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Who Says there’s a 
problem?
A New Way to Approach the 
Issue of “Problem Patrons”
This article compares the concept of the 
“problem patron” in the library and in-
formation science (LIS) and nursing lit-
eratures as the basis for developing a new 
framework for use in LIS. The trend in the 
LIS literature has been to identify either 
the patron or the patron’s behavior as the 
problem. The nursing literature uses in-
teractionist theories to contextualize the 
so-called problem within a larger frame-
work that includes, among other things, the 
nurse, hospital-related norms of behavior, 
the patient care environment, the phi-
losophy of care, and the patient’s own life 
experiences. This paper examines theories 
of stigma, deviance, and labeling, among 
others, as they have been used in the nurs-
ing literature to examine the process and 
effect of labeling.

I argue that the work on labeling 
found in the nursing literature provides 
the foundation for a new framework to 
think about the “problem patron” in LIS. 
In the proposed framework, I define prob-
lem behavior at three different levels: the 
community, the library, and the individual. 
Using this framework is helpful for think-
ing about solutions because it encourages 
us to respond to the “problem” at the level 
where the behavior is labeled as deviant. 
This framework is used to explore solu-
tions offered in the LIS literature for the 
problems that can be identified at each of 
these different levels.

l ibrarians experiencing difficult 
interactions with patrons are 
not alone. Many professionals 
who work with the public can 

recount tales of challenging interac-
tions. As librarians we can learn from 
reflecting both on the literature of our 
own profession and on that of other 
disciplines. This paper looks at LIS and 
nursing literature from the late 1990s 
to the present to see how it approaches 
the “difficult patron” interaction. The 
unique contribution from the nursing 
literature comes from its use of sym-
bolic interactionist theory to explore 
the “difficult” patient interaction. The 
label of symbolic interactionism covers 
a “relatively distinctive approach to the 
study of human group life and human 
conduct.”1 In exploring the literature 
of each field, we can identify some 
emerging themes that encourage us to 
reevaluate how we approach challeng-
ing patron situations.

Using insights gained through re-
viewing the literature of both fields and 
reflecting on symbolic interactionist 
theory, I suggest a framework for think-
ing about patron behavior that might 
offer insight for problem solving. This 
approach identifies three levels at which 
behavior can be labeled as a “problem.” 
Understanding the level at which the 
behavior is defined as a problem is a 
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key factor when searching for a solution. Through 
this framework, we can explore solutions and 
resources found in the LIS literature to aid librar-
ians working through or preparing for challenging 
interactions.

SeARCHInG tHe lIbRARy AnD 
InFoRmAtIon SCIenCe lIteRAtURe
Searching LIS databases shows us that the term 
“problem patron” is used in the LIS field. In the 
Library and Information Science Abstracts (LISA) 
database, searching for the descriptor “problem 
patrons” with the keyword “librar*” from the late 
1990s to the present yields an average of two to 
four articles each year, except in 2002, when there 
were twenty-seven articles listed, and 2003, when 
seven were listed. Many of the 2002 articles were 
simultaneously published in the journal The Ref-
erence Librarian and in Sarkodie-Mensah’s Help-
ing the Difficult Library Patron: New Approaches 
to Examining and Resolving a Long-Standing and 
Ongoing Problem (2002).2 A search of the Library 
Literature database using the subject term “prob-
lem patrons” from the late 1990s onward shows a 
consistent presence of one to three articles on the 
topic for most years, with a higher number (four 
to twenty-one articles) for some years from 2000 
onward. The phrase “problem user”‘ is not used as 
a descriptor or subject term in the LISA or Library 
Literature databases, and keyword searches using 
the term provides limited and mostly irrelevant 
results. The consistent number of articles over the 
last decade on the topic of the difficult patron, 
along with the more recent spikes in articles by 
more than thirty authors, suggests that dealing 
with challenging situations is a very real issue 
within libraries.

SeARCHInG tHe nURSInG 
lIteRAtURe
Searching health care databases shows us that 
nurses experience challenging interactions with 
their patrons as well. The Cumulative Index to 
Nursing and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL), 
an important database for nursing, uses the phrase 
“problem patient(s)” as a subject heading and 
major heading. Using the subject search terms 
“problem patient” and “nurses” in CINAHL finds 
seven to eight articles for most years between 1996 
and 1999. In 2000, twelve articles appeared, with 
a decrease to three or four articles in the follow-
ing years, until 2004, when between five and six 
articles per year became the average, continuing 
to the present. In addition to CINAHL, I searched 

Medline and PsycINFO using a variety of terms 
reflecting the concepts of “problem patient” and 
“nursing” with limited results. The consistent 
pattern of articles suggests that the topic of the 
problem patient is an ongoing one in the nursing 
literature.

