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For public service librarians, emotional labor refers to their
devoting considerable effort to controlling their emotions in order
to maintain the library image and provide patrons with satisfactory
service. Librarians perform considerable emotional labor when
encountering problem patrons while engaging in library tasks.
However, emotional labor endured for extended periods may cause
librarians to experience emotional exhaustion, which further leads
to negative conditions such as fatigue or losing emotional resources
completely. By administering a questionnaire and using public service
librarians as subjects, this study explored the concerns about problem
patrons from the aspect of emotional labor. According to the results,
librarians perform high levels of emotional labor when encountering
problem patrons, whereas the frequency of their encountering problem
patrons, the influence of problem patrons on their emotions, and the
degree of emotional exhaustion are at moderate levels. Furthermore,
the frequency of encountering problem patrons positively and
noticeably influences the degree of emotional exhaustion. There is
a positive correlation between the influence of problem patrons on
the emotions and emotional exhaustion of librarians. In addition,
controlling negative emotions positively influences emotional
exhaustion among librarians, but expressing one’s positive emotions

negatively influences the extent of emotional exhaustion.
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Introduction

Library business is considered to be a service industry. Librarians in
public libraries are an occupation that demands a high level of emotional
labor, and librarians’ emotional labor is correlated to the overall image and
service quality of the library. At the front line of library service, to maintain
or improve service quality, public service librarians have to conceal their
emotions in most situations to look amiable to patrons. Public libraries
would have to deal with problem patrons more or less. When public
service librarians encounter problem patrons, they are required to expend
an increased amount of emotional labor, which could lead to emotional
exhaustion. Accordingly, a set of semistructured in-depth interviews
was conducted to identify the types of problem patrons encountered by
public service librarians. Then, the interview results were used to prepare
a questionnaire focusing on emotional labor. The questionnaire was
administered to public service librarians in public libraries throughout
Taiwan to survey librarians’ frequency of encountering problem patrons,
effects of problem patrons on librarians’ emotion at work, and librarians’
emotional labor when encountering problem patrons, as well as the
correlations between librarians’ frequency of encountering problem patrons,
emotion at work, emotional labor load, and emotional exhaustion. In this
paper, only quantitative survey results were presented. The findings can
serve as a reference for public libraries to identify different problem patrons
and formulate appropriate approaches to deal with them, thereby enhancing
patron service quality. This paper also aims to raise awareness on the public

36



The Emotional Labor of Public Service Librarians Encountered Problem Patrons in
Taiwan’s Public Libraries: A Quantitative Study

service librarians’ emotional labor, particularly among managerial personnel
of public libraries.

Research Design and Implementation

A questionnaire was developed based on a literature review and
the interview results. It comprises four parts, namely, “Demographics,”
“Frequency of Encountering Problem Patrons and Scale on Emotion at
Work,” “Librarians’ Emotional Labor Scale,” and “Librarians’ Emotional
Exhaustion Scale.”

The survey period was from the second half of October to the second
half of November 2013. A pretest was administered to the librarians
employed at 14 public libraries in the Taipei and Taoyuan regions. A total
of 116 questionnaires were administered, and 103 were returned. Among
the returned questionnaires, 100 were valid, for a valid response rate of
97.1%. The opinions provided by the librarians in the pretest were used as
references to revise the pretest questionnaire into the formal questionnaire. A
total of 173 public libraries participated in the formal questionnaire survey.
The survey period was from the first half of December 2013 to mid-January
2014. A total of 1,017 questionnaires were administered, and 948 were
returned. Among the returned questionnaires, 929 were valid. In addition,
the data collected in the pretest were incorporated into the formal data
analysis. Therefore, 187 libraries, including those in the pretest, participated
in the formal survey. A total of 1,133 questionnaires were administered, and
1,051 were returned (92.8%). Among the returned questionnaires, 1,029 were
valid, for a valid response rate of 98%.

