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Academic Librarian Publishing Productivity: 
An Analysis of Skills and Behaviors Leading to 
Success

Camielle Crampsie, Tina Neville, and Deborah Henry*

Scholarly publishing continues to be a prominent expectation for many academic 
librarians. This survey explores characteristics, behaviors, motivations, institutional 
supports, and educational opportunities that help library practitioners become suc-
cessful authors. It also looks at perceived confidence in research skills of both novice 
and experienced librarians. Many librarians show confidence in research activities 
related to their overall job assignments (literature searching, writing, and such) but 
find more sophisticated research skills, such as statistical analysis, more challenging. 
Findings indicate that having additional graduate research experience beyond the 
library degree, time-management skills, and collaboration with other researchers 
may provide useful benefits. 

Introduction
In the last few decades there has been continuing interest regarding research expectations of 
academic librarians.1 Because the pressure to publish does not appear to be subsiding at many 
institutions, examining factors that may lead to increased academic librarian scholarly pro-
ductivity is worthwhile. Several previous studies focus on librarians publishing at a particu-
lar institution.2 Others focus on journal analyses of top library and information science (LIS) 
journal titles to determine characteristics of authorship.3 A number of authors have attempted 
to determine benchmarks for publishing productivity by academic library practitioners, par-
ticularly by examining the most productive institutions.4 Studies call for more information on 
motivations and behaviors that might be common to prolific academic library researchers as 
well as analyses of barriers to research, particularly related to confidence in research skills.5 
This exploratory study addresses those concerns by asking individual librarians to describe 
their own research skills as well as possible factors leading to their success in publishing peer-
reviewed articles. The following research questions are examined:

1) What motivations and institutional supports help academic librarian authors publish in 
peer-reviewed journals?

* Camielle Crampsie is Assistant Librarian, Research and Instruction Librarian, email: ccrampsie@usf.edu; Tina 
Neville is Librarian, Research and Instruction; and Deborah Henry is Librarian emeritus, all at the University of 
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manuscript. ©2020 Camielle Crampsie, Tina Neville, and Deborah Henry, Attribution-NonCommercial (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) CC BY-NC.
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2) In what research skills do academic library authors (both novice and experienced) feel 
more or less confident?

3) Do library authors have common behaviors or research skills that lead to higher publish-
ing productivity in scholarly journals?

Gaining more insights into these topics will help library schools prepare graduates to 
be more comfortable with their research skills, whether these skills are used for publication, 
instruction, or internal library assessment. In addition, this study may assist academic institu-
tions in identifying the types of support beneficial for research and give guidance to novice 
library authors on what preparations may lead to successful research and publishing. 

Literature Review
Research Methods Training and Confidence in Research Skills
Some believe there is an education gap for library practitioners, where librarians do not have 
the skills, knowledge, or confidence to conduct research.6 As of 2016, 62 percent of LIS degree 
programs accredited by the American Library Association (ALA) required a research methods 
course.7 Even with more than half of the LIS programs requiring a research methods course 
and providing a basic understanding of the research process, there seems to be a disconnect in 
fostering interest and confidence to do research.8 In a 2010 survey by Kennedy and Brancolini, 57 
percent of librarians reported that their LIS degree prepared them to understand research articles 
but only 26 percent felt that it actually helped them to conduct research.9 In a 2015 follow-up 
survey, those who believed that their LIS degree helped prepare them to be researchers dropped 
to 17 percent.10 A recent survey of early-career academic librarians also concluded that they 
could benefit from additional graduate training in research methods.11 Several studies support 
this idea, speculating that librarians who wrote a thesis or dissertation for a graduate degree 
find this process helped them learn skills and gain confidence to conduct and publish research.12 

Institutional Expectations and Support for Research
Most tenure-earning academic librarians in North America are required to do research, and 
many non–tenure- earning librarians are expected or encouraged to publish.13 Many librar-
ians work 12-month contracts and have library duties that make finding time to do research 
difficult.14 A number of studies discuss academic librarians’ frustration in trying to find time 
for research.15 A recent survey of Irish academic librarians found that 21 percent listed lack of 
time as the reason that they hadn’t published, and a survey of early-career academic librarians 
in the United States listed time as the greatest challenge to research.16 However, perception 
of research expectations and the influence of workload on time for research may vary. A 2010 
survey of Canadian library directors and deans revealed that administrators felt research ex-
pectations were too low, while librarians felt expectations were either adequate or too high. 
The survey also found that administrators have a perception that librarians overestimate is-
sues such as lack of time, funding, and support, yet they underestimate their lack of skills and 
motivation.17 Even when research leave is available, a large percent of research is conducted 
while still performing regular duties. Sabbaticals or research leave strongly support research 
productivity, but librarians may not be able to take advantage of that opportunity.18 Beyond 
formal allocations for research time, additional institutional support may come in the form 
of formal or informal mentoring, provision of statistical consultants, and opportunities for 
collaborations within the library or the institution.19 
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Motivation to Conduct Research
Tenure and promotion may be among the most significant motivators for many academic 
librarians to conduct research; however, they are not the only motivator, particularly after 
tenure or the highest level of promotion has been reached.20 For some librarians at tenure-
earning institutions, continued research is expected in post-tenure reviews.21 A 2016 survey of 
academic librarians illustrated that many post-tenure librarians are still motivated to publish. 
Described as “liberating,” the publication process gives them the ability to pursue research 
topics that interest them while under less pressure to publish.22 And many academic librar-
ians, even those in nonfaculty positions, may feel obligated to add to the profession through 
publication. Others simply have a desire to grow professionally.23 Intrinsic motivations such 
as a sense of curiosity and enjoyment for doing research and writing can also be powerful 
motivators.24 Collaborating with others may increase motivation and confidence in doing re-
search and provide the flexibility to do research in areas of interest regardless of one’s career 
status or previous experience in publishing.25