WHAt IS tHe pRoblem?
While exploring the LIS literature does not provide 
a clear definition of the problem patron, we can 
see that a clear dichotomy in thinking exists. We 
talk about problem users and problem behaviors. 
Some definitions of the problem patron focus on 
categories of problem users in which the prob-
lem is a person or group of people with certain 
undesired characteristics. The literature shows us 
that mentally ill or homeless patrons are often cat-
egorized as problem patrons.3 Vandals, criminals, 
angry patrons, and unattended children are a few 
other categories of people identified as problem 
patrons.4 While the literature offers examples of 
people being categorized as problem patrons, is 
this the best way to view the situation?

The second common approach to viewing the 
issue is to focus on a specific behavior as the prob-
lem. Chelton highlights that as early as 1994 there 
was the recognition of a shift in thinking from 
“categories of ‘problem people’ to categories of 
‘problem behaviors’ regardless of the people doing 
them.”5 Blessinger notes “a problem patron could 
be defined as someone who infringes on others’ 
enjoyment of the library by displaying behavior 
that is deemed destructive, criminal, bothersome, 
offensive, or otherwise inappropriate to the norms 
of behavior in libraries or society.”6 Redfern high-
lights a number of “problem patrons,” including 
those who are disruptive, difficult, mildly irate, 
violent, or mentally deranged, as well as those 
who monopolize librarians’ time, are suspected 
to be under the influence of drugs or alcohol, are 
emotionally disturbed, and are sex offenders.7 
Looking at these definitions and lists we can see 
that behavior is the focus.

People are multifaceted, and perhaps public 
service interactions are changing in response to 
awareness that behavior is a more effective area 
to target to produce change. Labeling a problem 
patron as homeless does not accurately reflect the 
challenge that person brings to the library. Focus-
ing instead on behavior allows the librarian to 
define the same expectations for all patrons. This 
behavioral focus gives a librarian a starting point 
for problem solving, or a concrete goal to work 
toward.

All the definitions above reflect the idea that 



volume 50, issue 2   |   Winter 2010 143

Who Says There’s a Problem?

the problem lies within the patron. As Chatoo 
explains, “The word ‘problem’ when used as an 
adjective, as it is in the phrase ‘problem patron,’ 
denotes the meaning of dealing with a problem of 
conduct or social relationship and ‘difficult to deal 
with.’”8 In looking at both the problem patron and 
the problem behavior approaches to challenging 
interactions, we could conclude that “problem” is 
not only the patron’s behavior but is a reflection of 
the librarian’s inability to deal effectively with the 
situation. This idea of the problem as something 
beyond the patron or the behavior is interesting. In 
this range of approaches to defining the problem 
patron, we can see that in most of them the librar-
ian judges or labels the patron. The term “problem 
patron” appears broad in scope, and a good and 
socially appropriate person can still be labeled a 
problem patron as a reflection of their request.9 
It is important to recognize that “problem” is an 
assigned label and isn’t reflective of the individual 
as a whole.

“tHe DIFFICUlt pAtIent”: leSSonS 
AnD InSIGHtS FRom nURSInG
Nursing, like LIS, is a profession that involves daily 
interaction with members of the public. While 
the term “difficult patient” is used in the nursing 
literature, and specific behavior is connected to 
the concept, we can see that the nursing literature 
clearly shows an understanding of the problem as 
something arising from an interpersonal interac-
tion. Insights have been gained by using theory 
including deviance and labeling, stigma, power, 
and grounded theory. This has led to the under-
standing that not only is the label subjective, but 
also that the act of applying a label has an impact.

From the symbolic interactionist-based re-
search, insight into how labels occur within the 
context of a relationship emerges, as well as the 
recognition that a deviant label is subjective. Us-
ing Goffman’s concept of stigma, including the idea 
that deviant status is not static, but exists on a con-
tinuum, Macdonald characterizes the difficult pa-
tient as “a person who does not assume the patient 
role expected by the health care professional, who 
may have beliefs and values or other personal char-
acteristics that differ from those of the caregiver 
and who causes the caregiver to have self doubt.”10 
Using deviance and labeling theory, Trexler notes 
that labeling patients involves three components: 
a behavior or act committed by the patient, the 
judgement of that behavior by the nurse, and the 
response of the patient to being judged.11 These 
definitions incorporate not only patient behavior, 
but also perceptions and expectations of the nurse. 