Research Findings

1. The frequency in which public service librarians encounter problem
patrons
The problem patrons most encountered by librarians were those who
“misuse library resources and equipment,” followed by “violate library

99 ¢

rules,” “disturb others,” “obstruct normal library operations,” and “exhibit
psychological abnormalities or antisocial behaviors.” Problem patrons that

“engage in illegal activities” were the least encountered. Overall, the mean
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score for the frequency of problem patrons was 2.48 (S.D. = 0.57).

2. The effects of different problem patrons on public service

librarians’ emotion at work

The mean score for the effects of different problem patrons on public
service librarians’ emotion at work was 2.58, which was a moderate-to-low
influence according to the 5-point Likert scale (between not serious and
slightly serious). Problem patrons that “engage in illegal activities” had the
greatest influence on librarians’ emotion at work (Mean = 2.77), followed
by those that “misuse library resources and equipment” (2.68), “exhibit
psychological abnormalities or antisocial behaviors” (2.64), “disturb others”
(2.57), and “obstruct normal library operations” (2.50). Problem patrons that
“violate library rules” had the smallest influence on librarians’ emotion at
work (Mean = 2.40).

3. The emotional labor of public service librarians when dealing with

problem patrons

The mean score for the emotional labor of public service librarians
when dealing with problem patrons was 4.06 (S.D. = 0.56), suggesting
that librarians experience immense emotional labor when serving problem
patrons. Librarians experience the highest emotional labor when “dealing
with others’ negative emotions” (Mean = 4.15), followed by “displaying
personal positive emotions” (4.06), and “dealing with personal negative
emotions” (4.03). Overall, the results indicated that public service
librarians often experienced various forms of emotional labor when dealing
with problem patrons, particularly when “dealing with others’ negative
emotions.”

4. Public service librarians’ extent of emotional exhaustion

The Librarians’ Emotional Exhaustion Scale was used to measure
public service librarians’ extent of emotional exhaustion. Survey outcomes
showed that mean score for emotional exhaustion was 2.53 (S.D. = 0.84).
The average scores for the items ranged between 2.16 and 3.07, suggesting
that public service librarians’ extent of emotional exhaustion ranged between
scarcely and occasionally.
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Conclusion

1. Public service librarians in public libraries scarcely/occasionally
encounter problem patrons
Based on types of problem patrons encountered by public service
librarians in the recent three months, the frequency of encountering problem
patrons was low, between scarcely and occasionally.

2. The effects of problem patrons on librarians’ emotion at work
range between not serious and slightly serious.

Findings showed that the mean score for the effects of problem
patrons on public service librarians’ emotion at work was 2.58, indicating a
moderate-to-low influence according to the 5-point Likert scale. Among the
various problem patron types, those that “engage in illegal activities” had
the greatest influence on librarians’ emotion at work.

3. Librarians expend a high-level of emotional labor when dealing
with problem patrons.

The mean score for the emotional labor of public service librarians
when dealing with problem patrons was 4.06, indicating a high level of
emotional labor according to the 5-point Likert scale. Among the various
forms of emotional labor, librarians experienced the highest level of
emotional labor when “dealing with others’ negative emotions.”

4. Effects of the Frequency of Encountering Problem Patrons on

Librarians’ Emotional Exhaustion

Only a few librarians experienced emotional exhaustion. However, 33%
of the librarians stated that they often or always felt exhausted at the end of
the day. In addition, the results of a multiple regression analysis revealed
that librarians’ frequency of encountering problem patrons is significantly
and positively correlated with the extent of their emotional exhaustion. The
effects of problem patrons on librarians’ emotion at work is significantly
and positively correlated with the extent of their emotional exhaustion.
In addition, the effects of “dealing with personal negative emotions” is
significantly and positively correlated with the extent of their emotional
exhaustion. By comparison, the effects of “displaying personal positive

39



Journal of Libray and Information Science Research 11 : 1 (December 2016)

emotions” were significantly and negatively correlated with the extent of
their emotional exhaustion.
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