face communication is the most direct way to engage.” 
Without engagement, “Faculty are unaware of library services and research tools even 
though those services and resources have been publicized.”63 In their survey of liaisons 
and faculty, Julie Ardent and Megan Lotts report that faculty who knew the name of 
their library liaisons were “more satisfied with services provided by the liaison than 
those who did not,” illustrating again the significance of personal connection.64 For their 
research and informational needs, faculty members often like to interact with a librarian 
in person, particularly at the initial stages of their research. Findings from interviews of 
faculty in languages and literature corroborate this. One interviewee declared, “Personal 
connections [are] a very important part of . . . research activity.” Another commented,

People in archives, libraries . . . and different kinds of institutions, I must say, have been 
my real trainer, in terms of research, teaching me how to look for materials, more than 
professors . . . So, I think about this a lot when I teach graduate students, because it takes 
a long time to learn on your own [when] it’s acquired the hard way.

Still another faculty member said, “I think having a personal relationship to the librarian 
like I have with you has been crucial . . . Just knowing there is this individual relationship 
that one can have with the librarians, I think that is very, very important.”65

Practicing a personal approach involves conveying sincerity while trying to iden-
tify, understand, and appropriately respond to client needs; liaisons must handle the 
requirements of the clients with care and commitment. In this way, they can establish an 

enduring relationship. Frequent occa-
sions to interact with users naturally 
provide opportunities for developing 
closer and more approachable connec-
tions by applying a personal touch.

Besides using person-to-person 
communications via e-mail, chat, 
video chat, instant messaging, and 
social media, liaisons participate in 

online courses and collaborate virtually with faculty in teaching and research projects.66 
The online activities and transactions carried out by the liaison librarian reinforce rela-
tions with users beyond the initial in-person meetings. Performing liaison work on a 
person-to-person basis facilitates in-depth learning, understanding of users’ needs, and 
proper assessment of potential collaborative projects between liaisons and their clients. 
Physical meetings and the personal touch establish solid relational foundations.

Relationship Building
The relationship journey passes through at least three phases: awareness, exploration, 
and commitment. The journey starts with an awareness phase, recognizing the potential 
exchange partner and engaging in an information-generating process, seeking to learn 
about the client’s needs. Equipped with some awareness of the user’s needs, the liaison 
next shifts the focus to motivating the client to obtain more information. The liaison 

Practicing a personal approach 
involves conveying sincerity while 
trying to identify, understand, and 
appropriately respond to client needs
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also suggests some initial library offerings for the user to consider. The liaison’s realm 
of involvement widens with a desire to explore and learn about the client. The commit-
ment phase then follows, with the client responding to the potential enduring benefits 
of working with the liaison and the library.

The personal approach is an essential element in the liaison’s engagement strategy. 
It allows the liaison to become more user-centric and to delve deeper into the needs and 
interests of clients. The manner and extent to which a liaison demonstrates a sense of 
relatedness with users as well as personalization of activities and services determine 
the prospects of earning the trust of clients. Closer ties require increasing the liaison’s 
accessibility and approachability as well as offering more user-specific services. Libraries 
and liaisons must endeavor to build and maintain the client’s confidence.

Changing Relationships over Time

Relationships with users, due to their changeable nature, wax and wane over time. 
Liaison-client affiliations may go dormant for a while and then become active again 
if the same individuals work together on a new project. Moniz, Henry, and Eshleman 
provide examples of the liaison’s relationship-building process by using Knapp’s Model, 
which depicts five phases in the development of a relationship. The model, proposed 
by communications scholar Mark Knapp, describes this process as various stages of 
“coming together” and “coming apart.” These stages ebb and flow, and they often test 
the strength, quality, and durability of client relationships.67

