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Keep My Job:

Examining Financial Barriers to
Promotion and/or Tenure

Amanda Koziura, Faith Bradham, and Maura Seale’

Drawing from data collected in 2020 and 2023 through national surveys, this paper will illumi-
nate financial barriers faced by academic librarians in tenure-track or professional positions with
a promotion requirement related to service, scholarship, or other professional engagement. Such
positions often require a combination of service and scholarship in addition to fulfilling day-to-day
job duties in order for librarians to be promoted or even remain employed. Service is often through
national organizations that require membership fees, something that most institutions will not re-
imburse. Service, scholarship, and other professional commitments may require travel and all the
expenses associated with it. Even when organizations do provide funding, it may not be enough to
cover all the expenses incurred, require burdensome reimbursement processes, or take months for
the librarian to be made whole, possibly leaving them to pay interest on debts related to work. This
leaves opportunities out of reach for many librarians who cannot afford to incur such expenses, and
contributes to the lack of diversity in our profession. When our systems are designed to privilege
only those who can afford to participate, we leave out many of the voices we need to center.

While these are known issues, there has been little data to show just how widespread the
problems are. Professional engagement—participating in professional development, scholar-
ship, and service—has been shown to be an important element of employee retention in higher
education, particularly for tenure-line faculty.! However, to date little research focuses on the
economic aspects of pursuing professional engagement, such as funding and reimbursement
policies and processes; the small amount of existing research was largely conducted prior to
the COVID-19 pandemic and focuses on the minority of faculty who are tenure-line.? Aca-
demic librarians who wish to participate in professional engagement must navigate a complex
landscape: these positions hold a variety of statuses across higher education institutions,’ may
or may not participate in a tenure or promotion process, and may or may not be required to
engage in professional development, scholarship, and service. Over the past 25 years, academic
librarians have experienced growing costs for professional engagement, stagnant wages, and
increasing student loan debt, all of which are exacerbated by broader racial and gender inequi-
ties.* When they do pursue professional engagement, they might face hostile reimbursement
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policies.” Despite these documented concerns, financial barriers to professional development access remain
largely unchanged, and many academic librarians are not satisfied with existing funding for professional en-
gagement.® Many faculty report abstaining from pursuing professional engagement due to an inability to bear
the various costs.” The two surveys discussed in this paper, conducted in 2020 and 2023, aim to fill in the gaps
in how academic librarians experience the policies and processes of accessing funding and receiving reimburse-
ment for professional engagement.

Methods

The data cited in this paper comes from two national surveys shared with the academic librarian community
through ALA connect, associated listservs, and social media in 2020 (February—May) and 2023 (April-May).
Both were accessible via a Qualtrics anonymous link, meaning IP addresses were not tracked, and both required
respondents to answer “Yes” to “Are you employed as a librarian at an academic institution in the United States?”
in order to be included in the analysis.

Our 2020 survey had 674 respondents. For this paper, we required a survey completion rate of 55% or higher
and for the question of “How is your position classified” to be answered with either non tenure-track, tenure-
track, or staff to be included in data analysis. This resulted in a dataset of 558 responses. (A. Koziura, E Bradham,
and M. Seale, unpublished data, 2020 hereafter referred to as “2020 survey”)

Our 2023 survey had 634 respondents. For this paper, we required a survey completion rate of 61% or higher
and for the question of “How is your current position classified” to be answered with either non tenure-track,
tenure-track, or staff to be included in data analysis. This resulted in a dataset of 502 responses. (A. Koziura, E.
Bradham, and M. Seale, unpublished data, 2023 hereafter referred to as “2023 survey”)

As survey participants were not required to answer any questions beyond the consent form and initial ques-
tion to ensure they met the qualifying criteria, each individual question has its own n value for the number of
respondents.