Research Productivity 
Research productivity, particularly for peer-reviewed articles, is often used as a measure of 
success when applying for tenure or promotion; even nonfaculty academic librarians may 
be encouraged to publish for annual review or career advancement. Numerous studies have 
attempted to provide data on what constitutes an average number of publications by librar-
ians.26 A recent study by Hoffman, Berg, and Koufogiannakis assigned weights to various 
types of librarian research outputs, considering peer-reviewed journals and authored books 
to have the highest impact.27 According to Hollister, peer-reviewed articles are also regarded 
as the most desirable form of research publication.28 Opinions vary somewhat on what con-
stitutes acceptable or high publishing productivity by academic librarians. An analysis of LIS 
journals from 2003 to 2012 found that an academic librarian author who published three or 
more articles within five years was in the top 8 to 9 percent.29 A study of Tennessee academic 
librarian publications between 2007 and 2011 found an average of 1.21 articles per author, 
with the most productive authors publishing 5 to 10 articles.30 

Methods
This is an exploratory study meant to gain insight into characteristics, behaviors, motivations, 
institutional supports, and educational opportunities of academic librarians who publish. The 
publishing expectations and requirements for LIS faculty and for practitioners may be very 
different and their skills and behaviors may differ as well. The population being studied here 
is limited to practicing academic librarians who, for the purposes of this study, are defined 
as those librarians holding a Master of Library Science (MLS) degree and working in an aca-
demic library but who do not devote the majority of their time to teaching in a graduate LIS 
program. An online survey was created using a Google Docs form and distributed to a variety 
of library discussion lists of interest to academic librarians.31 Because of duplication among 
lists, a response rate could not be calculated; there is a possibility that the survey could have 
been taken multiple times. The survey instrument consisted of demographic, multiple-choice, 
checklist, and Likert scale questions. All questions included an opportunity for open-ended 
comments that were examined to look for common themes but were not coded to be statis-
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tically measurable. The survey was distributed in November 2017 and remained open for 
three weeks. A second request for participation was distributed to the same discussion lists 
to increase the response rate. All responses were anonymous and were downloaded into an 
Excel spreadsheet for analysis. To look for possible correlations, the Excel data were coded 
for SPSS and analyzed using a Pearson’s chi-square test. 

It is impossible to determine how much the opinions given in this survey are represen-
tative of the overall academic library profession. Although a major attempt was made to get 
the survey out to as many academic librarians as possible, there was no control over the self-
selection of the respondents, many of whom were undoubtedly interested in the topic and 
had strong feelings about publishing. In addition, the responses were anonymous, so there 
is no way to determine which institutions are represented and how well they are balanced 
with the full North American academic library population.

Several studies have emphasized the importance of peer-reviewed articles over other 
kinds of research output in librarianship; so, considering the length of the survey, the authors 
decided to focus on publication of peer-reviewed articles only and did not ask questions 
about scholarly books, book chapters, or presentations.32 A question asking for the country 
of the participant’s current institution was also included. Although the responses included 
participants from outside the United States and Canada, they were removed from the final 
analysis, as the sample size was too small (n = 2) to provide any meaningful analysis. After 
the survey data were cleaned to remove participants who did not meet the study criteria, 305 
usable responses remained. 

Findings and Discussion 
Ninety-five percent of the respondents were from the United States, and five percent were 
from Canada. The large majority (92%) work a 12-month contract, and an additional 7 percent 
identify themselves as full-time but with a contract of less than 12 months. Although the defi-
nition of faculty status varies from one institution to another, 75 percent of all respondents are 
considered faculty, with 56 percent of respondents being tenured or tenure track. The survey 
respondents were almost evenly divided between experienced faculty (defined as associate or 
full professors [47%] or those with more than 10 years of experience [48%]) and junior faculty 
(defined as assistant professor or “other” [53%] or those with fewer than 10 years of experi-
ence [52%]). Most respondents work in a doctoral granting institution (73%), and 64 percent 
of all the survey participants are at institutions with more than 10,000 students. Nearly half 
(49%) of all respondents were from institutions with large library faculties (defined as those 
with more than 15 MLS librarians). Table 1 provides additional demographic data.

Research Methods Training and Confidence in Research Skills
Participants were asked to comment on various methods that may have helped prepare them 
to conduct publishable research. A slight majority (55%) have at least one graduate degree in 
addition to the MLS. Of the respondents, 18 percent conducted original research as part of 
their MLS curriculum, and 67 percent wrote a thesis or major research paper for their other 
graduate degrees. Slightly fewer than half of the respondents (48%) were required to take a 
research methods course for their MLS degree, and an additional 11 percent selected research 
methods as one of their optional courses. One participant commented: “I have chaired the 
library’s group for tenured and tenure-track librarians for several years. I have observed that 
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librarians who have taken research methods course(s) are far more comfortable working to-
ward tenure and get off to a more successful start.” 

To get a sense of the participants’ confidence when it came to publishing peer-reviewed 
articles, they were asked to rate their comfort level when performing stages of a typical re-
search process. The scale ranged from 1 to 5, with 1 indicating pure panic at the thought of 
completing the step and 5 indicating feeling very confident in the task (see table 2). The results 
are listed in order of greatest perceived confidence (mean), not the order in which they were 
presented in the survey. 