The waxing process involves sharing information about needs and resources through 
interactions and activities that bring the liaison librarian and the client closer. Moniz, 
Henry, and Eshleman highlight the importance of the liaison’s interaction with faculty 
and students through personal assistance, involvement in the departmental accreditation 
process, engagement in course planning or curriculum development, and attendance at 
meetings, events, and committees.68 Such activities increase opportunities for liaisons and 
clients to advance the “coming together” process of relationship development. Bracke 
suggests, “Deeper partnerships in teaching and research might be characterized by 
increased reciprocity between librarian and faculty, relationships initiated by both par-
ties and an increase in bi-directionality, and an increase in formality of relationships.”69

In contrast, the waning phase of relationships often occurs after the completion 
of a class, committee work, project, or other involvement. For example, an instruction 
librarian may have fewer communications with the faculty member at the end of a 
course than at the beginning or during the research assignment phase. Such a waning 
phase may last for a short time until new needs arise, when the liaison librarian and 
the client may reconnect to embark upon a fresh cooperative undertaking. The liaison 
and faculty member may decide, for instance, to work together to improve an assign-
ment or to collaborate on a new one.70 Nurturing relations between the liaison and the 
user remains a necessity, whether during the “coming together” or the “coming apart” 
phase of the relationship.

Engagement and relationship building—by nature interactive, boundary spanning, 
and iterative—–involve a process of learning in which mutual benefit and respect are 
developed and achieved over time.71 To bond and build relationships, the liaison librarian 
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communicates with users at various phases of relationship building. At an initial stage, 
the librarian often serves as a point of contact or acquaintance. The liaison stays up-to-
date and connected within the clients’ academic environment and seeks to participate 
or work with them in different roles. Through steady as well as repeated engagement, 
integration, and normalization, the librarian becomes more comfortable in engaging with 
users.72 Eventually, the liaison works more often and more closely with them, developing 
a deeper and more personal relationship.

Close collaborations with the client indicate a high degree of involvement of the 
liaison librarian in the client’s realm and are achieved over time. In marketing literature, 
Prahalad and Ramaswamy propose that the market is becoming like a “forum” where 
experiences are cocreated with customers. They say, “It involves the co-creation of value 

through personalized interactions based on 
how each individual wants to interact with 
the company.”73 When liaison librarians 
interact and participate with users, there is 
higher likelihood of collaborating, produc-
ing unique experiences, and increasing the 
use of library offerings. A liaison librarian 
who works with a faculty member on a 
research project may work with that person 
to find resources and information required 
for the investigation. As more interactions 

take place, the liaison librarian becomes further involved with the research, documen-
tation, reports, or publications, perhaps resulting in such outcomes as coauthorship, 
presentation, and digitization. To assist in achieving the project’s objectives, the liaison 
puts in extensive effort, acting as a subject specialist, consultant, or functional expert. 
Through such experiences of personal interaction and engagement, the liaison changes 
from an assistant to a partner in research. In the words of Peggy Pritchard, partnership 
involves, among other things, “the careful cultivation of collegial relationships, the clear 
and consistent communication of the specialized knowledge and expertise . . . and a 
sustained commitment to staying visible, available and involved.”74

Embedded Librarianship

Embedded librarianship, in which a librarian forms a close relationship with an aca-
demic department or other group to develop a deep understanding of their work and 
provide information services targeted to their needs, provides a fertile ground to develop 
individualized engagement. The embedded liaison librarian has a valuable opportunity 
to relate closely to clients by participating with them in their learning or research.75 As 
Díaz notes, “True engagement does not occur until the librarian has entered the faculty’s 
workflow.”76 The degree of openness and approachability the liaison can extend to the 
client depends on the types of embedded roles and activities; the expectations, percep-
tions, and needs of the users; the location of interaction or where the liaison librarian is 
embedded; and the degree to which the librarian is involved with the client’s research 
or departmental activities.77 Stephanie Schulte draws attention to the varying degrees of 

When liaison librarians interact 
and participate with users, 
there is higher likelihood of 
collaborating, producing unique 
experiences, and increasing the 
use of library offerings. 
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involvement of embedded librarians. In her review of the literature of embeddedness, 
she observes several cases that “provide rich examinations of experiences [of librarians] 
reaching out to library users, building close relationships, and customizing services.”78 
David Lankes proposes that liaison librarians should go beyond traditional approaches 
and provide professors with tenure-related research and assistance, or even become a 
“concierge for freshmen” if that helps new students succeed in the academic environ-
ment.79