Promotion Requires Professional Engagement

Unsurprisingly, the majority of promotion structures for academic librarians require professional engagement.
In our 2020 survey 88% (n=373) of respondents (n=423) stated that professional engagement activities were re-
quired for promotion. Similarly, in our 2023 survey 90% (n=351) of respondents (n=390) stated it was a formal
requirement with an additional 7% (n=27) stating that it was an informal requirement. Thus, if librarians are
seeking tenure, promotion, continuing appointment, or other types of career advancement they almost certainly
must take part in professional engagement activities. For many librarians, advancement is required and must be
achieved on a particular schedule or they will be given a terminal contract and forced out of their job.

Librarians Often Self-Fund

In our 2020 survey, we asked a number of questions about the types of barriers librarians face in accessing funds
for professional engagement. 39% (n=209) stated they had issues accessing institutional funding. Our follow up
question asked what kind of barriers they encountered. This was an open ended question which we coded through
grounded theory analysis. 61% (n=122) of respondents (n=199) stated that limited funding kept them from engag-
ing professionally, which was by far the highest. Other notable barriers included challenges with the application and
approval process (27%, n=53), favoritism (12%, n=24), and burdensome reimbursement processes (11%, n=22).
In 2020 we also asked how much librarians spent on professional engagement activities and what sorts of
activities they self-funded. 81% (n=437) of respondents (n=542) stated they have at some point funded their
own professional engagement, with an additional 2% (n=10) stating they have funded all of their professional
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FIGURE 1

Professional Engagement Activities Respondents Self-Funded
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FIGURE 2

Amount of Money Spent Self-Funding Professional Engagement Activities by Respondents
in One Year (2019-2020)
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engagement. As shown in Figure 1, when asked about what activities librarians have self-funded, 91% (n=406) of
respondents (n=446) pay their professional membership fees out of pocket. 61% (n=273) self-funded conference
attendance, 41% (n=182) self-funded conference attendance where they were presenters, with still others paying
for webinars or virtual trainings (29%, n=130) and in-person trainings (29%, n=128). When asked how much
people spent of their own money, the majority of people spent up to $500 (67%, n=299) with a few spending over
$3,000 (1%, n=>5). This is detailed in Figure 2.

Reimbursement Culture is an Active Barrier to
Librarian Participation In Professional Engagement

Our 2023 survey asked respondents how professional engagement-related expenses were paid at their institu-
tions. Most of our respondents were asked to participate in reimbursement culture in order to pay for these.
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Here, reimbursement culture refers to academic institutions’ normalization of reimbursement policies to off-set
the costs of professional engagement from the institution, requiring people to pay costs upfront and wait to be
reimbursed. 62% (n=309) of librarians’ institutions pay for pre-event expenses (such as flights and lodging) prior
to the event, and 68% (n=340) are reimbursed for event expenses (such as meals and ground transportation)
after the event. 47% (n=238) pay for pre-event expenses on their own prior to the event and are reimbursed after
the event takes place, while 17% (n=83) pay for these on their own but are reimbursed before the event takes
place. Finally, 16% (n=79) are provided with money for expected event expenses prior to the event (such as the
per diem in advance or an institutional travel card to put expenses on during the event). This data shows that
reimbursement culture expects most librarians to front the costs of (required) professional engagement out of
pocket.

Concerning expense reimbursements, most respondents stated that their institution always provides reim-
bursement for conference registration (82%, n=401), hotels (73%, n=357), airfare (71%, n=347), mileage (56%,
n=275), and per diem (56%, n=277), while 53% (n=260) never cover incidentals (such as a forgotten toothbrush)
and 48% (n=238) never cover childcare. While the majority of respondents’ institutions did cover per diem and
mileage costs, a surprising number of respondents describe institutions that only sometimes covered or never
covered these expenses. One respondent told us that “I have had to skip meals at conferences because I couldn’t
afford to pay out of my own pocket. The policy of reimbursement really hurts the professional growth of those
of us who have very tight budgets.”