This study corroborates previous research showing that librarians seem most confident 
in areas related to their skills as librarians, such as performing a literature search and writ-
ing the manuscript, but lack confidence in such skills as analyzing data using statistical 
tests and writing a grant proposal.33 Many of the comments made by respondents of this 
study referred to a sense of optimism that confidence and better writing abilities come with 
time. The need for practice and keeping an open mind for constructive criticism were cited 
as key skills. As one respondent noted, “I have published a lot, and I feel very confident in 
my research abilities but it took a long time to get there. A lot of practice and rejection and 
more practice.”

TABLE 1
Descriptive Analysis of Demographics

Faculty Status (n=305)
Faculty, tenured/ 
continuing 
contract

Faculty, tenure-
track but not yet 
tenured

Professional or 
administrative, 
not faculty

Faculty, 
promotion 
earning

Faculty, not 
promotion 
earning

Other

30% (93) 25% (77) 22% (67) 16% (49) 3% (10) 3% (9)
Academic rank (n=300)
Full professor Associate librarian 

/professor
Assistant librarian 
/professor

Instructor, visiting 
professor, other

19% (57) 28% (84) 34% (103) 19% (56)
Years as an academic practitioner (n=305)
5 years or less 6–10 years 11–20 years > 20 years
26% (80) 26% (78) 28% (84) 21% (63)

Institution type (n=304)
ARL or CARL 
(Doctoral)

Doctoral but not 
ARL or CARL

Master’s only Baccalaureate 
only

Associate or 
professional

Other

39% (118) 34% (104) 13% (40) 8% (24) 5% (16) 1% (2)
Student head count (n=304)
0–5000 students 5001–10,000 

students
10,001–20,000 
students

> 20,000 
students

22% (68) 14% (42) 21% (63) 43% (131)
Number of librarians (with MLS) (n=305)
1–5 6–10 11–15 16–20 20–25 > 25 
19% (59) 20% (62) 11% (35) 10% (29) 9% (28) 30% (92)
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Institutional Expectations and Support for Research 
When applying for tenure or promotion, publication of peer-reviewed articles is required by 
53 percent of the respondents and recommended by an additional 37 percent. This is a large 
increase from a 2005 survey, where only 30 percent of the respondents were required to con-
duct research but not as high as the 60 percent noted in a 2011 study or a recent study that 
found all respondents were required to do research for promotion or tenure.34 Peer-reviewed 
articles are less important for annual performance evaluations, with only 11 percent requiring 
publication of peer-reviewed articles for annual review and 59 percent recommending them.

When asked what kind of institutional support was needed to support their research, 
78 percent of the respondents claim they need regular time for research during the week. A 
survey of ARL libraries found that the top institutional means of support were funding and 
time for research, followed closely by mentorship.35 When compared to a 2007 study, time 
allocations for research appear to be decreasing. The majority of librarians in that study re-
ported having an average time allocation of 10 to 14 percent for scholarship, though the range 
was from less than 5 percent to more than 40 percent.36 As shown in table 3, the current study 
found that 39 percent of librarians had no formal time allocation for research. Of those who 
did have formal allocations, 38 percent had less than 10 percent of their formal annual job as-
signment allocated to research. This decrease in time spent on research may have to do with 
an increasing amount of time being dedicated to librarianship duties and prioritizing what 
is more important. One respondent commented, “Although this time is available to me, I find 
that I am too busy to actually take it. It’s been a real stumbling block in terms of working on 
research projects.” Another respondent highlighted another important point that differenti-
ates formal time allocation as a percentage of effort versus time spent actually working on 

TABLE 2
Self-Reported Confidence in Research Skills

If you were told you had to publish a peer reviewed articles in the next two years how would you 
rate your research skills? 
 (1 = pure panic through 5 = very confident): Mode Median Mean

Performing a literature search (n=304) 5 5 4.58
Writing a manuscript suitable for submission (n=303) 5 5 4.34
Selecting an appropriate journal for manuscript submission (n=303) 5 5 4.27
Negotiating the submission process from comments to signing a contract 
(n=304)

5 4 4.09

Formulating a research question (n=304) 4 4 3.89
Time management (n=304) 5 4 3.87
Developing an IRB proposal (n=303) 5 4 3.68
Coming up with an idea that merits publication (n=304) 5 4 3.66
Creating a valid survey (n=303) 4 4 3.41
Conducting basic analysis of quantitative data (median, mode, percentages, 
etc. (n=303)

5 3 3.36

Analyzing qualitative data (n=304) 4 3 3.26
Writing a proposal for funding (internal or external) (n=303) 3 3 2.89
Analyzing data using statistical tests (t-test, chi-squared, ANOVA, etc.) (n=304) 1 2 2.25
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research. “Research is part of our tenure process (40% librarianship/teaching, 40% scholarship/
research and 20% service) but we do not have a specific allocation of time for it i.e. 2 hours a 
week, 2 weeks a year, etc. We have to find time in our own schedule to make it happen. Also, 
the % allocation listed above does not necessarily correlate to time spent on each task which 
is made clear during any discussion of tenure. This means it counts for 40% of what I will be 
evaluated on but I don’t get to spend 40% of my time on it.”

Regardless of status, size of university, stage of career, or even the desire to do research, 
formal time allocations do not always represent reality. As it was put by one respondent, 
“Our allocation of effort for scholarship is 20%, but this doesn’t equate to time.” Respondents 
were asked to approximate how much time each week (on average) they were able to devote 
to research. Time devoted to research varies depending on the stage of the research project 
or the time of the semester. Fifty-eight respondents indicated that they averaged one to five 
hours a week of personal time working on their research. One respondent illustrates a type 
of scenario for this. “During the first half of the semester, it tends to be on my own time. In 
the summer and in November and December, I can often do quite a bit on the clock.”