Within the university or disciplinary departments, the engagement of the liaison 
varies based on where and how the librarian is embedded, whether in an informal or of-
ficial capacity. According to Moniz, Henry, and Eshleman, an embedded liaison librarian 
is defined as a “librarian located online, in the classroom, or in a department assisting 
with liaison support and services. This librarian communicates as part of the group.”80 
As external members or affiliates of departments, liaison librarians have the opportunity 
to personally participate with clients and develop relationships. With the experience 
and knowledge gained from such engagement, liaisons have a unique perspective that 
helps build long-term strategic value for the library.81

Participation in Student, Faculty, and Other Groups

By joining groups, departments, or organizations outside the library system as an ex-
ternal or affiliate member, the liaison gains access into the clients’ environment. This 
opportunity allows the liaison to actively listen and explore the possibilities of collabora-
tion or, at a minimum, to connect library resources and services to the user’s needs. By 
taking part as members of client groups, liaison librarians can effectively participate as 
insiders. These memberships or roles may be initiated by either the librarian or the user 
and could be either formal or informal. They are often added to defined liaison librar-
ian responsibilities.82 Depending on the depth of engagement, need, or length of time 
involved, such roles can be negotiated and formalized by the library and the client, the 
department, or the university collaboratively. Triveni Kuchi emphasizes the significance 
of both informal and formal memberships with departments or user groups through 
additional participative roles such as affiliate faculty memberships, student advising, 
curriculum development, or departmental committee memberships.83 This process builds 
over time to accommodate more involvement not just in library-related activities or 
on library premises but also within other learning and research facilities. For instance, 
Linda Bartnik describes her transformative experience as an embedded librarian at the 
College of Business and Public Affairs at Murray State University in Murray, Kentucky. 
Her participation as a new member in the college accreditation team alongside the as-
sistant dean laid the foundation for a strong relationship.84 Nonlibrary-related external 
memberships provide a rich source of opportunities for gaining knowledge about users, 
disciplines, and academic activities. These memberships help to validate the librarian’s 
engagement with clients. According to Miranda Bennett,

The benefits of [external] membership include improved current awareness of the 
discipline, both its research trends and issues of practical concern; opportunities to interact 
with non-librarians as colleagues; enhanced prestige among disciplinary faculty; insight 
into other perspectives on the role of the library and librarians in academia; cultivation 
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of librarians’ identity as subject experts; and new avenues for professional service and 
scholarly activities . . . These benefits support the various responsibilities usually assigned 
to subject librarians, including collection development, instruction, and liaison work, as 
well as possibly contributing to their improved morale and job satisfaction.85

The liaison’s memberships in user communities and professional associations help 
to shape client expectations, break stereotypical images of librarians, and bring visibility 
and legitimacy to the liaison’s participation and cooperation with users. External member-

ships enable liaisons to learn about clients and 
experience a more immersive environment.86 
Such experiences are of paramount significance 
because they expose the liaison to the contex-
tual realities of the user’s learning world.

While locational embeddedness of a liai-
son librarian brings advantages and enables 
serendipitous interactions to occur, embedding 
the librarian within the user’s environment 
does not automatically guarantee meaningful 
interaction, good relationships, or better use of 
library services. Embedding experiments have 
provided reference and outreach services in 
nonlibrary locations, including campus centers 
and residence halls, that showed mixed results. 

