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Abstract: Academic librarianship is undergoing a significant transformation driven by technology, user 

expectations, and evolving roles. While early-career librarians often benefit from structured induction and 

training programs, mid-career librarians face unique challenges such as stagnation, limited advancement 

opportunities, and professional disconnection. This paper explores mentoring as a vital strategic tool to 

support the continuous professional development (CPD) of mid-career librarians in academic institutions. 

Drawing on case studies and literature, this study examines effective mentoring models, highlights key 

challenges, and presents institutional strategies to foster a culture of mentorship for sustainable library 

development. 

1. Introduction  

Academic librarians play a crucial role in supporting research, teaching, and learning. However, the 

professional journey of librarians, especially those in mid-career stages (typically with 8-15 years of 

experience), is often marked by periods of stagnation, job dissatisfaction, and uncertainty about career 

progression. Mid-career librarians may struggle to find relevant professional development (PD) 

opportunities tailored to their evolving goals. Mentoring, both formal and informal, has emerged as a 

strategic approach to support career rejuvenation, leadership preparation, and lifelong learning. This paper 

examines the role of mentoring in enhancing the professional growth of mid-career academic librarians. 

2. Literature Review 

Mentoring has long been recognized as a developmental partnership in which a more experienced 

professional supports the growth of a less experienced colleague. According to Nwabueze & Anike (2016), 

mentoring strategies in Nigerian federal universities include informal mentoring, participation in 

professional associations, and conference sponsorship. These strategies, however, are often ad hoc and 

limited to select individuals. 

Cory Tucker (2009) outlines the challenges faced by mid-career librarians, including plateauing and lack 

of personal growth. Self-assessment, career goal alignment, and professional support systems are 

recommended strategies. The Routledge FreeBook on professional development suggests that mentoring 

can serve as a bridge between routine duties and leadership roles. 

Venturella & Breland (2019) emphasize that administrative support and structured PD programs, including 

mentoring, positively impact librarians' effectiveness and institutional growth. The International 

Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA) further supports mentoring as a best practice 

in CPD. 
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3. Methodology 

 This paper is a qualitative synthesis of secondary sources, including case studies, empirical surveys, and 

professional guidelines. The focus is on synthesizing key themes from existing research and highlighting 

best practices adaptable across diverse institutional contexts. 

4. Findings and Discussion 

1. Types of Mentoring Strategies in Academic Libraries 

Based on the literature and case studies reviewed, mentoring for mid-career librarians generally falls into 

four categories: informal, formal, peer, and group mentoring. 

Informal mentoring, as observed in South-East Federal Universities in Nigeria, remains the most prevalent 

form. This typically develops spontaneously between a senior and junior staff member, often based on 

personal rapport rather than institutional planning. 

Formal mentoring programs, such as those described at the University of Cumbria and University of 

Central Florida Libraries, are structured, goal-oriented, and often embedded in staff development policies. 

Peer mentoring and collaborative models like journal clubs and “Teach Around” sessions at Wake Forest 

University and Towson University offer low-cost but high-impact mentoring aligned with best practices 

recommended by IFLA. 

2. Benefits of Mentoring for Mid-Career Librarians 

Mentoring plays a critical role in re-engaging mid-career professionals, many of whom face stagnation, 

skill gaps, or limited opportunities for advancement. 

Mentored librarians exhibit greater engagement in research and scholarly activities, which supports 

promotion and tenure objectives. 

Institutions with structured mentoring reported improved staff morale, better internal communication, and 

stronger alignment between individual goals and institutional mission. 

Knowledge transfer is enhanced when mentoring is integrated into daily operations, facilitating both 

technical skill building and professional socialization. 

A key benefit observed was the acceleration of leadership development, especially when mentors support 

mentees in pursuing administrative or committee roles. 

3. Challenges to Effective Mentoring 

Despite its recognized value, several challenges impede the success of mentoring initiatives: 

Lack of organizational support: Many institutions lack a formal policy or administrative oversight, 

resulting in inconsistent implementation of mentoring efforts. 

Unconstructive criticism, broken confidentiality, and misalignment of goals between mentor and mentee 

can undermine trust and learning outcomes. 

Time constraints and increased workload in lean-staffed libraries further limit the ability of experienced 

staff to serve as mentors. 
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Moreover, in some institutions, mentoring is still perceived as a soft skill rather than a strategic tool for 

succession planning and innovation. 

4. Opportunities for Improvement 

Effective mentoring strategies require deliberate design, continuous assessment, and active administrative 

engagement. The integration of mentoring into broader professional development frameworks—including 

e-learning, leadership workshops, and performance evaluations—has been shown to strengthen outcomes. 