This reinforces the subjective nature of the label, 
which those who use it should keep in mind. This 
caveat is important as the nursing literature also 
notes that the label is transmitted between staff.12 
A subjective interpretation of a patient’s behavior 
by one nurse could influence how others view a 
patient they have never met.

Influences at the interpersonal, organizational, 
and societal level also play a role in labeling. At the 
interpersonal level, aside from behavioral expec-
tations, the nurse herself plays a role. Breeze and 
Repper’s study of nurses explores the theory of 
power, and they conclude “threats to the nurses’ 
competence and control were important compo-
nents when defining patients as difficult.”13 Trexler 
made a similar conclusion: “Nurses’ self esteem, 
belief systems, clinical experience and tolerance 
levels may also affect the probability of labeling.”14

Organizational and societal influences also 
play a role in labeling. Breeze and Repper found 
that “nurses were more likely to feel ‘challenged’ 
when they were ‘short staffed’ than when resources 
were perceived to be adequate.”15 Macdonald, 
using a grounded theory approach, explores the 
construction of the difficulty in the encounter 
and identifies influences such as the patient’s 
family members, resources, colleagues, and the 
physical work environment as part of the context 
potentially influencing the encounter.16 Juliana et 
al. note that the health care reform movements 
of the 1990s resulted in fewer nursing staff and 
quicker patient discharges, which left nurses feel-
ing that taking time with patients was a luxury 
they no longer had.17 Browne, Dickson, and Van 
der Wal identify the influence of health care phi-
losophy—such as patient- and family-centered 
care—which can result in patients thinking they 
have the right to make demands. This “results in 
a threat to the autonomy of health care providers 
as they may now have to provide what they feel is 
inappropriate treatment or say ‘no.’”18 Beyond the 
patient and the nurse, it is evident that the larger 
organizational and societal context plays a role in 
the “problem patient” label through its influence 
on the interaction.

In addition to being subjective, labels may 
have unintended impacts. Labeling theory ex-
plores the power that people have imposing a 
label on another person and the reaction of others 
to the labeled individual.19 The nursing literature 
highlights that both patients and nurses respond 
to the “difficult” label. Trexler notes that nurses 
respond to difficult patients by either trying to 
get the patient to conform or by physical or psy-
chosocial avoidance.20 Nurses may not respond 
as quickly to difficult patients or may try to avoid 
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them by having them assigned to a different 
nurse.21 Patients also have a response to being la-
beled. Macdonald notes Goffman’s consequences 
of being stigmatized as “self-derogation, self-hate, 
suspiciousness, depression, hostility, anxiety, de-
fensiveness and bewilderment.”22 Patients might 
respond to a label by stopping the behavior, by 
increasing the behavior, or they might feel that 
their identity is now connected to the behavior and 
respond by acting accordingly.23 In short, nurses 
who label patients as difficult could be uninten-
tionally fostering difficult behavior.

It is evident in the nursing literature that the 
individuals in the interaction, as well as the larger 
society and organization, all play a role in “diffi-
cult” interactions. Macdonald notes that by explor-
ing the “difficult patient” term the knowledge may 
“add to the discipline by raising consciousness 
regarding the effects of the widespread use of this 
stigmatizing term.”24 Understanding the subjective 
nature and impact of the label may enable profes-
sionals to re-evaluate its use.

tHeoRy AS A FoUnDAtIon FoR 
tHInKInG DIFFeRently AboUt tHe 
“pRoblem” In tHe lIbRARy
The LIS and nursing literatures share common 
elements: evidence of a “problem” label covering 
a multitude of expectations and undesired be-
haviors, awareness that labeling the person is not 
effective, and indications of a search for alterna-
tive ways to approach the “problem.” Additional 
insights may be drawn from the nursing literature, 
including awareness of the “difficult” label’s sub-
jectivity, insight into the staff person’s contribution 
to difficult interactions, and understanding of the 
contextual factors that influence the application 
of the label. It is important to note that it is the 
theory’s application, specifically symbolic interac-
tionist theory, which has provided the opportunity 
for nursing to gain many of these insights.