This survey also included a question on whether reimbursement culture had affected respondents’” level
of participation in professional engagement activities (see Figure 3). The answer was a resounding yes. 78%
(n=294) of respondents (n=375) did not attend a professional engagement event due to limits on the amount
they were approved to be reimbursed for, 29% (n=107) did not attend a professional engagement event due to
difficulties with the reimbursement process, and 20% (n=76) did not attend a professional engagement event due
to the length of time it takes to be reimbursed at their institution. Additionally, 37% (n=140) attended a profes-
sional development event but had not yet been reimbursed due to difficulties with the reimbursement process,
while 37% (n=138) had also chosen not to pursue reimbursement for an event they attended due to challenges
with the reimbursement process. If a large majority of librarians are choosing to walk away from professional
engagement activities because they are not reimbursed, yet most librarians report that professional engagement
is a requirement of tenure and promotion, it follows that reimbursement culture is an active deterrent to librar-
ians successfully moving through the promotion and tenure processes.

Effects on Participation

A consistent and recurring theme in both our 2020 and 2023 survey data was librarians’ inability to participate
in professional engagement due to financial barriers, whether these were a lack of institutional funding available
or reimbursement culture itself. In one case, “lack of concrete/guaranteed fiscal support for junior faculty who
are working towards meeting tenure and promotion requirements has scared oft job candidates. Our institution
is located in a major metro area where the cost of living is very high, leading to food and housing insecurity for
new hires. They don’t want the stress of self-funding their required professional development as well, especially
when they have other job offers where those expenses are covered” (2023 survey).

Librarians were unable to participate in professional service due to the high cost of dues for professional or-
ganizations. One respondent told us, “We are expected to pay for our own memberships to things like ALA and
our state library association. I'm sure that’s common but I think it’s pretty messed up. Service is a requirement
for tenure and this is where most of our service comes from. Therefore it actually COSTS us money to get tenure!
Wildly unethical” (2023 survey). Another respondent bemoaned that “since my institution doesn’t cover mem-
bership costs, I would have to pay my own dues... The tiers, the additional costs for interest groups, then paying
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FIGURE 3

Impact of Reimbursement Culture on Librarians’ Professional Engagement
or Personal Finances
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even more for access to professional development resources, the costs simply aren’t worth the return” (2020 sur-
vey). Other respondents indicated that they have chosen not to join national professional organizations because
“yearly dues are...a little more than my budget can handle right now” or that they did not “pursue higher level
service within ACRL to avoid having to attend ALA... I can’t save for retirement, pay oft my student loans, and
defray my medical expenses” (2020 survey). Another “avoids most ALA and ACRL committees because I can’t
afford to attend every year/every conference” (2020 survey).

Librarians also consistently reported a financial inability to attend conferences. In our 2020 survey, 84%
(n=351) noted conference attendance as financially out of reach. This included all types of conferences, such as
leadership institutes, local conferences, and national conferences. 4% (n=17) of our 2020 survey respondents
were accepted to present at a conference but were unable to attend due to the costs involved, and a further 3%
(n=13) chose not to propose anything due to lack of funds. Others received scholarships or awards to attend
conferences but were still unable to go because of additional uncovered costs: “I was selected to attend as a
scholarship recipient and because the hotel and flight were outside of my price range, I was unable to attend”
(2020 survey). If an institution has no funding available for conference-related expenses or relies on lengthy
reimbursement processes to pay for these, librarians (especially those living in high cost of living areas) report
that this makes it extremely difficult to attend or present at conferences: “I simply cannot afford to spend thou-
sands of dollars of my own money traveling to conferences such as ALA, ACRL, or even [the state association
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conference]” (2020 survey). Another respondent mentioned that “myself and my colleagues often have to use
our credit cards to pay for travel expenses. Our institution does not reimburse interest fees, so we are often in
the position of having to pay at least some amount out of pocket for activities that are required of us. Not cool”
(2023 survey).

