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Introduction
At Towson University’s Albert S. Cook Library (Cook Library), mentorship 
is integral to the library culture. We believe that telling the story about Cook 
Library’s culture of compassionate, person-centered mentorship will be helpful 
to those who value this approach and who seek to develop and sustain a similar 
culture. The library’s mentorship culture is both formal and informal, and it is 
modeled and enacted at all levels of employment. The mentorship relationships 
that are cultivated in the library inform and enhance individual and collective 
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practices and influence career trajectories. This culture that supports professional 
growth and the growth of colleagues is adaptable to other academic libraries. By 
supporting colleagues’ daily work, fostering ongoing professional learning, and 
coaching through career transitions, we help colleagues strive for success, fulfill 
career goals, and hopefully achieve some measure of work/life balance.

Our literature review indicates that aspects of Cook Library’s compassionate 
and person-centered mentorship activities may be practiced elsewhere, but its 
holistic mentorship culture may be unique. Within this culture, the authors, 
who represent different career stages, have created a particularly strong recip-
rocal mentorship relationship that has provided a valuable foundation for the 
exchange of ideas, professional growth, and supported risk-taking, all with a 
consideration of our individual quest for holistic life balance. Dewey, Placzek, 
and Wester suggest that intergenerational concepts can be applied to the type 
of interconnected formal and informal mentorship relationships we observe 
in Cook Library.1 James, Rayner, and Bruno explore the characteristics and 
value of informal mentorship. Their findings identified potential barriers to 
sustain informal mentorship but suggested that it is valued more highly than 
formalized mentor-mentee relationships.2 These concepts resonate with our 
experiences.

It is gratifying to observe regular examples of compassionate and holistic 
peer-to-peer mentoring in Cook Library. This is particularly evident in change 
management scenarios over the years. As with most organizations, Cook Library 
is constantly weathering change. Occasionally, it is an intentional, anticipated 
event initiated internally to achieve a desired outcome. More often, change is 
precipitated by external factors: funding fluctuations, researcher preferences, 
staffing turnover, or university context. Mentorship has helped newer librarians 
cope with and communicate about large-scale journal cancellations. Mentors 
have stepped in to coach those who are tapped to fill vacancies or even newly 
created roles in the organizational chart. Mentor relationships allow for the push 
and pull in shaping new programs and services by balancing “we tried that 
before” with “what can we do differently this time?”

With the Cook Library case example, we hope to guide others as they consider 
practices that sustain a holistic and compassionate mentorship culture that 
connects collaborative lifelong learning to career growth. Mentorship culture 
strengthens the field of academic librarianship beyond the walls of our individual 
libraries by building capacity and enhancing all facets of academic librarianship. 
In this chapter, we describe the dispositions, values, and processes that underpin 
Cook Library’s mentorship culture.
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Dispositions and Values
Sustaining a supportive environment to foster competence and confidence among 
library employees is a priority that starts at the top. Whole-person mentoring 
starts with whole-person leadership. Cook Library’s dean demonstrates a strong 
commitment to mentoring library employees as well as leading with compassion 
and building authentic relationships. While personal boundaries are honored, it 
is understood that library employees’ personal lives impact their work and vice 
versa; this leadership style provides flexibility that facilitates balance. Much of 
this is rooted in what might be called servant leadership and authentic leadership.

Servant leadership has been described in a variety of ways, but generally, a 
servant leader puts employees first and works to help them grow. In this model, 
the leader’s role is to serve more than to lead.3 Liden et al. named several dimen-
sions of servant leadership, including, “Helping subordinates grow and succeed—
demonstrating genuine concern for others’ career growth and development by 
providing support and mentoring” and “Relationships—the act of making a 
genuine effort to know, understand, and support others in the organization, with 
an emphasis on building long-term relationships with immediate followers.”4

Authentic leadership has been described in business literature in a variety 
of ways, but generally authentic leaders are those who both deeply understand 
themselves through continuous self-reflection and seek to form genuine or 
authentic relationships with others. George explains, “Authentic leaders use their 
natural abilities, but they also recognize their shortcomings and work hard to 
overcome them. They lead with purpose, meaning, and values. They build endur-
ing relationships with people.”5

Over time, a dean who values and enacts these leadership models informs 
the larger culture, including the ways supervisors coach employees and collegial 
peers support each other. Luthans and Avolio discuss how authentic leaders not 
only prioritize authenticity in their own behavior but also influence similar atti-
tudes and behaviors across their institutions. They suggest that a strong authentic 
leader will cause a “cascade” effect throughout an organization.6 The examples 
the dean provides through her daily behavior and words affect positively the 
way that all people interact with each other, including other library leaders and 
their relationships with their team members. For example, many supervisors 
at Cook Library take a humanistic approach to coaching their team members. 
They work to be authentic and take the broad view when coaching, not only 
working on immediate tasks and responsibilities but also supporting the career 
trajectory and professional growth of an individual. This integrates mentorship 
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into the supervisor/employee relationship and fosters a more meaningful rela-
tionship overall. These characteristics of authentic leadership, wanting to help 
others succeed and grow, leading with humility, and prioritizing authentic and 
enduring relationships inform humanistic mentoring throughout Cook Library 
as a sustained practice over time. There are many ways that these dispositions 
are modeled and enacted at Cook Library, formally and informally.