The questions asked were few and often not relevant.87 Paulita Aguilar, Kathleen Keat-
ing, Suzanne Schadl, and Johann van Reenen regard online reference activity via chat 
or through librarian “ambassador” and “satellite” programs as more effective. They 
conclude that “interactions create more fluid relationships which are not bound to 
traditional standards but are responsive to the multiplicity and complexity that reflects 
the way users approach information.”88

Serving within the client’s domain, such as in a group, committee, or department, 
is not sufficient to produce strong ties; embedded liaisons need to assimilate, connect, 

and establish themselves as natural, useful, 
and significant members of the team. Such 
connections usually require a greater integra-
tion of the liaison’s personal and professional 
roles and boundaries.89 More active engage-
ment requires that the liaison dedicate more 
time and effort to interactions and exchanges 
with clients. Such personal participation and 
attention to details help the liaison learn, 

adapt, and contribute meaningfully to the group. They establish identity and authen-
ticity that legitimize the liaison’s presence and enable personalization of services and 
resources to meet the individualized requirements of the users.

Working closely and in collaboration with faculty and students often adds new roles 
for liaisons as they attempt to resolve issues or participate with users in projects. The 
added roles or memberships indicate the trust clients place in the librarian as part of their 

The liaison’s memberships 
in user communities and 
professional associations help 
to shape client expectations, 
break stereotypical images of 
librarians, and bring visibility 
and legitimacy to the liaison’s 
participation and cooperation 
with users. 

. . . embedded liaisons need 
to assimilate, connect, and 
establish themselves as natural, 
useful, and significant members 
of the team. 
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group. Participating in academic committees, co-teaching, coauthoring with faculty, sup-
porting grant writing, advising on journals and publishing channels, and co-organizing 
symposia or seminar series, once considered uncommon, are primary mechanisms for 
connecting, partnering, and building strong relationships with users.90 The personal 
effort and involvement that result in active partnerships in the client’s projects and 
ventures indicate meaningful cooperation and collaboration. They signal successful 
engagement and acceptance of the liaison by users as “one of them” and increase the 
visibility of the liaison librarian and the library in the client’s world. The liaison’s effort 
and eagerness to connect, build, and establish ties with users results in personal engage-
ment, as described by Kahn and Schaufeli.91 Moreover, this approach allows liaisons to 
earn word-of-mouth referrals and improves the chances of clients looking to continue 
or even deepen relationships. A positive referral gains the trust of users and encourages 
their friends and colleagues to avail themselves of more library services and resources. 
Shared goals, mutual benefits, expected outcomes, and future needs are necessary to 
develop relationships, but the liaison’s personal effort and involvement enhance trust 
at the individual level, bolstering, in turn, the library as an effective resource.92

The Role of Willingness and Ability

Personal engagement involves using individual attributes and experiences that often go 
beyond the professional or standardized requisites for productive interactions.93 Such 
participation of liaisons depends on their personal willingness, their intrinsic motivation, 
and their abilities to engage with 
users, understand their needs, and 
collaborate with them. According to 
Schlak, “Skills necessary for liaisons 
include the ability and willingness 
to learn while engaging others . . . 
and to be able and willing to forge 
and sustain relationship connections 
that give meaning to one’s work as a 
liaison.”94 The personal qualities of 
the liaison help form rapport with 
users and establish the librarian as reliable for fulfillment of information needs.95 A range 
of personal and professional qualities will shape the liaison’s attitudes, behaviors, and 
willingness, making enduring connections and taking on different roles. Some of the 
traits for the librarian that are particularly pertinent for personal engagement include 
enthusiasm, interest, motivation, presence, friendliness, reliability, and care in assisting 
users.96

According to Schaufeli,

Work engagement is a positive, affective-motivational state of fulfillment that is 
characterized by vigor, dedication, and absorption. Vigor refers to high levels of energy 
and resilience, the willingness to invest effort in one’s job, not being easily fatigued, and 
persistence in the face of difficulties. Dedication refers to a strong involvement in one’s 
work, accompanied by feelings of enthusiasm and significance, and by a sense of pride and 

Some of the traits for the librarian that 
are particularly pertinent for personal 
engagement include enthusiasm, 
interest, motivation, presence, 
friendliness, reliability, and care in 
assisting users.
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inspiration. Absorption refers to a pleasant state of total immersion in one’s work which 
is characterized by time passing quickly and being unable to detach oneself from the job.97

