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Libraries do not function in a vacuum; they are part of the ever-evolving society.  Professional
ecosystems in and of themselves (Walter, 2008), libraries are also part of a larger system.  In
addition to their internal organizational environment, libraries are influenced by their parent
organization and/or network environment, as well as the environment that exists beyond the parent
institution—the community at large (Evans & Ward, 2007, pp. 39-40).  Public libraries, for example,
are part of municipal operating system and report to the city, as well as the citizens of the local
government (Disher, 2010, p. 43).  Academic libraries at public universities often operate within
academic networks, reporting to the overseeing board, the state government and, ultimately, the
taxpayers funding it.

Being aware of, and quickly adapting to, all three environments is therefore vital for libraries’
success.  Be it budgeting, strategic planning, or daily operations, unless all key environmental
elements are considered, libraries may position themselves at risk of failing their core mission
—providing people with equitable access to information.  “A common strategic error results when a
library planning process does not take into full account the direction of the parent organization as
spelled out in its general plan.  This error can certainly affect how successful the library will be in
meeting future goals and objectives and in securing the necessary resources to complete them,”
warns Disher (2010, p. 63). Because public libraries are funded primarily by local government
funds, library managers must learn effective ways to communicate their budget message not only
to the entire library staff, but, most importantly, to the upper-level management in the city (Disher,
2010, p. 47). In the light of budget reductions in the recent years, it has become particularly
important. 

Conducting environmental scan is a fundamental step in the library strategic planning process
(Disher, 2010, pp. 64-65). “In the public library world, the “give’ em what they want versus give’
em what they need” argument, so familiar to collection developers, sounds even more relevant
when applied to public budgeting,” emphasizes Disher (2010, p. 43). The same is also true in
regards to planning for the library future.  Collecting data about library use and level of user
satisfaction, while monitoring available funding and new trends, helps determine not only funding
priorities but the future direction of the overall organizational development, as well.

Finally, evaluation of library work is hardly possible without considering all three environments.  As
overall support of libraries is threatened by budget cuts, libraries strive to assert their value in the
community.  Rodger (2002) argues that it is through renewal and reinvention that public libraries
must create value.  Renewal and reinvention, in turn, are impossible to accomplish without Mark
Moore’s strategic triangle: (1) public value, (2) political and legal support, and (3) administrative
and operational feasibility (Moore & Khagram, 2004, p. 3). The challenge of a good public library
manager, maintains Rodger, is to be able to stand “in the middle of the triangle, reaching outward
for publicly agreed-upon value, upward for political and legal support, and downward for
organizational capacity” (Rodger, 2002, p. 54).
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