Blumer notes there are three underlying prem-
ises of symbolic interactionism: first, humans ap-
ply meaning to things and act toward them on 
the basis of these meanings; second, meaning is 
interpreted or evolves through social interaction 
with others; and third, meanings are constantly 
modified or evolving as people interact and in-
terpret their situations.25 Macdonald chose to 
use Goffman’s stigma framework and notes his 
focus on social interaction from a symbolic inter-
actionist perspective.26 The concepts of deviance 
and labeling theory also fall under the umbrella 
of symbolic interactionism.27 In choosing these 
theoretical approaches, the focus and questions 

asked will naturally relate to the interaction. Sym-
bolic interactionism is effective for gaining insight 
into everyday interactions, and therefore of value 
in exploring challenging encounters.28 The nurs-
ing literature also highlights that there are factors 
beyond the interaction that can influence it. De 
Laine notes that symbolic interactionism of the 
late 1960s and early 70s has been criticized for not 
seeing the larger social structure, or issues beyond 
the interactions at the level of individuals, but that 
more recent approaches in the 1990s have incor-
porated concepts of larger social structure.29 While 
symbolic interactionism is only one paradigm that 
could be used to explore the issue of the problem 
patron, it has proven to be an effective paradigm 
used by nursing to gain insight.

WHo SAyS It’S A pRoblem?
In the LIS and nursing literature, behavior is a 
key element in the “problem.” It might be easy to 
conclude that through focusing on behavior we 
can find a solution. As Ross and Dewdney note, 
different kinds of behaviors require different re-
sponses at the individual level and from the library 
organization as a whole. They also explain that 
“much of the LIS literature fails to distinguish be-
tween the kinds of behavior that pose problems.”30 
Looking at behavior from a labeling and symbolic 
interactionist perspective provides us with the op-
portunity to see different aspects of the “problem.”

Recognizing the use of the label is a good start-
ing point for reflection, not to look at the behavior 
alone, but to understand who is applying the label. 
A “deviant” label might be applied to the patron 
at the individual interaction level as well as the 
organizational and community levels (see table 1). 
Using this multilevel approach to explore patron 
behavior labeling, we can see that different factors 
contribute to the label at each level. Understanding 
how the label is generated at each level might help 
library staff determine whether there is some sub-
jectivity in applying the label and might provide 
some insights for finding a solution at that level.

Many factors can influence the application of 
the “deviant” label at each level, including norms, 
laws, policies and procedures, expectations, val-
ues, and beliefs (see table 1). We must realize 
that people are part of different communities and 
that different groups’ norms may conflict within 
a library. For instance, a homeless patron likely 
operates under a different set of norms than a 
mother who comes to the library with her child for 
a children’s program. As LIS professionals, we are 
likely able to relate more to the patron who shares 
similar norms and expectations. This is important 
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to recognize when we look at behaviors defined as 
deviant at the community level; we might need to 
look beyond our own norms and expectations to 
understand our patrons and find solutions.

Norms might be connected to laws or reflect 
values within the community. Values in an in-
teraction or societal context are defined as “the 
principles or moral standards of a person or so-
cial group; the generally accepted or personally 
held judgment of what is valuable or important 
in life.”31 Hale highlights that systems of values or 
ideologies can be used to justify actions.32 Laws 
reflect the shared values and justified action so-
ciety has determined is the appropriate response 
to the “deviant” behavior. At the organizational or 
library level, norms or shared values around how 
the library should be used are often reflected in 
the library policies or procedures. These guide 
actions to be taken when a patron contradicts the 
“norms” or “values.”

Beliefs, in the same way, can be either individ-
ual or shared. Beliefs can be seen as “a firm opin-
ion or conviction.”33 These might be connected to 
values. If there is a shared value that the library 
should be a place for study, then a connected belief 
could be that people shouldn’t talk loudly in the 
library. Shared values do not always lead to the 
same beliefs. Someone who values the library as 
a place to study could have the firm opinion that 
study includes collaboration and that the library 
should encourage dialogue and discourse as part 
of learning.

Norms, values, laws, and beliefs involve ex-
pectations around behavior. Using them to define 
appropriate behavior includes an element of sub-
jectivity as variation can occur at the individual, 
group, and societal level. Consequently, a “prob-
lem” label might occur simultaneously at different 
levels and require different solutions at each level. 