Institutions that incentivize mentoring (e.g., through recognition, release time, or stipends) experience 

higher participation rates and greater program sustainability. Furthermore, cross-institutional 

collaborations and national mentoring programs offer scalability, especially for smaller or under-resourced 

academic libraries. 

4.1 Types of Mentoring 

Mentoring in academic libraries manifests in three major forms: informal, formal, and peer/group 

mentoring, each with unique characteristics and implications for mid-career professional development. 

Informal Mentoring: 

This is the most commonly observed form, particularly in environments lacking formal development 

programs. It is typically based on personal rapport and initiated voluntarily by either the mentor or mentee. 

These relationships often evolve naturally through daily interactions, allowing for flexible and 

individualized guidance. However, the lack of structure can sometimes limit the consistency and 

accountability of outcomes. 

Formal Mentoring: 

Structured mentoring programs are designed with institutional oversight, clearly defined goals, and 

periodic assessments. Mentors and mentees are typically matched through a formal process based on 

professional needs, expertise, and compatibility. This approach ensures equity in access and aligns 

mentoring outcomes with strategic institutional goals. Examples include the mentoring frameworks 

implemented at the University of Central Florida and the Canadian Association of Research Libraries 

(CARL) reflective peer mentoring initiative. 

Peer and Group Mentoring: 

These models emphasize collaborative learning and mutual reflection. Peer mentoring involves colleagues 

at similar career stages supporting one another through shared experiences and challenges. Group 

mentoring may include journal clubs, panel discussions, or “Teach Around” programs, fostering an 

inclusive environment where all participants contribute and benefit. These models are especially useful 

for promoting collective growth, building team cohesion, and addressing shared skill gaps. 

Each of these types plays a vital role in different institutional contexts. The choice of mentoring strategy 

should reflect organizational culture, resource availability, and specific staff development objectives. 

4.2 Benefits of Mentoring 

Mentoring offers a broad spectrum of benefits for mid-career librarians, many of whom encounter 

professional plateaus or role fatigue. Empirical studies and institutional case analyses confirm that 
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mentoring contributes not only to individual career progression but also to organizational capacity-

building. 

Enhances Research Productivity and Publication Output 

Mentoring relationships—especially those with experienced, research-active mentors—significantly boost 

librarians’ engagement in scholarly activities. Mentees often receive direct guidance on research design, 

journal selection, and manuscript development, which leads to increased publication rates and greater 

academic visibility. 

Fosters Leadership and Management Competencies 

Mid-career professionals preparing for administrative or supervisory roles benefit from mentoring that 

includes strategic decision-making, conflict resolution, and communication skills. Structured programs 

often integrate leadership development into the mentoring curriculum, helping mentees prepare for future 

leadership responsibilities. 

Builds Institutional Knowledge and Networks 

Mentors play a crucial role in transferring tacit institutional knowledge—including insights into 

governance, culture, and policies—that are rarely documented but essential for career advancement. 

Mentoring also helps mentees expand their professional networks, both within and outside the institution, 

which can lead to collaborations and committee opportunities. 

Supports Mental Well-being and Job Satisfaction 

For many librarians, especially those at a mid-career crossroads, mentoring provides emotional support, 

stress relief, and a sense of professional belonging. A mentor's encouragement and feedback can alleviate 

feelings of stagnation, boost self-confidence, and improve overall job satisfaction. 

These benefits underscore the strategic value of mentoring not just as a developmental activity, but as a 

long-term investment in workforce sustainability and institutional excellence. 

4.3 Challenges 

Despite the well-documented benefits, mentoring programs—especially those aimed at mid-career 

librarians—often face several structural and operational barriers that hinder their effectiveness and 

sustainability. 

Lack of Institutional Policy or Structured Programs 

 

Many academic libraries, particularly in resource-constrained settings, do not have formalized mentoring 

frameworks or written policies. This results in inconsistent access to mentoring opportunities and uneven 

quality across departments or campuses. The absence of clearly defined objectives and accountability 

mechanisms diminishes the long-term impact of mentoring initiatives. 

Mismatch between Mentor–Mentee Goals 

A common barrier arises when the expectations, communication styles, or developmental goals of mentors 

and mentees are misaligned. Without clear role definitions and periodic check-ins, relationships can lose 

direction or become counterproductive, leading to disengagement or mistrust. 
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Limited Training for Mentors 

Institutions often assume that experienced librarians naturally possess mentoring skills. However, 

effective mentoring requires specific training in areas such as feedback delivery, goal setting, and conflict 

resolution. In the absence of such training, even well-meaning mentors may struggle to guide mentees 

constructively or sensitively. 