Formal Mentorship
Cook Library Mentorship Program
Cook Library serves a university community of just under 23,000 students on 
Towson University’s suburban campus outside Baltimore, Maryland, along with 
several satellite locations in other regions of the state. A comprehensive public 
institution in the University System of Maryland, Towson University’s Carn-
egie Classification is Doctoral/Professional. Cook Library employs approxi-
mately fifty individuals in seven departments: Access Services, Administration, 
Advancement & Assessment, Content Management, Information Technology, 
Research & Instruction, and Special Collections & Archives. There is an almost 
even split between library faculty and library staff.

The formal mentorship program at Cook Library offers a combination of 
structure and flexibility that facilitates the development of a holistic mentor-men-
tee relationship. Turnover is relatively steady: each year, the library hires three to 
five new employees. All newly hired full-time library employees are paired with 
an experienced colleague from the same realm of work, and they are connected 
often even before the new hire’s start date. The pair is provided with the struc-
tural elements of an optional meeting log, a small amount of funding for lunch 
or coffee meetings, and the expectation that both individuals will commit to the 
mentorship relationship for a minimum of one year.

Although these elements offer some structure and tangibility to the relation-
ship, it is the adaptability of the program that invites whole-person mentor-
ship. Using a log may help participants keep track of their meetings, reflect on 
conversations, and hold themselves accountable to the commitment. However, 
because a developing mentorship relationship may include personal disclo-
sures and vulnerability, a log might threaten important conversations. Keeping 
a log could impose a chilling effect that prevents authentic interaction or could 
potentially cause harm if recording vulnerable information is perceived as a 
betrayal of confidentiality. The optional nature of the log is essential; it presents 
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an opportunity to discuss and reach a shared understanding about the expecta-
tions and boundaries of a particular mentorship relationship.

Providing a small amount of funding to cover the cost of a lunch or a few 
coffee dates is not simply an incentive to kickstart mentorship meetings. It’s also 
an inexpensive yet effective way to signal that the organization and its leaders 
value the mentorship program. Encouraging participants to meet away from the 
office is also a way to open the door to whole-person mentorship. Conversations 
may begin with the specifics of the job and the shared organizational context, but 
meeting away from the office may encourage participants to delve into deeper, 
more holistic conversations that illuminate concerns, feelings, and aspirations. 
This kind of exchange is critical to developing a bond and providing support 
that acknowledges every part of a person’s experience, not just what is visible 
in a workplace. The library expects a one-year commitment from participants, 
which is an acknowledgment that mentorship relationships can be very different 
and not all flourish into long-term, more intimate connections.

The authors of this chapter have been able to sustain and grow the connection 
that began with the formal mentorship program. But not all participants want 
or need the same result. In some cases, simply having a mentor who can provide 
functional guidance about the organization, department, or job role is sufficient 
and perhaps just one element of an existing larger support system. Mentorship 
needs are unique and individual, and part of acknowledging a whole person 
is imbuing people with the agency to build their own support network in the 
ways that work best for them. Integrating mentorship into supervisory roles and 
leadership practices is a way to ensure that a compassionate, holistic culture is 
sustained, even when formal mentorship pairing interactions fade.

Cook Library Residency Program
Cook Library’s library residency program is another strong example of how a 
mentorship culture is formally enacted. During a three-year appointment, a new 
librarian is guided formally by a mentor-supervisor as well as by an assigned 
non-supervisory mentor. Through additional informal mentor relationships 
throughout the library, the resident gains wide-ranging insights and experi-
ences and is empowered to contribute ideas from their fresh perspective. The 
addition of a new librarian colleague every few years has established a predispo-
sition toward considering the potential for learning opportunities in all aspects 
of library work, from routine activities to high-impact initiatives. All library 
employees are reminded to think about what tasks, projects, meetings, and 
groups in which they are engaged (in and beyond the library) may be helpful 



Chapter 28580

learning experiences for a new librarian. The library residency starts with the 
explicit framing that the resident is there to learn and an awareness that all 
library employees have a stake in the resident’s experience. All areas of library 
operations are open for potential explorations and experiences that support a 
resident librarian’s professional development journey.