Implications

We submitted this proposal to ACRL, and all of us will be presenting this paper at the conference in April 2025.
Each of us works at institutions that are at least partially funding our participation, and will be presenting to
audience members who are likely similarly privileged. It will not be apparent in the conference proceedings or
during the presentations which of our colleagues are missing from these conversations. This paper has attempted
to provide data snapshots of the true impact of requiring librarians to pay to keep their jobs, which is so often
invisible. As we argue elsewhere,® requiring librarians to self-fund, or engage with reimbursement culture to
fund, professional engagement needlessly penalizes less privileged members of the profession, such as: those
who are not white or affluent, those who do not have access to lines of credit, those burdened by student loans,
those with caregiving responsibilities, and those who do not live in close proximity to national transportation
centers. An inability to participate in professional engagement does not merely deprive many in our profession
of exposure to recent research or learning new sKkills; it affects librarians’ professional advancement, both at their
home institutions and within the profession more broadly. One 2023 survey respondent succinctly summarizes
this: “If you can't afford to carry a $500 (loan to the school I guess?) then you just don’t apply for professional
development. You can see how that would create an achievement gap between the haves and the have-nots. That
sucks” A 2023 respondent echoes this, saying “Economically disadvantaged people have to do so much more
work for the same experiences that some people can just shell out for”

It is also demoralizing, as this 2023 respondent describes: “As an early career librarian in a new job, I once
had to ask the Dean’s office for advance funding to purchase airfare for a conference because I didn’t have enough
available credit on my personal credit card to buy the ticket myself. It was taken care of for me, but I was hu-
miliated by having to ask” In a forthcoming article, we use the concept of administrative burden, taken from
public policy, to analyze funding and reimbursement processes for academic librarians. Originally applied to
citizens’ interactions with government, we find it useful for framing the other costs of how academic libraries
and higher education institutions structure funding and reimbursement for professional engagement. Although
financial costs are significant and can be obvious, there are also learning costs, compliance costs, and as the
above respondent notes, psychological costs.” The ability to bear these costs is also unevenly distributed and
reflects broader social inequities. A 2020 respondent explicitly connects each of these threads: “I find it really
ironic and disheartening that a profession so supposedly devoted to equality enforces such financially restrictive
and exclusionary practices. Attending expensive conferences all but insures [sic] greater recognition and faster
advancement for those in more comfortable financial positions.” As this respondent notes, this profession can,
and should, do better, given its stated values and code of ethics.”

Conclusion

In the 2020 survey, one respondent recounted that, “I do not have a credit card that can float thousands of
dollars at a time while I wait to be reimbursed. I have been told to get a credit card or ask family for money
to pay for professional development opportunities.” In the face of seemingly never ending austerity measures
within higher education, academic libraries frequently ask individual librarians to bear the myriad costs of
their own professional engagement, even as those academic libraries and higher education institutions benefit
from the employees’ professional development. If tenure, promotion, and advancement in the profession are to
be equitably accessible, institutions must take on the responsibility of investing in their employees, rather than
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constantly relying on vocational awe. As a 2023 respondent points out, “I just want to emphasize how inequi-
table the reimbursement policies can be for those of us who don’t make a lot of money. Dropping that much
money for a large conference and not really knowing when you’ll get it back can cause financial anxiety and
instability. The university should be able to front money to people or be much quicker since it is a requirement
of our jobs” We understand that institutional contexts vary widely, but suggest that some answers are actually
fairly straightforward. Rather than reimbursing expenses long after the event, libraries should either quickly
reimburse upfront costs, even before the event, or simply just pay for them. They should consider covering
dues for professional organizations, especially if service to the profession is required for promotion or tenure.
Librarians need to speak openly about money and the other exclusionary practices that adhere to funding and
reimbursement for professional engagement, and when they find themselves in positions of power and author-
ity, advocate for more inclusive and equitable practices. Moreover, academic libraries should carefully examine
their policies and procedures for funding and reimbursement with an eye to their administrative burden, and
actively work to reduce it whenever possible. As these surveys have shown, individual librarians are well aware
of the bind they are in, and are well aware that they have to pay to keep their jobs. The solutions, however, are
largely beyond our reach as individuals; this problem is structural, and can only be resolved through structural
change.