If the behavior is defined as a problem at a higher 
level, such as the larger community, then it is likely 
to be a problem or require some level of response 
at the lower levels. A criminal act, labeled at the 
societal level, is likely to be viewed as a problem at 
all levels. A homeless patron sleeping in the library 
might be defined as a problem at the individual 
staff or library level. There can also be variation in 
the application of the label at the individual level. 
One staff member may see a student who continu-
ally approaches the reference desk with questions 
as a “problem patron” because that student uses 
too much staff time without trying things on his or 
her own. Another staff member may see the same 
interaction as an opportunity for teaching or as just 
another reference question.

Differences in values, norms, or perceptions 
possibly also cause a behavior to be defined as 
“normal” or “expected” at one level, but as a “prob-
lem” at another. In a large university with multiple 
libraries, a “no food in the library” policy at one 
library while other libraries on campus permit 
food reflects a discrepancy between the norms of 
the larger community and the individual library. 
At the individual library level, the patron bringing 
in food could be labeled as a “problem patron,” 
yet in the larger community that same behavior is 
permitted. Knowing where the problem is labeled 
is one of the key steps in finding the best strategy 
to deal with it.

SolUtIonS: USInG A mUltIlevel 
AppRoACH to tHe “pRoblem” In 
tHe lIbRARy
Different factors influence the creation of the label 
at each level, so the questions and the solutions are 
different at each level (see table 2). It is important 
to target the response to the level at which the 

Table 1. Potential Levels of Application of Deviant Label to Patron Behavior

Level of label 
application

Questions to explore which factors determine or influence the creation of the 
deviant label 

Community or 
Society

What norms or laws exist in the community which identify the behavior as deviant or il-
legal? What major events are happening in the community?

Library What policies, procedures, or collective norms of staff and/or groups of patrons exist 
which define expected behavior or which influence thoughts about how space and services 
should be used? How is this information shared or known?

Staff What personal beliefs and values does the individual staff person hold about how people 
should behave in public, how they should use the library or library staff services, or how 
people should share common space or resources? Do staff members have the interpersonal 
or work related skills skills required to work effectively with these patrons?
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behavior is labeled as “deviant” or “problematic.” 
At the community or societal level, asking ques-
tions about laws or norms should be the founda-
tion for thinking about the solution. For problems 
identified at the library level, understanding the 
role of policies and procedures or the expectations 
and norms of staff and patrons might offer insights 
toward finding solutions. At the staff–patron in-
teraction level, the personal beliefs, values, and 
knowledge of the staff person can be an important 
focus for addressing problems. In the example of 
different library policies around food, targeting 
change at the community level, such as trying to 
get the other libraries to change their policy, may 
not be as effective as focusing at the individual li-
brary level on patron education or even evaluating 
the need or philosophy behind the policy. Using 
this multilevel framework, we can explore the ap-
proaches to “problem patrons” offered in the LIS 
literature to address the “problem” at the most ef-
fective level to find a solution.

WoRKInG to Solve CommUnIty-
level “pRoblemS”
In the LIS literature on “problem patrons” we can 
see that the reality for librarians involves dealing 
with behaviors defined by the larger community as 
problems. At the community level, the questions 
for thought reflect the following ideas: processes 
exist in the larger community to address deviant 
behavior defined by laws, community partnerships 
are essential for finding solutions, and knowing 
the larger issues in the community provides a 
foundation for proactively addressing issues (see 
table 2). At this level, it is important to look to the 
community for resources and solutions.

With criminal behaviors, there are clearly de-
fined systems and processes in place in the larger 
community to label and respond to it. The re-
sponse of the library to these “problem behaviors” 
should be to look to these systems for partnership 
and guidance. Shuman notes that crime in librar-
ies is generally against property or against people 
and that society and libraries respond differently 
to each.34 Braaksma describes the sometimes faulty 
perception that the library is a safe place, even 
by the police, which has resulted in calls for as-
sistance not being taken seriously. As a result, it 
was important to establish partnerships and work 
with the police to respond to issues within the li-
brary.35 Examples in LIS literature highlight other 
external partnership resources, including other 
libraries or workplaces,36 lawyers,37 and campus 
police.38 Seeking support, advice and resources 
from those who have experience in dealing with 

illegal behavior or who understand the laws that 
affect the library is essential for those who experi-
ence illegal behavior in their library.