Table 4 illustrates the resources available to respondents. Again, the results are listed here 
in order of greatest perceived need, not the order in which they were presented. When asked 
to choose one resource that would be most helpful to improve their publication success, half 
of the respondents chose regular research time during the week (see table 5). Considering the 
high number of respondents at doctoral institutions (73%) and the heavy emphasis on publish-
ing (90 percent require or recommend publishing for promotion or tenure), time for research 
does appear to be an issue for many of the respondents in this survey. Opinions vary as to how 
time might be structured, but the theme of not having enough time remains the same. Having 
flexibility to set one’s own schedule to work on research is important to many librarians and 
may be a positive factor in higher research productivity. Participants stressed the importance 
of time management. Successful authors suggested trying to set a specific time every day 
or at least every week to write and set personal deadlines. As one respondent said, “Avoid 

TABLE 3
Time for Research

Does your library provide a formal allocation of time for research (n=205)? 
I have no work time allocated to research 39% (80)
Less than 5% annually 18% (36)
5-9% annually 5% (11)
10% annually 18% (36)
11-14% annually 2% (5)
15% annually 5% (11)
16-20% annually 9% (18)
More than 20% annually 4% (8)
In actual practice, how many hours per week (on average) do you spend on research?

Zero One Two Three-Five Six-Ten > Ten
Work time (n=212) 16% (34) 28% (59) 22% (46) 22% (47) 8% (17) 4% (9)
Personal time (n=210) 30% (64) 19% (40) 20% (41) 19% (40) 8% (16) 4% (9)
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procrastination, just do it, buckle down, get ‘er done.” Another respondent who had recently 
received tenure commented on the need for nontenured librarians to “work very hard against 
research and job creep; instead, lobby/negotiate for time to perform research during work 
hours OR cut back on ‘lesser’ library work duties and make work time to perform research.” 

Respondents to this survey were asked if they had taken a sabbatical and, if not, why they 
had not. Sixty-eight percent of those working at institutions that offer sabbaticals have not 
taken one. Many cited ineligibility; sabbaticals were only offered after tenure or after a specific 
number of years at the institution. Others feel as though they do not have time to do so because 
of other responsibilities, or that they did not have a project worthy of taking a sabbatical. Some 
librarians struggle to compete with other faculty at their university for these opportunities. 

Collegial support is a growing trend in higher education, and librarians are also choosing 
to collaborate more.37 Many respondents to this survey felt that having a good coauthor was 
a primary means of success. One librarian highlighted the benefits of “having a co-author 
who is strong in idea generation, data collection, analysis and editing while I am strong in 
the literature review, writing, and dealing with the submission process. We are a team and 
our collaboration produces higher quality research than either of us could do alone.” When 
early-career academic librarians were asked what was most helpful for their research success, 
collaboration was mentioned most often.38

Mentoring, whether formal or informal, has become a successful form of support for li-
brarians. A study by Vilz and Poremski found that 80 percent of librarians agreed that having 
a mentor would be helpful.39 Mentorship opportunities give people opportunities to brain-
storm ideas, ask questions, and get feedback or even vent frustrations. There is a benefit to 
creating a supportive environment and interacting with librarians who have experience and 
are actively involved in research.40 Although mentoring was not ranked here as a top need 
for institutional support, several comments in this study mention the benefits of mentoring. 
As one respondent noted, “Find a mentor, whether formal, informal, or simply a senior col-
league…to 1) hold you accountable and keep you moving forward, and 2) to offer meaningful 

TABLE 4
Institutional Support

Institutional support needed 
for research (n=198)

Regular time for research during the week 78% (154)
Data analysis support 67% (133)
Funding for travel related to gathering or presenting research 57% (112)
Grant writing training and support 55% (108)
Sabbaticals or formal research leave 45% (90)
Funding for non-travel related expenses 43% (86)
IRB training and support 42% (84)
Ability to participate in a collegial research support group 40% (80)
Writing/editing support 37% (73)
Formal mentorship 32% (64)
Informal mentorship 32% (63)
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advice, support, and constructive criticism.” This may indicate that academic librarians are 
satisfied with the mentoring support that they are already receiving, with 29 percent of the 
respondents participating in formal mentoring and 51 percent reporting informal mentoring 
relationships.

Motivation to Conduct Research
Kennedy and Brancolini discuss the shift in LIS literature from looking at barriers and chal-
lenges to focusing on factors that lead to research success.41 Tenure and promotion expectations 
or annual review evaluations may be an initial motivation for doing research, but many times 
librarians find that they actually enjoy doing research. Many research practitioners find that 
the work they do improves their skills as librarians and can also improve practices for others. 
When people see practical applications of what they are doing, it may seem more worthwhile 
and less cumbersome. There is also pride in being able to contribute to the profession and 
have an impact beyond one’s own institution. Participants were asked to give their opinions 
on their personal attitudes toward publishing. As seen in table 6, most respondents remain 
enthusiastic about publishing and feel that their work has an impact on the profession. Those 

TABLE 5
Support Needed

If you had to choose ONE thing your institution could do to make you a successful publisher what 
would it be? (n=202)
Regular time for research during the week 50% (101)
Data analysis support 15% (30)
Funding for travel related to gathering or presenting research 8% (17)
Sabbaticals or formal research leave 6% (13)
Formal mentorship 5% (11)
Ability to participate in a collegial research support group 4% (8)
Writing/editing support 3% (7)
Funding for non-travel related expenses--student assistants, etc. 3% (7)
Grant writing training and support 3% (6)
Informal mentorship 1% (2)
IRB training and support 0% (0)

TABLE 6
Attitudes towards Publishing

Mode Median Mean
Please rate how enthusiastic you are about scholarly publishing. (n=212) 
(1=Not at all enthusiastic, and 5=Love it!) 