The building blocks of the residency program have translated into the prac-
tice of orienting all new librarians in this way—inquiring about and prioritizing 
their interests and areas of intended growth and keeping them top of mind as 
possible collaborators. Gaining experience with practical aspects of librarian-
ship and exposure to the often-mysterious higher education landscape is help-
ful for any new librarian. Beyond that, opportunities to develop scholarship or 
creative works can have an even bigger impact. Experienced librarians who invite 
mentees to co-present with an on-campus faculty group or co-author an article 
for a regional newsletter are supporting growth in multiple ways. They are help-
ing the junior colleague build their early body of work, which may be important 
for the promotion and tenure process, and they are also modeling their own 
approaches and processes for producing this work. Learning from others about 
how to evaluate and prioritize opportunities, how to design a project and collab-
orate with team members, and how to present the final product are invaluable 
experiences that serve to demystify the often opaque and ambiguous aspects of 
pursuing scholarship and creative works. Likewise, new librarians bring their 
own experiences with them and have often provided learning opportunities for 
their more experienced colleagues, which can develop into research partnerships 
that last for years.

Informal Mentorship
A mentorship culture that fosters informal mentorship offers significant poten-
tial. Informal mentorship can transcend time and place. Cultivating holistic, 
compassionate relationships that span across careers and beyond a single work-
place is a powerful way to create support systems that impact both workplaces 
and individual careers. In their mentorship study, James, Raynor, and Bruno 
found that “the survey data and literature review suggest that informal mentor-
ship may not only be distinct from formal mentorship but may be the preferred 
mentorship model.”7 Not surprisingly, their survey results indicated that “the 
qualities that applied most often were, ‘shares own knowledge and experience,’ 
‘warm and trusting relationship,’ and ‘encourages mentee’s point of view.’ Morale 
came in a close fourth.”8
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Informal mentorship is woven through many of the relationships and inter-
actions that occur in Cook Library. It is routine in Cook Library’s culture to seek 
others’ input to improve outcomes in a variety of work tasks and projects and 
to invest time in reflective and collaborative planning in order to manage and 
support change. This was the case when the library first acquired iPads to use 
in a flexible classroom space, and the teaching librarians, led by the emerging 
technologies librarian, worked together to develop best practices for the space 
and the devices through recurring meetups and materials sharing. These prac-
tices actively support communication and relationship-building across depart-
ments and employment status, strengthening the foundations of Cook Library’s 
mentorship culture.

Fostering a diverse and growth-oriented library workforce is a core value 
within the culture of the workplace. Cook Library regularly hosts undergrad-
uate- and graduate-level internships and fieldwork experiences in addition to 
supporting its successful Residency Program. Colleagues are encouraged to 
pursue additional education and credentials that bolster their potential. The 
dean routinely forwards vacancy announcements to the library email distri-
bution list, demonstrating her comfort with discussing career goals that might 
lead to growth opportunities outside the institution. She values being asked for 
advice and contributing to career planning. During staffing transitions, position 
descriptions and workflows are reviewed to reflect current capacity and talent in 
order to potentially reorganize or hire from within. Library department heads 
emulate this model; they seek to interact holistically with their team members 
through formal and informal channels. As managers, they strive to be advocates 
and allies by aligning job tasks with interests and helping their team members 
find engaging opportunities for growth and leadership. One way library leaders 
facilitate others’ growth and success is to encourage more experienced indi-
viduals to invite newer colleagues to collaborate in lower-stakes opportunities 
for development and building a professional portfolio. When applicable, Cook 
Library employees add mentorship to their annual goals; time and energy spent 
on mentorship are documented and valued.

In our own experience and our observation of colleagues, successful holistic 
mentorship relationships that are cultivated by shared interests, self-reflection, 
and authentic feedback have the power to impact career trajectories. The support 
and perspective gleaned from mentorship relationships and the essential skills 
and dispositions practiced through these interactions are essential elements of 
readiness and confidence needed for leadership roles. Holistic mentorship prac-
tices help cultivate thriving, long-term collaborative professional relationships 
that provide essential support as individuals advance in their careers. In her 
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examination of the connection between mentorship and leadership, Farrell notes 
that it is important to “have a network of professionals who provide guidance, 
support, direction, empathy, ideas, and criticism as you continue to develop your 
skills to be the best leader possible.”9

Leading with humility means acknowledging that there are always things you 
cannot know and that this is not a personal flaw. No single person can know 
everything, and starting from that assumption allows us to feel comfortable 
seeking input at all levels. Soliciting input can take many forms. One informal 
way that this happens within the hierarchy of Cook Library is that most meetings 
are open to being shaped by any of the attendees—the default is to actively seek 
contributions from everyone. Another more formal example is the structure of 
Cook Library’s Leadership Council. This group is made up of library department 
heads and includes a staff representative and a library faculty representative, 
elected by their peers. The dean of libraries relies on the diverse knowledge and 
perspectives of the Leadership Council to guide organizational decision-mak-
ing, and Leadership Council members, in turn, rely on input from those they 
represent to make sure that issues are surfaced and addressed all the way up to 
the top of the organization.