Notes

1. Lanthan D. Camblin, Jr. and Joseph A. Steger, “Rethinking Faculty Development,” Higher Education 39, no. 1 (2000): 1-18, https://
doi.org/10.1023/a:1003827925543; Corbin M. Campbell and KerryAnn O’Meara, “Faculty Agency: Departmental Contexts That
Matter in Faculty Careers,” Research in Higher Education 55, no. 1 (2013): 49-74, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-013-9303-x;
Adrianna Kezar, “Faculty Development for All: A Broader Vision for Supporting Non-Tenure-Track Faculty,” Peer Review 21, no.
4 (2019), https://dgmg81phhvh63.cloudfront.net/content/user-photos/Publications/Archives/Peer-Review/E-PR_FA19 FINAL-
ISSUE.pdf,; Anita G. Welch, Jocelyn Bolin, and Daniel Reardon, eds., Mid-Career Faculty: Trends, Barriers, and Possibilities (Brill,
2019), https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004408180.

2. Kelly Blessinger and Gina Costello, “The Effect of Economic Recession on Institutional Support for Tenure-Track Librarians in
ARL Institutions,” The Journal of Academic Librarianship 37, no. 4 (2011): 307-11, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2011.04.004;
Elizabeth M. Smigielski, 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.
0rg/10.1080/01930826.2014.924309; Amy J. Vilz, and Molly Dahl Poremski, “Perceptions of Support Systems for Tenure-Track
Librarians,” College ¢ Undergraduate Libraries 22, no. 2 (2015): 149-66, https://doi.org/10.1080/10691316.2014.924845.

3. Danya Leebaw and Alexis Logsdon, “Power and Status (and Lack Thereof) in Academe: Academic Freedom and Academic
Librarians,” In the Library with the Lead Pipe (2020), https://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2020/power-and-status-and-
lack-thereof-in-academe/; William H. Walters, “Faculty Status of Librarians at U.S. Research Universities,” The Journal of Academic
Librarianship 42, no. 2 (2016): 161-71, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2015.11.002.

4.  Bureau of Labor Statistics, Occupational Outlook Handbook: Librarians and Library Media Specialists, https://www.bls.gov/ooh/
education-training-and-library/librarians.htm; Karen L. Webber and Rachel Burns, “Increases in Graduate Student Debt in the
US: 2000 to 2016, Research in Higher Education 62, no. 5 (2021): 709-32, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-020-09611-x; Halperin,
Jennie Rose Halperin, “A Contract You Have to Take: Debt, Sacrifice, and the Library Degree” in Advances in Librarianship, ed.
Johnna Percell, Lindsay C. Sarin, Paul T. Jaeger, and John Carlo Bertot (Emerald Publishing, 2018), 25-43, https://doi.org/10.1108/
S0065-28302018000044A003; American Library Association, ALA-APA Library Salary Database, https://www.ala.org/cfapps/
salarysurvey/login/login.cfm; Bureau of Labor Statistics, Household Data Annual Averages: Median Weekly Earnings of Full-Time
Wage and Salary Workers by Selected Characteristics, https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat37.pdf.

5. Matthew Noe, “Thinking About Socioeconomic Background in Librarianship,” Journal of Library Administration 64, no. 2 (2024):
252-59, https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2024.2305077; Tarida Anantachai, Camille Chesley, Twanna Hodge, and Jamia Wil-
liams, “We Got the Receipts: Navigating Reimbursement Culture in Academic Librarianship,” Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, and
Accessibility in Libraries ¢ Archives, 2024, https://assets.swoogo.com/uploads/4157912-668c85d769ce0.pdf; Peace Ossom-Wil-
liamson, Jamia Williams, Xan Goodman, Christian L. J. Minter, and Ayaba Logan, “Starting With I: Combating Anti-Blackness in
Libraries,” Medical Reference Services Quarterly 40, no. 2 (2021): 139-50, https://doi.org/10.1080/02763869.2021.1903276.