4 4 3.7

Do you believe your research has had a positive effect on the operation of the 
library, the services and resources offered, or other value?) (n=213)  
(1=No value, and 5=Highest value)

4 4 3.76

If you are tenured or have reached your highest level of promotion, do you still 
feel MOTIVATED to publish? (n=85) (1=Yes, very much so, and 5=No, not at all)

1 2 2.15

If you are tenured or have reached your highest level of promotion, do you still 
feel PRESSURED to publish? (n=84) (1=Yes, very much so, and 5=No, not at all) 

2 3 3.12
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who are tenured feel some pressure to continue publishing but are also still highly motivated 
to publish. 

Research Productivity
Previous studies of library science authorship have suggested average article production; 
although date ranges vary, several reports considered prolific authors to have at least three 
refereed articles in five years and as many as 5 to 10 articles.42 Using these studies as a guide, 
the authors divided the survey participants’ responses on article publishing productivity into 
two categories. Low or average productivity was listed as having fewer than five library science 
articles published in the 10-year survey timeframe. Very high productivity was considered as 
those who had more than five articles published during the 10-year timeframe. 

Table 7 shows that most respondents (36%) had published between three and five articles 
in that time. Although this survey looked at journal articles as a means of measuring research 
productivity, the authors recognize that other modes of publication such as book chapters 
and presentations are also common and acceptable, and adding those into the results would 
have undoubtedly have shown increased levels of productivity. That said, 18 percent of the 
respondents had published more than five articles in a 10-year span, which, for the purpose 
of this study, would categorize them as highly productive. 

Pearson chi-squared analyses were used to look for potential relationships between pub-
lishing productivity and variables relating to demographics, confidence, or available support. 
No significant differences were found between most of the variables. Comparisons of pub-
lishing productivity with demographics such as type of institution (ARL, doctoral, master’s, 
baccalaureate, or associate), faculty status, institution size, and age did not show significant 
relationships. Having various types of support available to the researcher (mentoring, formal 
time allocations, funding, and so on) also showed no relationship to publishing productivity. In 
this study, taking a research methods course or publishing a thesis did not show a significant 
relationship to publishing productivity. This differs from the Kennedy and Brancolini study, 
which found a significant correlation between conducting research and writing a thesis.43 
However, like the Kennedy and Brancolini study, there was a relationship in this study between 
publishing productivity and having a second master’s degree.44 There was also a relation-
ship between publishing productivity and motivation. Although having a formal allocation 
of time in a job assignment did not prove to be related to publishing productivity—χ2(5, N 
= 200) = 7.064, ρ = .213—publishing productivity was related to using work or personal time 
for research. It would seem that, regardless of the reason, many librarians highly value doing 
research and publishing and make it a priority, whether it is formally written into their job 
assignment or whether there is a more informal expectation for it. Some librarians feel like it 

TABLE 7
Productivity: Approximate Number of Peer Reviewed Articles Published  

in the Last Ten Years
0 1 2 3–5 6–10 >10

In library science journals (n = 214) 2% (5) 24% (51) 20% (42) 36% (77) 14% (30) 4% (9)
In journals outside the field of 
library science (n = 213)

68% (144) 18% (39) 6% (13) 6% (13) 1% (3) <1% (1)



258  College & Research Libraries March 2020

is just another part of their job and make time for it like any other responsibility. In response 
to the question about whether their institution provided formal allocations of time to conduct 
research there were many responses similar to this, “No formal allocation of percent of time 
but it is considered part of our regular workload.”

Previous studies have reported that ARL libraries tend to be slightly more productive 
than non-ARL libraries, and tenure requirements may play a role in that.45 Interestingly, this 
study found a significant relationship between productivity at institutions that count peer-
reviewed articles as part of their annual reviews but did not see the same relationship between 
productivity and those counting peer-reviewed articles for promotion and tenure: χ2(2, N = 
190) = 3.120, ρ = .220. This may be an indicator of a shift in expectations for scholarly publish-
ing among academic librarians. 

Survey participants were also asked to rank their confidence in particular research skills. 
Table 8 illustrates the research skills that showed a significant relationship to publishing pro-
ductivity. The strongest relationships were for confidence in using statistical tests for analysis 
and confidence creating a valid survey. 

Research behaviors that may lead to increased success were listed in the survey, and re-
spondents were asked to select all the behaviors that they had adopted. The behavior chosen 
by most was reading the scholarly literature to keep up with trends and to identify areas where 
research was needed. This was followed by asking a colleague to read over their manuscript 
and provide feedback prior to submission. Participants commented on the need to play to one’s 

TABLE 8
Characteristics Showing a Significant Relationship to the Independent Variable of 

Publishing Productivity* (significance level = .05)
Demographics (dependent variable): χ2 N df ρ
2nd masters’ degree 7.383 209 1 .007
Counting peer-reviewed articles in annual review 7.228 193 2 .027
Motivation for publishing 17.262 83 4 .001 
Enthusiasm for publishing 14.690 207 4 .006
Using work time to publish 23.495 208 3 .000
Using personal time to publish 13.001 206 3 .006
Self-reported confidence (dependent variable): χ2 N df ρ
Using statistical tests for analysis 42.514 208 4 .000
Creating a valid survey 28.701 207 4 .000
Coming up with an idea that merits publication 25.101 208 4 .000
Conducting a basic analysis of quantitative data 22.630 208 4 .000
Analyzing qualitative data 22.093 208 4 .000
Formulating a research question 21.296 208 4 .000
Developing an IRB proposal 18.054 207 4 .002
Time management 13.130 208 4 .010
Writing skills 10.616 207 3 .017
Writing a proposal for funding 10.006 207 4 .039
*High productivity defined as more than 5 articles in 10 years. Low productivity defined as 5 or fewer 
articles in 10 years. 