The personal drive and energy that the liaison librarian brings to engaging with users 
are critical factors that influence the quality of liaison librarianship. The significance of 
personal motivation is conveyed in the narrative offered by Hyun-Duck Chung, whose 
interest inspired her to pursue involvement in an entrepreneurship initiative:

In early 2008, I began to hear news regarding plans for a campus-wide entrepreneurship 
initiative at NC State. As an early career business librarian, this news caught my interest 
and I began to consider what kind of impact such an initiative might have for the 
library’s collections, services, and liaison activities. As I sought to find out more about the 
initiative, my interest in this news surfaced in many of my conversations with colleagues 
and supervisors. In hindsight, I realized that in doing so, I was clearly communicating 
a genuine and active interest in the initiative and did so to the extent that when the 
opportunity came for the libraries to become involved, I was tapped to meet with the 
director of the initiative and attend their day-long strategic planning session.98

This type of experience is not uncommon for liaison librarians and subject specialists, 
although few describe it as directly as Chung does. According to her, “Opportunities 
can connect you with the right people, but relationships require an appreciation for a 
common goal, investment of time, and a reciprocal openness about learning from all 
those involved.”99 ARL surveys about liaison services in 2007 and 2015 found that several 
libraries affirmed the personal interest of the liaison librarian as a significant quality for 
interacting with users. The libraries acknowledged that “informal connections to other 
campus units (such as past work history or personal interest) sometimes lead to liaison 
connections.” Other libraries viewed “personal interest or affinity; good interpersonal 
skills; [and] ability to meet the needs of the respective constituency” as important traits 
to conduct liaison work.100

Employees of the library are expected to align their individual and team objectives 
around satisfaction and retention of users; such orientation is even more important and 
relevant for liaison librarians who seek to actively engage with clients to build relations. 
The foundation of relationships relies on the liaison’s ability to learn, build empathy, 
and give high priority to the needs of the user. The principle behind such an approach is 
to view matters from the perspective of the clients by placing oneself in their situation. 
This method enables the liaison to build personal rapport and better understanding with 
the user and lays a strong basis for personal engagement.

Ability to learn, reflect, incorporate ideas, and utilize the new knowledge they gather 
is critical for liaison librarians. In the 1970s, Mollie Adams and the team of George Beakley 
and Ernest Chilton noted that, in an educational setting, learning essentially depends 
on the individual’s engagement with the content of interactions with others.101 Several 
educational theories, such as experiential, reflective, situated, network, and active learn-
ing, demonstrate how learning takes place during interactions and immersive activities 
among individuals or within groups. The learning that results helps the individual to 
connect with others and build relationships.102 Liaison librarians need to personally en-
gage to learn and gather knowledge from users. So, in the performance of their liaison 
roles, librarians should actively integrate their personal engagement with professional 
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activities. Writing in the context of nursing practice, Randi Skår stresses that an indi-
vidual’s acquisition of knowledge “is connected to the ability to get involved in and 
assess particular situations [and needs] skill in integrating situational experiences into 
their existing knowledge framework.” It requires individuals to use practical thinking, 
personal experiences, and expertise. Skår further suggests that to understand “interpre-
tive modes of knowledge use and to develop personal abilities,” individuals “should 
have the opportunity to reflect on acting personally in professional relationships.”103

The ability to generate innovative ideas and find solutions that benefit users is 
particularly valuable for the liaison.104 Resourcefulness—“the ability to find quick and 
clever ways to overcome difficulties” (Google defi-
nition)—is often the key to discovering solutions 
and succeeding in engagement. Liaisons with this 
personal trait are persistent, perceive opportunities 
instead of problems, and attempt untried meth-
ods to meet challenges. As Isabel Silver suggests, 
“Patience, perseverance, and the willingness to try 
are necessary attributes of a successful librarian 
liaison.”105

