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The aim of this project is to evaluate whether Canadian 
public library board members are representative of their 
growing culturally diverse populations (Statistics Canada, 
2015) and trained to be culturally sensitive, through which 
they can be knowledgeable about the needs of their 
growing diverse user groups and direct their libraries to 
meet the needs of these groups. 

AIM OF THIS PROJECT

Canada has a strong tradition of public library system. All 
public libraries are governed by their own provincial or 
territorial Library Act. This provides libraries the 
autonomy to plan, design, budget for, and offer specific 
services and resources needed by their own communities. 
Saskatchewan follows the Public Libraries Act (1996) and 
Alberta libraries are governed by the Libraries Act (2000). 

Library Boards are instrumental to their libraries and the 
community they serve. Its members are expected to serve 
as representatives of the community. They are responsible 
for meeting the needs of their communities both now and 
in the future by providing direction and leadership, and as 
such, can have a significant impact on their library’s 
culture. This study raised a few questions: 

• Are public library board members representative of the 
diverse communities they serve?

• Are members knowledgeable about the makeup of their 
community and how it is changing?

• Do members receive any training to serve as board 
members?

• Do members receive training or attend workshops 
related to cultural sensitivity? 

• Where are the gaps and what is needed to create an 
inclusive, representative, culturally sensitive library 
board that can provide the best directions for its 
libraries?

INTRODUCTION

• This project was approved by the University of Saskatchewan Behavioural Research Ethics Office ethics.office@usask.ca
• Board members from four major public libraries in the provinces of Alberta and Saskatchewan, Canada, were 

interviewed.
• An open-ended, semi-structured interview questionnaire was developed. 
• Board members from all four libraries were initially invited via email to participate in this research. The email also 

included an ethics approval letter, initial draft of the questionnaire, conference proposal, and consent form.
• Interested members responded to the email and were interviewed by one of the researchers.
• Interviews were done either in-person or via phone depending on the availability of the Board member and the researcher.
• Interviews took anywhere between 25 – 50 minutes.
• Interview transcripts were sent back to interviewees and then finalized. Information from the finalized transcripts was 

culled for themes and commonalities.

METHODS

Identification and Recruitment
• Vacancies are publicized through word of mouth, print and online posters, newspapers, and a list of specific skill sets 

needed by the new member (eg: knowledge in legal issues, governance, building design or architecture, etc) is identified. 
Applicants are interviewed.

Appointment and Training
• Board Members are appointed by City Council. 
• Training consists of receiving a folder of documents (minutes, past practices, etc.) and meetings with members of city 

council, board chair and senior library staff. Ongoing training emerges from being partnered with another board member 
(mentor/buddy system), serving on sub-committees, visiting library branches, and general participation.

Length of Term
• There are variations between libraries even within the same province regarding term length. In situations where members 

have been around for a long time (over 10 years), there is some complacency in how the board operates which causes 
frustration among newer members. Uninvolved members can create problems with apathy, can stifle creativity, consensus 
and long-term progressive thinking around the table. This is slowly changing.

Skills and Knowledge
• Members have a variety of skills and experience, and are very involved with their communities (eg: coaching a team, 

serving on other boards, volunteering in the community, etc.). 
• They are well informed of what their libraries are doing or planning on doing.
• They are exploring and honouring the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Report. Library events, programs, 

conversations and policy objectives are being influenced by this valuable, historically rich and informative document.

What they want for the future of their Board
• Many members felt that they could do better in terms of generating greater diversity among board members, but felt true 

representation was a challenge with a small number of members. 
• They would like to see representation by youth (in their twenties), newcomers to Canada, First Nations, and disabled 

people, but they are struggling to accomplish this.
• Cultural sensitivity and diversity training has not been integrated into library board training; currently boards rely upon 

their members to bring and speak from different points of view, while those with formal training obtained it elsewhere.

MAJOR FINDINGS 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

For a Board to be successful: 
• Have a systematic approach to finding new members.
• Have various phases in new member recruitment: 

identification, recruitment, decision (to appoint), 
orientation and training, and complete integration 
through participation.

• Be proactive and seek members with diverse skills, but 
also members with variations in age, ethnicity, gender, 
socio-economic status and personal experience.

• Ensure that prospective board members are users of the 
library.

• Provide organized training particularly when members 
change on a yearly basis.

• Governance model demands high-level critical thinking 
skills and experience but if particular members do not 
come with those skills and have other expertise that is 
lacking on the board, there must be some mechanism 
built for their voices to be represented.

• Select a few mandatory training opportunities for new 
members to attend (eg: cultural diversity awareness 
training, provincial and national library conferences, 
other board education related training).

• Interact with library staff and involve them in the 
process of identifying new board members.

• Revaluate membership on a regular basis and try to 
sustain the model through ongoing tactical application.

• Aim to create a board environment that is welcoming 
and safe for all newcomers.
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