Academic Librarian Publishing Productivity   259

internal strengths such as good writing skills, perseverance, creativity, and curiosity. Table 9 
lists the behaviors in the order of greatest use by the respondents, not the order in which they 
were presented. Respondents were encouraged to select all behaviors that they employed.

Based on this study, the following recommendations are made for best practices to in-
crease productivity.

• Time management may be the number one skill for being a highly productive researcher. 
This seems to be the biggest struggle for people but may also be a key to success.

• Awareness of the current literature and trends is very important. When librarians can 
find gaps in the literature and create projects around those gaps, they may be more suc-
cessful. If the topic is of interest and has a practical application, authors may be more 
passionate and enthusiastic, helping them complete projects and get them published. 

• Persistence was also mentioned repeatedly. As people practice a skill, they tend to de-
velop greater expertise and confidence, allowing the skills to become second nature. 

• Collaboration is another behavior that many librarians feel contributes to their success 
as authors. This includes bouncing ideas off others, finding coauthors, or even being 
able to ask for help. Coauthors can help immensely with accountability and increase the 
opportunity to learn from one another.

Conclusion
Previous studies indicate that more than 60 percent of LIS programs require a research methods 
course, but having taken a research methods course did not significantly correlate to greater 
publishing productivity in this study.46 This leads to the question of whether MLS course 
content is too theoretical and does not require enough actual original research practice for 
graduates to confidently conduct scholarly research. If so, it appears we haven’t made much 
progress since Stephenson’s comment in 1990: “Although it would appear that students are 
given a reasonable introduction to the step-by-step process of research, it may be that they 
are not leaving school with a real understanding of how to make that process part of their 
professional lives.”47 In this study, only 18 percent of the respondents were asked to conduct 
original research during their library graduate study. That there are significant correlations 

TABLE 9
Research Behaviors

Which behaviors do you personally adopt to increase success in publication (may select more than 
one) (n=209)
Read a lot of scholarly lit to keep up with trends and see research gaps 140 (67%)
Ask a colleague to read over manuscript prior to submission 130 (62%)
Write at home or away from the office 109 (52%)
Regularly brainstorm with colleagues about research ideas 98 (47%)
Look for co-authors 92 (44%)
Try to devote a specified number of hours per week to research 90 (43%)
Ask a colleague to edit grammar and writing style prior to submission 78 (37%)
Write up interesting case studies I have worked on at my library 68 (33%)
Ask a colleague to help with data analysis 59 (28%)
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between productivity and having a second graduate degree may warrant additional analysis 
of LIS course content.48

Although many challenges remain for librarian authors, the results of this study provide 
publishing tips from academic librarians who are active scholars. Suggestions include good 
time management, regular writing sessions, and setting self-imposed deadlines. Authors 
recommend writing about ideas that you are passionate about and being willing to learn 
from constructive criticism by peers, reviewers, and journal editors. Don’t underestimate the 
importance of networking and keep up with professional reading and activities that will help 
find new ideas and potential coauthors.

The significant relationship between confidence in research skills and publishing produc-
tivity found in this study argue for requiring more emphasis on research methods instruction 
as well as additional institutional support. In spite of the pressures and challenges involved 
in publishing, many of the participants in this survey showed at least an appreciation for, if 
not a love of, the research and publication process. As one author stated “Publication is an 
addiction.”

Future Studies
As mentioned previously, a conscious decision was made to focus this study on peer-reviewed 
journal articles. The authors recognize that there are many other types of scholarly and cre-
ative works that are beneficial to the profession and appropriate for tenure and promotion. 
Additional studies that examine productivity of books, book chapters, presentations, and 
other creative works are welcomed. The respondents were primarily from the United States. 
It would be interesting to see if the attitudes observed here also hold true in other countries.

The wealth of comments about the state of publishing in librarianship also deserves more 
attention. Many of these authors feel that library publishing is overemphasized for tenure and 
promotion, leading to poor quality overall. However, others see the need to be active partici-
pants in the scholarly conversation if librarians are to be accepted and respected as members 
of the faculty. There is no question that the preparation, quantity, and quality of academic 
librarian publishing remains a topic of interest to many. 
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APPENDIX. Survey
Note: Some of the questions in the survey were adapted from:

1. Fennewald, Joseph. “Research Productivity among Librarians: Factors Leading 
to Publications at Penn State.” College & Research Libraries 69, no. 2 (2008): 104–16. 
doi:10.5860/crl.69.2.104.

2. Kennedy, Marie R., and Kristine R. Brancolini. “Academic Librarian Research: A Survey 
of Attitudes, Involvement, and Perceived Capabilities.” College & Research Libraries 
73, no. 5 (2012): 431–48. https://doi.org/10.5860/crl-276.

3. Meadows, Ken N., Selinda Adelle Berg, Kristin Hoffmann, Nazi Torabi, and Marga-
ret Martin Gardiner. “A Needs-Driven and Responsive Approach to Supporting the 
Research Endeavours of Academic Librarians.” Partnership: The Canadian Journal of 
Library and Information Practice and Research 8, no. 2 (2013). https://doi.org/10.21083/
partnership.v8i2.2776.

4. Schrader, Alvin M., Ali Shiri, and Vicki Williamson. “Assessment of the Research 
Learning Needs of University of Saskatchewan Librarians: A Case Study.” College & 
Research Libraries 73, no. 2 (2012): 147–63. https://doi.org/10.5860/crl-235.