6.  Blessinger and Costello, “Effect of Economic Recession;” Smigielski et al., “Funding, Time and Mentoring;” Vilz and Dahl Porem-
ski, “Perceptions of Support Systems.”

7. Alice Bradley, Juan Hofer, Valentina Savaglia, and Clare Eayrs, “Survey on Early Career Travel Support Shows Geographic, Career
Stage, and Indigenous Status Inequality in Access to Polar Science Events,” Advances in Geosciences 53 (2020): 73-85, https://doi.

ACRL 2025 - DEMOCRATIZING KNOWLEDGE + ACCESS + OPPORTUNITY


https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1003827925543
https://doi.org/10.1023/a:1003827925543
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-013-9303-x
https://dgmg81phhvh63.cloudfront.net/content/user-photos/Publications/Archives/Peer-Review/E-PR_FA19_FINAL-ISSUE.pdf
https://dgmg81phhvh63.cloudfront.net/content/user-photos/Publications/Archives/Peer-Review/E-PR_FA19_FINAL-ISSUE.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004408180
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2011.04.004
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2014.924309
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2014.924309
https://doi.org/10.1080/10691316.2014.924845
https://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2020/power-and-status-and-lack-thereof-in-academe/
https://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2020/power-and-status-and-lack-thereof-in-academe/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.acalib.2015.11.002
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/education-training-and-library/librarians.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/education-training-and-library/librarians.htm
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-020-09611-x
https://doi.org/10.1108/S0065-28302018000044A003
https://doi.org/10.1108/S0065-28302018000044A003
https://www.ala.org/cfapps/salarysurvey/login/login.cfm
https://www.ala.org/cfapps/salarysurvey/login/login.cfm
https://www.bls.gov/cps/cpsaat37.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/01930826.2024.2305077
https://assets.swoogo.com/uploads/4157912-668c85d769ce0.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/02763869.2021.1903276
https://doi.org/10.5194/adgeo-53-73-2020

| Have to Pay to Keep My Job 199

org/10.5194/adgeo-53-73-2020; Teresa Crew, “Precarity; in Higher Education and Working-Class Academics: Precarity and Diver-
sity in Academia eBooks (Springer, 2020), 45-67, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-58352-1 3.

8.  Bridgette Comanda, Jaci Wilkinson, Faith Bradham, Amanda Koziura and Maura Seale, “Service Ceiling: The High Cost of Profes-
sional Development for Academic Librarians,” In the Library with the Lead Pipe (2021), https://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.
org/2021/service-ceiling/.

9.  Donald Moynihan, Pamela Herd, and Hope Harvey, “Administrative Burden: Learning, Psychological, and Compliance Costs in
Citizen-State Interactions,” Journal of Public Administration Research and Theory 25, no. 1 (2015): 43-69, https://doi.org/10.1093/
jopart/muu009.

10. American Library Association, “ALA Code of Ethics,” amended 2021, https://www.ala.org/tools/ethics; American Library Associa-
tion, “Core Values of Librarianship,” adopted 2024 https://www.ala.org/advocacy/advocacy/intfreedom/corevalues.

APRIL 2-5, 2025 - MINNEAPOLIS


https://doi.org/10.5194/adgeo-53-73-2020
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-58352-1_3
https://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2021/service-ceiling/
https://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2021/service-ceiling/
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/muu009
https://doi.org/10.1093/jopart/muu009
https://www.ala.org/tools/ethics
https://www.ala.org/advocacy/advocacy/intfreedom/corevalues