Partnerships also help with “problems” that are 
reflective of larger community issues. Braaksma 
noted an increase in unpleasant encounters in the 
library and suggests these were partially influenced 
by “the closure of beds at a local psychiatric facil-
ity, and rising unemployment.”39 Community-level 
changes, such as a new high school being built 
close to the library or a factory closing down, can 
cause a change in the “typical” patron, resulting in 
new patron groups who operate under a different 
set of norms or expectations. This could result in 
conflicts or “problems” at the library level. Main-
taining good community partnerships and know-
ing community issues, values, and norms can 
provide insight and focus for solutions to related 
“problems” arising at the library or staff level and 
can also enable the library to be proactive in policy 
development or staff education.

Proactively preparing to address problems la-
beled at this level is essential. Shuman outlines a 
number of case scenarios and promotes thinking 
about options and responses in advance to enable 
staff to be better prepared to respond to a crisis.40 
Ross and Dewdney offer a number of tips for deal-
ing with illegal or dangerous behavior and note 
that it is library staff that often have to respond to 
these situations, so clear policies and procedures 
need to be in place to address them.41 Advance 
planning for problems through policy develop-
ment and dissemination is a key element of deal-
ing with community-level problems in the library.

SeARCHInG FoR SolUtIonS to 
lIbRARy-level “pRoblemS”
Behavioral expectations defined at the library level 
are often evident in policy or dialogue between 
staff and patrons. In looking for solutions to “prob-
lem” labels applied at the library level, the ideas of 
developing effective policy, recognizing environ-
mental influences, understanding patron needs, 
and identifying staff training needs are themes for 
the questions you might ask as you seek solutions 
(see table 2).

Effective policy is a repeated theme we find in 
the LIS literature, arising especially around the is-
sue of problem patrons in the library. Waller and 
Bangs state that “the most valuable tool we attempt 
to give our staff is the ability to determine when a 
problem is really a problem.”42 Policy is one clear 
way of letting staff know what is acceptable and 
when to take action. Morrissett notes that policy is 
often created in reaction to a situation, but policy 
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Table 2. Targeting intervention

level of  
Intervention Questions for thought

possible targeted Actions or Responses by 
Staff or library management

Community Is the behavior governed by laws? How do others in 
the community respond?

Connect with community partners like police to plan 
around criminal behaviors.

Is the behavior reflective of a more global community 
issue such as homelessness, diversity of community 
members, or crime? 

Is there a community wide initiative to help with 
this? Are there others coping with this type of 
behavior who can mentor you or offer support or 
solutions?

Do you talk to your community partners or patrons 
to get to know what issues are facing the larger 
community?

Are there resources within the community to provide 
support or education around these issues?

Library organization Are there policies/procedures in place addressing this 
behavior?

Create policies or procedures.

Does your organizational philosophy reflect the 
patron as the focus or the library as the focus?

Evaluate the intent of policy/ procedure within the 
mission or principles of the library.

Do the policies reflect the needs of our patrons (all 
groups) or the needs of the organization/staff or both? 

Evaluate policies and procedures to ensure that the 
philosophy shows respect for both patrons and staff. 

Do staff know the policies? Do staff agree with the 
policies? Do patrons know the policies? Do patrons 
agree with the policies? 

Education and dialogue around policy which may 
lead back to the idea of evaluating policy.

Are patrons involved in policy making? Do you ask 
patrons what they think or what they value about the 
organization? Do you understand their needs?

Survey patrons, get to know your patrons, find out 
what they value about the library. Focus on thinking 
creatively about how you could meet those needs. 

Do you have staff who are skilled in working with 
or knowledgeable about the needs of patron groups 
which may present challenges?

Encourage staff to mentor others and share insights. 

Do you have community partners who have 
knowledge or a skill set in working with these patron 
groups?

Access external resources to enhance staff knowledge 
about the patron group.

Does the physical environment play a role in the 
problem?

Modify the environment to promote/decrease 
behavior

Staff–patron  
interaction

Do other staff identify the issue as a problem? If it is an issue for more than one person, it may need 
to be identified as an issue at the library level to be 
dealt with through policy or through staff training.

Is the staff person judging the patron based on their 
own personal beliefs and values?

Self reflection, awareness or intervention around the 
impact of personal values and beliefs on interactions 

Does the staff person feel inadequate or incompetent 
in the interaction?

Increase job related skills. Increase interpersonal 
skills

Does the staff person know how to approach mental 
health, special needs or cultural diversity issues of 
patrons?

Increase knowledge related to specific patron 
populations served.

Does the staff person see or refer to the patron as an 
individual or categorize them based on their behavior 
or as a member of a group?

Self reflection around personal attitudes about that 
group may allow staff to see beyond the label and to 
see the individual as multifaceted.