5. Smigielski, Elizabeth M., Melissa A. Laning, and Caroline M. Daniels. “Funding, 
Time, and Mentoring: A Study of Research and Publication Support Practices of ARL 
Member Libraries.” Journal of Library Administration 54, no. 4 (2014): 261–76. https://
doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2014.924309.

Do you hold an MLS from an ALA-accredited library school (or equivalent)? 
 □ Yes
 □ No (end survey)

Please select the option that best fits your current position.
 □ Academic Library Practitioner (For the purposes of this study, an academic library 

practitioner is defined as a person holding at least an MLS degree who provides ref-
erence, collection development, archival, technical services, administrative, or other 
student and faculty support services in a college or university library. The practitioner 
may teach courses as an adjunct professor but that is not their primary responsibility.)

 □ Library School Faculty (For the purposes of this study, defined as a person who spends 
the majority of their working hours teaching graduate MLS students.) (end survey)

 □ None of the above (end survey)

Approximately how long have you been an academic librarian practitioner? (combined num-
ber of years if you have changed positions)

 □ Less than one year
 □ 1–2 years
 □ 3–5 years
 □ 6–10 years
 □ 11–20 years
 □ More than 20 years

https://doi.org/10.5860/crl-276
https://doi.org/10.21083/partnership.v8i2.2776
https://doi.org/10.21083/partnership.v8i2.2776
https://doi.org/10.5860/crl-235
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2014.924309
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2014.924309
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Your current faculty status (please select the best fit):
 □ Professional or Administrative, not Faculty
 □ Faculty, tenure-track (or continuing contract), not yet tenured
 □ Faculty, tenured (or continuing contract)
 □ Faculty, promotion earning but no options for tenure or continuing contract
 □ Faculty, no options for promotion within the position
 □ Other

Your current academic rank (please select the best fit):
 □ Full Librarian / Full Professor (or equivalent)
 □ Associate Librarian / Associate Professor (or equivalent)
 □ Assistant Librarian / Assistant Professor (or equivalent)
 □ Instructor Librarian (or equivalent)
 □ Visiting Librarian (or equivalent)
 □ Other

Approximately how long have you held your current rank?
 □ Less than 1 year
 □ 1–2 years
 □ 3–5 years
 □ More than 5 years

Is your current position considered:
 □ Full-time (12 months)
 □ Full-time (9 months)
 □ Part-time
 □ Other

What is your current age?
 □ Younger than 18 (end 

survey)
 □ 46–50

 □ 18–21  □ 51–55
 □ 22–25  □ 56–60
 □ 26–30  □ 61–65
 □ 31–35  □ 66–70
 □ 36–40  □ Over 70
 □ 41–45  □ Prefer not to answer

Do you have a graduate degree(s) other than your MLS?
 □ Yes
 □ No

Please list your additional graduate degrees and their discipline(s).
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Location of your current institution:
 □ USA
 □ Canada
 □ Mexico
 □ Central America
 □ South America
 □ Europe
 □ Asia
 □ Africa
 □ Australia
 □ Other 

Please describe your current college or university:
 □ Doctoral granting, ARL or CARL Member
 □ Doctoral granting, not a member of ARL or CARL
 □ Master’s level only (no doctoral degrees offered)
 □ Baccalaureate level only (no graduate degrees offered)
 □ Associate or professional degrees only (no baccalaureate or graduate degrees offered)
 □ Other

Size of your current institution (head count):
 □ Fewer than 1,000 students
 □ 1,000–2,000 students
 □ 2,001–5,000 students
 □ 5,001–10,000 students
 □ 10,001–20,000 students
 □ More than 20,000 students

Approximately how many professional librarians (holding an MLS) are there at your library? If 
you have multiple libraries within your institution, please provide the number in your building.

 □ 1–5
 □ 6–10
 □ 11–15
 □ 16–20
 □ 20–25
 □ More than 25

Is publication of peer-reviewed journal articles important for promotion or tenure (or continu-
ing contract) at your current institution?

 □ Yes, required
 □ Yes, recommended
 □ No, we are promotion or tenure earning but it is not considered for librarians
 □ N/A, we are not promotion or tenure earning
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Is publication in peer-reviewed journals important for annual performance evaluations at 
your current institution?

 □ Yes, required
 □ Yes, recommended
 □ No, we have annual performance evaluations but peer reviewed articles aren’t con-

sidered for librarians
 □ N/A, we don’t have annual performance evaluations

Did you take at least one research methods course for your MLS degree?
 □ Yes, it was required
 □ Yes, it wasn’t required but I took it anyway
 □ No, it was available but I chose not to take it
 □ No, it wasn’t available

Did you conduct original research to write a thesis or capstone research paper for your MLS 
degree?

 □ Yes
 □ No

If you have additional graduate degrees, did you take at least one research methods course 
for your non-MLS graduate degree?

 □ I don’t have additional graduate degrees beyond the MLS
 □ Yes, it was required
 □ No, it was available but I chose not to take it
 □ Yes, it wasn’t required but I took it anyway
 □ No, it wasn’t available

Did you conduct original research for a thesis, capstone research paper, or dissertation for an 
additional graduate degree other than your MLS?

 □ I don’t have additional graduate degrees beyond the MLS
 □ Yes
 □ No

If you were told that you had to publish a peer-reviewed journal article within the next two 
years, how would you rate each of your research skills. Use the following scale: 1 = pure panic; 
2 = not very confident but I might muddle through; 3 = neutral; 4 = somewhat confident; 5 = 
very confident

 □ Time management
 □ Performing a literature search
 □ Coming up with an idea that merits publication
 □ Formulating a research question
 □ Developing an Institutional Research Board (IRB)/Human Ethics Board proposal
 □ Writing a proposal for funding (either internal or external)
 □ Creating a valid survey
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 □ Conducting a basic analysis of quantitative data (mean, median, percentages, and so on)
 □ Analyzing quantitative data using statistical tests (t-test, chi-square, ANOVA, and the 

like)
 □ Analyzing qualitative data
 □ Writing a manuscript suitable for submission (proper format, writing style, grammar, 

and other aspects)
 □ Selecting an appropriate journal for manuscript submission
 □ Negotiating the submission process from responding to comments, editing, and sign-

ing the contract

Counting those that are in press, have you published any PEER-REVIEWED journal articles 
within the last 10 years?