The knowledge, experiences, and individual abilities that the liaison possesses are 
important tools for engaging clients. In certain subject areas, for example, functional 
skills can be leveraged to interest users or generate ideas. Educational experiences and 
abilities can also promote the liaison’s identity and visibility to the client. Individual 
skills may consist of nonlibrarianship-related talents or hobbies, such as games, dance, 
art, or music. Such skills may surface in the conversation with users and result in better 
connections with them. For example, Jim Kinnie’s experience as a liaison librarian to 
the music department at his university illustrates the creative, dynamic nature of liaison 
roles. After attending a program, Kinnie became involved as a banjo player with the 
university’s traditional jazz band. This participation helped him build contacts and form 
deeper relationships with his users. He notes, “By rehearsing with the band, I’m serving 
the library by creating a stronger bond with the music department in my role as liaison 
with that department. I’m in the fine arts building every week and I visit the music 
resource center more often.”106 According to Kahn, such efforts display “real identity, 
thoughts, and feelings.” Self-expression underlies creativity and “the use of personal 
voice.”107 The opportunity for such interactions emerges from the liaison’s position, 
personal willingness, and ability.

Considerations for Individualized Engagement
While it seems vital for liaisons to exercise personal engagement in their work, the ap-
proach has significant management and operational issues to consider. The main barrier 
to a liaison’s individualized engagement is feasibility in terms of economic, operational, 
structural, and cultural factors. For instance, the library administration may impinge 
on the authority and latitude available for liaisons to carry out an engagement-related 
policy or task. Since such decisions can affect the motivation of the liaison and the 
extent and depth of the opportunities for engaging with users, library management 

The ability to generate 
innovative ideas and find 
solutions that benefit users 
is particularly valuable for 
the liaison.
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should prudently balance feasibility with the liaison’s expectations. The positioning of 
the liaison within the library organization and the academic institution considerably 
influences the degree and extent of meaningful engagement with clients. The scope of 
involvement in terms of projects and activities undertaken by the liaison depends on 
how separate or integrated the position of the liaison librarian is within the research, 
learning, and teaching environment.

When liaisons seek to bond with users by being responsive, cooperative, and com-
municative, they often find themselves taking on more responsibilities. The by-products 
of pursuing a more receptive and personal approach are invitations to additional ex-
ternal activities, such as advising, consulting, co-teaching, serving on user’s groups or 
committees, leading projects, and other forms of direct collaboration.108 Considering 
that liaisons perform numerous tasks while handling complex and multiple roles, a 
personal approach may increase their work burden even more.109 As a liaison librarian 
has to manage more clients, an individualized approach becomes more challenging. The 
liaison may risk burnout in trying to balance traditional librarianship activities with the 
new roles that come with building relationships with users.

By gauging the liaison’s workload through formal and informal reporting mecha-
nisms, the library manager can meaningfully evaluate the liaison’s performance, deter-
mine both user and librarian needs, and provide appropriate support for prioritization 
of activities. This assistance can add to the effectiveness of the liaison’s training and 
professional development efforts, planning of resources, new offerings, and other 
endeavors. Practical difficulties may hinder assessing the performance of the liaison, 
however, due to the nature of the job. Most liaisons handle multifaceted roles and per-
form many activities within each role. The challenges associated with gathering and 
reporting information about these numerous activities can make evaluation of liaisons 
cumbersome.110 Quantitative assessment by counting the classes, meetings, and events 
attended or cosponsored, workshops conducted, and so on may be necessary but cannot 
sufficiently assess the value of the liaison’s contribution.111 A more relevant and meaning-
ful evaluation should obtain feedback from clients and include an assessment of quality 
of performance as well as the effort spent in building unique ties.