Time Constraints and Workload 

One of the most pervasive challenges reported across studies is the limited time librarians have to engage 

in mentoring activities. High workloads, understaffing, and competing priorities often leave little room for 

meaningful one-on-one engagement. This affects both the availability of mentors and the continuity of 

mentoring relationships. 

These challenges emphasize the need for institutional commitment, capacity-building, and ongoing 

assessment to ensure mentoring programs fulfill their developmental potential. 

4.4 Institutional Strategies 

To maximize the benefits of mentoring and overcome implementation barriers, institutions must adopt 

deliberate, supportive strategies. These practices not only sustain mentoring programs but also embed 

them within the organizational development framework. 

Include Mentoring in Performance Appraisal Systems 

recognizing mentoring as a formal responsibility within annual performance reviews or promotion criteria 

reinforces its value. This incentivizes experienced staff to mentor and ensures alignment with institutional 

goals for staff development. 

Provide Release Time and Funding for Mentoring Activities 

Allocating dedicated time and financial resources—such as travel grants, stipends, or reduced 

workloads—demonstrates a tangible commitment to mentoring. It allows both mentors and mentees to 

fully engage in developmental conversations, attend workshops, or collaborate on scholarly projects 

without work strain. 

Organize Training for Mentors and Mentees 

Institutions should offer structured training sessions to equip mentors and mentees with essential skills 

such as active listening, goal-setting, feedback techniques, and conflict resolution. Training ensures 

professionalism, reduces mismatched expectations, and fosters trust in the mentoring process. 

Establish Peer Review and Feedback Loops 

implementing assessment mechanisms—such as anonymous feedback forms, reflection journals, or 

periodic progress reviews—helps track mentoring effectiveness and identify areas for improvement. These 

loops create a culture of accountability and continuous enhancement. 

By integrating these strategies into institutional policy and culture, academic libraries can transform 

mentoring from a voluntary or ad hoc activity into a core component of workforce development and 

organizational learning. 
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5. Case Examples 

University of Cumbria and University of Central Florida: Integrated mentoring into staff development 

programs with positive outcomes. 

South-East Nigerian Universities: Found high reliance on informal mentoring; recommend formalizing 

and expanding mentoring programs (Nwabueze & Anike, 2016). 

Wake Forest University and Towson University: Created peer mentoring and journal clubs to build a 

culture of reflective practice (Venturella & Breland, 2019). 

6. Recommendations 

Based on the analysis of mentoring practices and challenges in academic libraries, the following actionable 

recommendations are proposed to guide institutions in developing sustainable, impactful mentoring 

frameworks—particularly for mid-career librarians: 

 Develop a Formal Mentoring Policy Aligned with Institutional Goals 

Institutions should create a documented mentoring policy that outlines objectives, roles, 

expectations, and evaluation criteria. This policy should be embedded within broader human 

resource and professional development plans to ensure strategic alignment and institutional buy-

in. 

 Train Mentors in Coaching, Confidentiality, and Feedback Delivery 

Effective mentoring requires more than subject expertise. Training modules on coaching 

techniques, maintaining confidentiality, and giving constructive feedback are essential to building 

mentor competence and trust in the mentoring relationship. 

 Incorporate Mentoring into CPD Funding and Time Allocation 

To encourage meaningful participation, mentoring activities must be recognized within Continuing 

Professional Development (CPD) frameworks. Institutions should provide funding, release time, 

or workload credit for both mentors and mentees. 

 Promote Inclusive Participation across Career Stages and Departments 

Mentoring programs should not be limited to early-career staff. Inclusive models that support mid-

career, late-career, and cross-functional mentoring foster a culture of continuous learning, 

interdepartmental collaboration, and institutional cohesion. 

 Evaluate Mentoring Outcomes Regularly to Refine Strategies 

Regular assessment—using surveys, feedback loops, and reflective evaluations—should be 

conducted to monitor the effectiveness of mentoring relationships and inform program 

improvements. Outcome-based indicators such as career progression, research productivity, and 

job satisfaction should be tracked longitudinally. 
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These recommendations aim to establish mentoring as a strategic driver of professional development, 

institutional resilience, and staff engagement in academic libraries. 

7. Conclusion  

Mid-career librarians are a vital segment of the academic workforce, yet their development needs are often 

overlooked. Mentoring offers a scalable, strategic solution to support these professionals in navigating 

career transitions, acquiring new skills, and contributing meaningfully to institutional missions. By 

fostering a culture of mentorship, academic libraries can enhance staff morale, leadership pipeline, and 

service excellence. 
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