Does the staff person see the individual patron 
and their behavior as the problem or does the staff 
person attempt to understand the behavior and 
what’s behind it in order to focus on the source of the 
problem?

Looking beyond the behavior to a larger context 
may allow staff to strive for a solution based on the 
underlying issues at the patron, library or community 
level.
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should be created proactively.43 Policies and pro-
cedures are valuable tools that staff can use to deal 
with problems as they arise.

For those looking to develop a new policy or 
reevaluate current policy, reviewing the literature 
or connecting with another library are good places 
to find guidance. Holt and Holt’s article, “Setting 
and Applying Appropriate Rules Governing Patron 
Behavior,” outlines the development of the policy 
in collaboration with external partners and staff, 
shares an example, and highlights specific staff re-
sponses to different types of “problems.”44 Willis’s 
Dealing with Difficult People in the Library includes 
appendixes that cover a wide range of policies, 
language suggestions, and procedures.45 Wright 
provides an example of policy that connects the 
rules and expectations with the mission of the li-
brary.46 The establishment of a meaningful vision 
or mission for the library can be the foundation 
for gaining both staff and patron commitment to 
behavior policies.

Policies are important but meaningless with-
out staff support and effective dissemination to 
both staff and patrons. Blessinger notes that li-
braries need clear guidelines in print, and staff 
need to be consistent with problem behaviors.47 
Holt and Holt suggest an ongoing dialogue should 
happen with staff throughout the policy develop-
ment process to allow staff to understand what 
they can, cannot, or should do and that the com-
pleted policy should outline appropriate actions 
for individual situations including an indication 
of degrees of severity of staff response based on a 
legal framework.48 If all staff do not agree with a 
policy or proposed action and respond inconsis-
tently, patrons will get mixed messages about what 
is okay in the library: “Any policy not backed by 
both staff and management needs to be reconsid-
ered.”49 A policy clearly outlining what is expected 
of patrons and how staff are to respond to a situ-
ation is an effective proactive tool for managing 
patron behavior.

In addition to staff training on policy, enhanc-
ing staff knowledge related to specific patron 
groups is important for dealing with problems that 
are labeled at the library level. Many resources can 
be found in the LIS literature that aim to increase 
understanding and identify strategies to work 
toward effective interactions with patron groups, 
such as the mentally ill and youth or with specific 
challenging behaviors such as anger.50 Connect-
ing with external experts to provide training is 
valuable. Ford highlights an effective example of 
bringing in a speaker from a local mental health 
association to dispel myths around mental illness, 
as well as help staff to understand some signs and 

symptoms to be aware of and to develop a comfort 
level in boundary setting.51 Understanding patron 
needs can be an important part of creating a posi-
tive interaction.

A problem might be a sign that services, spac-
es, or policies need to be looked at in response to a 
changing patron population or assumptions about 
the library and its patrons. Chelton highlights the 
fact that unexamined assumptions, such as learn-
ing as a solitary activity in the library, might be in 
direct conflict with the need of adolescent patrons 
to develop social competence skills.52 Library staff 
need to balance their norms with those of their 
patrons. Chelton suggests that public libraries 
include “enjoyment of working with youth” and 
“ability to relate to youth” as job requirements.53 
If you have a group of patrons that offers a chal-
lenge to your library, understanding their needs 
and proactively trying to meet them or providing 
staff with the skills to work with them might help 
avoid problems. Brown notes how one staff person 
who advocated on behalf of and had a passion for 
working with youth was a driving force in changes 
and new programs within that organization.54

As part of avoiding problem behavior, there is 
value in seeing the connection between behavior 
and the library environment. Braaksma illustrates 
some steps taken to deter problem behavior, such 
as installing security cameras and convex mirrors, 
rearranging furniture and shelving to provide bet-
ter sightlines, and replacing upholstered furniture 
with study tables.55 In addition to deterring behav-
ior, the environment can promote different kinds 
of behavior. Brown notes that providing a room for 
teenagers to use was a great solution to the “prob-
lem” of noisy teenagers in the library.56 Finding 
creative solutions to problems can allow staff to 
feel good about meeting patron needs.

The LIS literature shows us a multitude of 
strategies that can address problems defined at 
the library level. Policy, partnerships, staff educa-
tion, and understanding patron needs can all play 
a role in the solution. Asking the right questions 
to identify and understand the “problem” at this 
level allows you to decide where to best focus your 
energy and time to find a solution.