Personal approaches bring variability in performance of the liaison’s roles, stem-
ming from differences in individual knowledge, skills, and experiences as well as how 
the liaison employs those attributes to meet users’ expectations. The variability in the 
liaison’s approach reflects individuality and creativity on the part of the librarian to 
find innovative ways to resolve issues for clients. It enables libraries to create strategic 
and unique services and remain relevant for users.112 Liaison work with more thorough 
engagement often translates to greater variability in requests for services, resources, 
technologies, and support. While individual approaches provide better prospects for 
innovation and growth, they also have the potential for disruption. Even though liai-
sons are matched based on their training, experience, and knowledge with departments 
and programs at the university, their interactions and relationship development take 
different paths depending on users’ expectations and requests. Such variability can be 
chaotic and challenging for library managers as they set priorities and assign work across 
teams and support systems in the library. According to Jennifer Church-Duran, library 
management needs “to know where and how to tap resources for new collaborative 
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opportunities, [which] is critical to the creation of distinctive services and to the overall 
success of repositioning librarians as partners and collaborators.”113

While autonomy helps liaisons perform their roles flexibly, interact with users, and 
be resourceful, they must also work closely with library managers; a symbiotic relation-
ship facilitates liaisons having more balanced, manageable, and worthwhile roles.114 
Library management should seek to improve communication and coordination and 
increase the agility of its internal teams. It might even consider capacity development 
programs to better serve the time-critical needs of the client. In this regard, Church-
Duran suggests that as

the role of liaison transforms into one of “engagement facilitator” . . . it is important that 
librarians are confident in their skill to collaborate with researchers and partner with 
faculty in relevant ways. [They] may lack the necessary knowledge to address the areas 
represented on growing service menus while simultaneously facing an overall dearth 
of meaningful development and training opportunities.115

Libraries must provide ongoing opportunities for training and professional develop-
ment. Hiring candidates with superior skills and experiences as well as offering train-
ing programs will enable liaisons to achieve a more personalized approach with users.

Personal engagement skills—including building relationships, creating collabora-
tions, managing interpersonal interactions, solving problems, embracing adaptability, 
and exercising resourcefulness—need to be a significant part of the library and informa-
tion studies curriculum for students training to become liaison librarians. It may also 
be beneficial to hire liaisons and subject specialists as joint appointments between the 
library and university departments or schools. Liaison librarians typically have sub-
ject degrees or related background and experience in addition to a master’s degree in 
library studies. Joint appointments require substantial prior negotiations between the 
two organizational units to determine the status of the position, mutual benefits, shared 
goals, and assessment plans. Such an arrangement has the potential to reduce the liaison 
librarian’s burden of struggling to gain visibility and entry into the department’s teach-
ing and learning activities and to be accepted as a “legitimate” member.

Conclusion
Liaison librarians’ work necessitates integrating meaningful relationship building into 
their activities. A liaison’s personal, genuine, active exchanges with the client ultimately 
become a natural, logical, and effective means for 
the library to stay connected with its users. Personal 
engagement is characterized by such attributes as 
trust, commitment, and dependability. The sustain-
able growth of academic libraries relies on retaining 
and expanding the library’s clientele. Clients need 
to see value in the services the library offers as well 
as the individuals who deliver them. Liaisons are 
an invaluable source of vital intelligence for librar-
ies on what resources they should offer and how 

A liaison’s personal, 
genuine, active exchanges 
with the client ultimately 
become a natural, logical, 
and effective means for the 
library to stay connected 
with its users. 
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they should shape their services.116 Learning about clients through a personal lens can 
provide better understanding than the library could gain by assembling responses from 
surveys, interviews, or focus groups. As part of a personal approach designed to engage 
with users, liaisons must go beyond responding to the client’s specific need. They must 
endeavor to learn the nature and trends of user expectations and suggest how the library 
might continue, expand, or improve its services. Increased personal participation and 
active engagement will provide added value to enhance client satisfaction.

Liaison librarianship has been traditionally viewed in the library literature as a set 
of functions related to collection development, outreach, and marketing of library ser-
vices. This approach neglects, however, the complex dynamics of personally engaging 
with users. With an increasing emphasis on functionalization, the liaison and subject 
specialist roles may shift away from client engagement and relationship building.117 
Stepping beyond the conventional confines of the liaison librarian’s role to understand 
and collaboratively address the user’s needs and information-seeking behaviors has not 
received the attention it deserves. It involves participating in the client’s research efforts 
and engaging closely on a personal level. It reflects a forward-looking, enterprising, and 
practical attitude, and it serves to help the liaison and the library understand users and 
meet their information needs and expectations.