 □ Yes
 □ No (end survey)

Approximately how many peer-reviewed journal articles related to library science have you 
published within the last 10 years? (Include published and in press) 

 □ 0
 □ 1
 □ 2
 □ 3–5
 □ 6–10
 □ More than 10

Approximately how many peer-reviewed journal articles OUTSIDE THE FIELD OF LIBRARY 
SCIENCE have you published within the last 10 years? (Include published and in press)

 □ 0
 □ 1
 □ 2
 □ 3–5
 □ 6–10
 □ More than 10

Does your library or institution provide a formal allocation of time for librarians to con-
duct research (in other words, is it in your formal job assignment)? If so, how much? 
I have no work time allocated to research—essentially all of my research and publication is 
done on my own time.

 □ Less than 5% on average (annually)
 □ 5%–9% on average (annually)
 □ 10% on average (annually)
 □ 11%–14% on average (annually)
 □ 15% on average (annually)
 □ 16%–20% on average (annually)
 □ More than 20% on average (annually)



266  College & Research Libraries March 2020

In actual practice, how many hours a week (on average) of WORK TIME do you spend on 
research projects?

 □ 0 hours a week (I can’t do research at work)
 □ 1 hour a week
 □ 2 hours a week
 □ 3–5 hours a week
 □ 6–10 hours a week
 □ More than 10 hours a week

In actual practice, how many hours a week (on average) of PERSONAL TIME do you spend 
on research projects?

 □ 0 hours a week (I rarely or never work on my research outside of work hours)
 □ 1 hour a week
 □ 2 hours a week
 □ 3–5 hours a week
 □ 6–10 hours a week
 □ More than 10 hours a week

What kind of institutional support is AVAILABLE for your research? (check all that apply)
 □ Regular time for research during the week
 □ Sabbaticals or formal research leave
 □ Formal mentorship
 □ Informal mentorship
 □ Ability to participate in a collegial research support group
 □ Funding for travel related to gathering or presenting research
 □ Funding for non–travel-related expenses—student assistance, supplies, and so on
 □ Institutional Research Board (IRB) / Human Ethics training and support
 □ Grant writing training and support
 □ Data analysis support
 □ Writing/editing support

What kind of institutional support is NEEDED for your research? (check all that apply)
 □ Regular time for research during the week
 □ Sabbaticals or formal research leave
 □ Formal mentorship
 □ Informal mentorship
 □ Ability to participate in a collegial research support group
 □ Funding for travel related to gathering or presenting research
 □ Funding for non–travel-related expenses—student assistance, supplies, and the like
 □ Institutional Research Board (IRB) / Human Ethics training and support
 □ Grant writing training and support
 □ Data analysis support
 □ Writing/editing support
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If you had to choose ONE thing that your institution could do (or already does) to help you 
be a successful scholarly publisher, what would it be?

 □ Regular time for research during the week
 □ Sabbaticals or formal research leave
 □ Formal mentorship
 □ Informal mentorship
 □ Ability to participate in a collegial research support group
 □ Funding for travel related to gathering or presenting research
 □ Funding for non–travel-related expenses—student assistance, supplies, and the like
 □ Institutional Research Board (IRB) / Human Ethics training and support
 □ Grant writing training and support
 □ Data analysis support
 □ Writing/editing support

What behaviors do you personally adopt that you feel increases your success in publication? 
(please check all that apply)

 □ Read a lot of scholarly articles and books to keep up with trends and see gaps in the 
literature

 □ Look for coauthors
 □ Regularly brainstorm with colleagues about ideas that might make a good research 

project
 □ Write up interesting case studies I have worked on at my library
 □ Ask a colleague or colleagues to read over my manuscript and make suggestions 

prior to submission
 □ Ask a colleague or colleagues to help me with data analysis
 □ Ask a colleague to edit my manuscript for grammar and style prior to submission
 □ Try to devote a specified number of hours per week to my research pursuits
 □ Write at home or away from the office

Please add any additional behaviors you find to be advantageous to successful publishing:

If you had to select ONE thing that you think has made you a successful author, what would 
that be?

If sabbaticals and/or formal research leaves are available to you, have you taken any?
 □ Yes
 □ No
 □ Sabbaticals and research leaves are not available to librarians at my institution

If sabbaticals or formal research leaves are available to you but you haven’t taken any, why?

Using the scale below, please rate how enthusiastic you are about scholarly publishing. (Scale 
of 1 = not at all enthusiastic to 5 = love it!)
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Do you believe your research has had a positive effect on the operation of the library, the ser-
vices and resources offered, or other value? (Scale of 1 = no value to 5 = highest value)

Are you currently tenured or at your highest level of promotion?
 □ Yes
 □ No

If you are tenured or have reached your highest level of promotion, do you still feel PRES-
SURED to publish? (Scale of 1 = Yes, very much so to 5 = No, not at all)

If you are tenured or have reached your highest level of promotion, do you still feel MOTI-
VATED to publish? (Scale of 1 = Yes, very much so to 5 = No, not at all)

What do you enjoy most about publishing? 

What do you enjoy least about publishing?

Are there any other comments or observations that you would like to make regarding research 
practices for academic librarians?
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