Enduring relationships are a marker of authentic leadership and of the kind of 
mentorship that thrives among Cook librarians. The co-authors of this chapter all 
met and connected in a chronological chain of mentor pairings while serving in 
lateral roles in the library. Long-term informal mentoring relationships emerged 
from those initial formal mentorship pairings in part because we each recog-
nized the reciprocal value of shared experiences. By sharing our authentic selves 
and relying on each other to encourage self-reflection and to strive for growth, 
we have sustained the relationships while moving into supervisor/supervisee 
roles, moving into other departments, and even departing for new professional 
opportunities elsewhere.

Intergenerational Mentorship
Mentorship practices are integrated into our work and support our development 
as servant leaders. Reciprocity is critical for our own professional growth, our 
ability to build communities of practice, and our leadership capacity. In her arti-
cle examining the needs of mid-career librarians, Williams notes, “Something 
truly unique about being a mid-career, often mid-level, librarian, is the need 
to understand both the support you need and the support your team needs.”10 
We agree with Farrell’s suggestion that “the goal is to create a community of 
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trusted colleagues who support, challenge, assist, listen, argue, and laugh as you 
develop your leadership skills. This trusted circle provides a safe environment for 
your personal development and they consistently support you through difficult 
personal and professional times.”11

While the benefits of mentorship are obvious for early-career library employ-
ees, compassionate and holistic mentor relationships are critical across a career 
span. The authors of this chapter represent different levels of experience and 
longevity in librarianship and are members of a “mentoring family tree” as 
described by Dewey, Placzek, and Wester, who suggest that “mentoring is 
intergenerational. It is fluid.”12 Fostering an appreciation of generational differ-
ences, and the varying perspectives that may be shared as a result, is an effec-
tive way to sustain a growth mindset and actively engage in lifelong learning 
throughout a career. Enacting and modeling mutual respect across generations 
is also a team-building strategy, given that library workplaces are diverse and 
multigenerational.

Conclusion
In the authors’ experience, there are substantial short-term and long-term bene-
fits of practicing holistic mentorship. Recognizing that holistic mentorship has 
the potential to impact individuals and organizations positively is vital. Within 
the context of academic librarianship, we suggest that there is a strong link 
between holistic mentorship and positive workplace culture. Moreover, compas-
sionate and holistic mentoring underpin the ways we sustain an inclusive and 
equitable workplace culture. A positive and inclusive workplace culture creates 
an important foundation for communication and actions that support general 
morale, career growth, and leadership development. Holistic mentorship within 
this positive and inclusive workplace culture helps to empower employees to 
more confidently navigate ongoing challenges that might otherwise undermine 
their ability to manage change and achieve some work/life balance.

Holistic intergenerational mentorship relationships offer important commu-
nication channels and insights to all generations: more experienced colleagues 
have opportunities to understand and respond to early-career concerns, while 
early-career colleagues have opportunities to investigate different dimensions of 
their workplace and to envision possible career trajectories more clearly. These 
understandings, and the reciprocal coaching that naturally occurs in these inter-
generational interactions, encourage a holistic culture grounded in self-reflec-
tion and transparency. Likewise, heightened understandings of organizational 
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structures and context are important elements of leadership succession planning; 
open communication fostered by holistic intergenerational relationships is a 
foundation for leadership development. Through these interactions, early-career 
colleagues can gain a more nuanced understandings of what is required in lead-
ership roles and leaders gain a more authentic understandings of their colleagues’ 
interests, strengths, and challenges. These reciprocal understandings are crucial 
for an organization to better support leadership growth.

Building and sustaining a holistic, compassionate mentorship culture requires 
personal dedication to modeling and enacting authentic leadership principles 
and practices as well as to creating and overseeing organizational structures that 
support the culture. Establishing initial formal mentorship activities in library 
workplaces communicates their value and fosters a disposition toward building 
compassionate and holistic informal relationships. Ultimately, implementing 
formal mentorship structures serves to demonstrate the benefits of cultivating 
the informal mentoring relationships that are so valuable over the course of 
a career. Authentic leaders who can intentionally enact holistic processes and 
dispositions that support compassionate mentorship culture will inherently and 
naturally demonstrate the value of a holistic mentorship culture, thus helping 
to sustain it.
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