This paper examined the theoretical basis, main factors, and potential for indi-
vidualized engagement of liaisons to build and maintain relationships with students, 
researchers, and teaching faculty at an academic institution. Personal engagement, as it 
plays out in liaisons’ relationship building with users, has links with human, relational, 
social, and decisional capital. Further, concepts of work engagement and work-life 
boundaries theoretically underpin the relationship-building work of liaison librarians. 
The theories discussed in this paper converge to establish the rationale for employees 
to actively engage with members within and outside their organizational units. In fact, 
the concept of increased and active personal participation as necessary and important 
directly conforms to the foundational theories of Kahn and Schaufeli.118

According to Kahn’s theory, an employee brings motivation, physical energy, and 
effort to the engagement process while at work. Consistent with this theory, Schaufeli 
notes that employees use such personal resources as skills, knowledge, and individual 
qualities (that is, human and intellectual capital) in the process of engagement. Liaison 
librarians need to go above and beyond what is required to achieve a connection with 
users. Town, Corrall, and the team of Hargreaves and Fullan add that, during engage-
ment, new competencies are gathered or learned and existing ones are updated.119 By 
adopting a personal approach to relationships with clients, liaisons also build social 
and relational capital for themselves and the library.120 In fact, a multitude of talents and 
personal characteristics come together in the liaison’s engagement efforts. Kostaglios 
and Asonitis regard such engagement as an intangible asset in the context of assessment 
of library services.121

While the library literature alludes to the significance of the liaison’s individualized 
engagement through reports and experiential narratives, little in-depth research has 
investigated the approach liaisons should take in engaging and developing enduring 
relations with users. This exploratory study suggests a refocus of research to understand 
the approach, ties, and activities by liaisons that bring strategic advantages for libraries. 
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Qualitative and longitudinal research exploring both functional and subject specialist 
roles at different types of academic libraries would be worthwhile. Also, a study of the 
support systems offered by library organizations to aid and encourage liaisons will 
provide a better understanding of how liaisons’ services contribute to client relations 
and partnerships.

The client’s view of a liaison’s trustworthiness improves with more personal par-
ticipation over time. This approach allows liaisons to earn word-of-mouth referrals and 
improve the chances of users continuing or even deepening relationships. Liaisons must 
gain the trust of clients to draw them to the library and encourage their friends and 
colleagues to avail themselves of more library services and resources. The liaison must 
endeavor to develop engagement with clients while attempting to establish and leave 
a caring image of the libraries in the users’ mind. Working with clients on a person-to-
person basis has substantial implications, however, for the liaison individually and for 
the organization. Libraries already devote considerable outlay to the setup, maintenance, 
and development of liaison facilities, as well as making liaisons available for preparing, 
learning, and keeping their clientele updated. Harsh fiscal constraints have become the 
new norm for libraries, making continuity or expansion of liaison programs uneven 
and difficult to sustain.122

Transformative initiatives can be challenging and demanding, and incorporating 
personal engagement is no different. Despite the challenges, the liaison program is unique 
and valuable for libraries. Libraries need to realize that individualized engagement is key 
to liaison-client relations and see it not as an isolated project but as part of the library’s 
culture. Libraries must value relationships with users and encourage liaisons—as key 
agents for building such connections—to participate meaningfully with students, faculty, 
and the research community. Otherwise, the institution stands to lose clients. A more 
personal approach provides the liaison better prospects to build ties, gather feedback, 
address sensitive issues, and discover synergies with users.

Triveni Kuchi is the social sciences and instructional services librarian in the New Brunswick 
Libraries at Rutgers University–New Brunswick in New Jersey; she may be reached by e-mail 
at: triveni.kuchi@rutgers.edu.
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