AppRoACHInG “pRoblemS” At tHe 
InteRpeRSonAl level
There are times when the “problem” is not a crime, 
or even a violation of library rules, but is a “prob-
lem” for the individual librarian in the moment. At 
the interpersonal level in table 2, we can see that 
asking questions about individual perceptions, 
beliefs or values, and skill sets can help lead to a 
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solution to the problem. There is an abundance of 
LIS literature that promotes developing interper-
sonal communication skills and enhancing profes-
sional competencies as strategies for dealing with 
challenging interactions.

 The LIS literature places importance on in-
terpersonal level self-awareness when negotiating 
challenging situations. Currie encourages librar-
ians to reflect on whether they label patrons as 
difficult because patrons don’t use the library re-
sources in the way librarians think they should or 
because librarians don’t make the effort to under-
stand patrons’ needs.57 Willis outlines strategies, 
such as understanding the issues you are sensitive 
about and avoiding personalizing the situation, as 
strategies for maintaining self-control.58 Knowing 
yourself and controlling your responses can allow 
you to avoid making a challenging situation worse.

So, can one person make a challenging situa-
tion better? The literature highlights interpersonal 
skills as a key element of working through difficult 
interactions. We may think that we know how to 
listen and understand what patrons want. How-
ever, reading the literature provides interesting in-
sight into skills we can improve. When interacting 
with an upset patron, staff might effectively de-es-
calate the situation through the use of skills such as 
listening, awareness of nonverbal cues, seeing the 
issue from the patron’s perspective, displaying em-
pathy, and focusing on the library-specific issues.59 
Ross and Dewdney’s Communicating Professionally 
explores both verbal and nonverbal communica-
tion and breaks each down into manageable com-
ponents for reflection and skill practice.60 Other 
LIS resources include sections highlighting active 
listening as a skill to resolve patron problems.61 If 
problems arise at an interpersonal level and reflect 
a need for further skills, there are many resources 
in the LIS literature to use as a starting point to 
explore skill development.

There is also a clear connection identified in 
the literature between “problems” and professional 
competency. Osa highlights the feelings of inad-
equacy and incompetence that staff can feel when 
confronted with what they label as a difficult pa-
tron.62 She suggests that in improving competence 
through training staff to provide better reference 
service, both staff and patrons will be more satis-
fied with the interaction.63 Currie also notes this 
idea of a connection between skill set and abil-
ity to deal with problem patrons, suggesting that 
building staff computer, analytical, and database-
searching skills can be helpful for managing dif-
ficult interactions.64 Staff, empowered through 
knowledge and a sense of competence, should 
be less likely to personalize patron problems and 

will probably be able to more effectively focus on 
finding a solution.

ConClUSIon
It is clear that empathetic, knowledgeable, and 
competent staff are invaluable when problems 
arise with patrons. With problems labeled at all 
levels, it is the staff in the moment who have to 
respond. Building staff skills and teaching people 
how to effectively identify the issue is the starting 
point for finding a solution. However, to build the 
necessary skill set and create and implement the 
most effective policies, librarians need to begin 
with a clear understanding of the problem.

LIS promotes reflective practice, and asking 
questions about how we approach our work is an 
essential part of solving “problems” in the library. 
This framework attempts to offer an opportunity 
for librarians and library managers to step back 
to gain a sense of the “big picture,” offering some 
questions for reflection, taking the focus off the 
patron, and encouraging us to reflect on how li-
brary policy, staff, or the larger community each 
contribute to the “problem.” Under the symbolic 
interactionist paradigm, each player in the situa-
tion can play a role. It is important that librarians 
fully understand the role they play in both the 
problem and the solution.

Knowing which questions to ask to help un-
derstand how to address the issue at the appropri-
ate level is a key element of this framework, and a 
good start to approaching challenging interactions. 
However, ongoing work is needed to fully imple-
ment the suggested solutions highlighted here. 
The questions identified here for reflection arise 
from theory-based research, yet additional work 
is required to identify reflective questions about 
the solutions we choose to implement. At the same 
time, while many of the solutions found in the LIS 
literature are examples of actions taken in libraries 
to deal with problems, perhaps using more theory 
to frame our research and work will provide the 
foundation for not only effectively identifying the 
problem, but also for gaining insight and devel-
oping models for effective solutions. Reflection 
and asking questions about practice should be an 
ongoing process not only to understand how to 
define a problem but also to determine the best 
solutions and how to implement them.
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