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library organization. And every tactic adopted is in fact integrated
with the manipulation and modification of the circulation librarian’s
emotional labor. Therefore, from the perspective on “emotional labor”,
this study attempts to employ semi-structured in-depth interviews
with 23 university circulation librarians in Taiwan, thereby analyzing
their coping strategies when encountering different types of difficult
patrons. In doing so, this study aims to better university library
administrators’ understanding of circulation librarians’ circumstance
of dealing with difficult patrons and of their emotional labor, thus
enhancing appropriate organizational strategies for emotional
management and overall quality of library service.
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University librarianship is among the service industries, and the
interactions between circulation librarians and patrons have influences on a
library organization’s image. Occasionally there are patrons whom library
staffs are at a loss to deal with, not knowing how to responsively engage
the so called “difficult patron”. The researcher searched through library
and information science literature and found out that while there have been
some discussions on dealing with difficult patrons, few empirical studies
have examined the actual coping strategies employed by library staff or the
emotional labor involved. Thus, from the perspective of emotional labor,
this study deployed semi-structured in-depth interview, to explore university
circulation librarians’ strategies for dealing with difficult patrons in Taiwan.

This study was conducted from March to May, 2008, interviewing 23
respondents. This study classified difficult patrons into seven categories,
which were the “aggressive patrons”who attacked librarians either directly
or indirectly, the“criticizers”who constantly criticized library services, the
“know-it-all” as those who arrogantly gave their orders, the “regressive
patrons”, who behaved repressively or with a childish temper, the “external
attributers” who laid responsibility on others, the “blabbers” who frequently
engaged staff in conversation therefore made librarians felt annoyed, and
finally the “preferential treatment seekers”, who sought special treatment
from librarians. Among the strategies employed by librarians to cope
with the difficult patrons mentioned above, this study elucidated fourteen
types of coping strategies, including self-controlling, indirect expression,
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direct confrontation, surface acting, deep acting, active listening, comfort
and apology, persuasion, guided resolution, establishment of cooperative
bonds, change of conversational topic or field, disrupting communication,
empathizing with patrons, or seeking assistance from others.

The “self-controlling” strategy refers to the controlling of circulation
librarians’ own displeasing emotions; whilst the “indirect expression” means
that librarians use a stern tone to express their negative emotions, or to
refuse to pay attention to the patron any more. As for “direct confrontation”,
this term refers to actual verbal or physical confrontation between a
circulation librarian and the difficult patron. Besides, if librarians adjust
their inner thoughts, permitting positive thoughts to arise from within,
then they may engage in “deep acting”; while “surface acting” refers to
using basically polite language when in the interactions with patrons.
Additionally, librarians may try “active listening” to respond to the patrons’
complaints, or offering “comfort and apology” to the difficult patron. While
“persuasion” refers to library staff’s explanations of library rules and the
reason why inconveniences was brought about, “guided resolution” requires
that a circulation librarian guides the patron to resolve the issues together.
Moreover, a circulation librarian may also engage in the “establishment of
cooperative bonds” which means to develop mutual assured relationship
and then resolve the patrons’ difficulties jointly. On the other hand, to avoid
affecting other patrons, librarians might “change the conversational topic
or field” under the circumstance. Or, a library staff may use “disrupting
communication”, to reduce the possibility of conflicts. Furthermore, a
circulation librarian might engage in “empathizing with patrons” positions
and then seek alternate solutions for them. Nevertheless, a resolution as
“seeking assistance from others” may be required in order to get assistance
from superiors, colleagues or other university units.

From the emotional labor perspective, self-controlling, indirect
expression and direct confrontation all belong to the dimension of “dealing
with negative personal emotions” strategy; whilst surface acting and deep
acting refer to the dimension of “displaying positive personal emotions”
method; as for active listening, comfort and apology, persuasion, guided
resolution, establishment of cooperative bonds, change of conversational
topic or field, disrupting communication, empathizing with patrons, and
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seeking assistance from others, these are all librarians’ strategies for “dealing
with others’ negative emotions”. The following section summarizes how
coping strategies were deployed by university circulation librarians in
Taiwan for dealing with difficult patrons.

1. Dealing with negative personal emotions

(1) Generally, respondents attempted to control their own negative
emotions.

Regardless of the type of difficult patron encountered, most circulation
librarians tried to control their negative emotions and so that they can
engage with the patron with proper manner.

(2) If not encountering “preferential treatment seekers”, most staff tried
indirect expression to show their negative emotions.

If the difficult patron’s behavior has already disturbed the librarians,
respondents would indirectly express their negative emotions. But for
“preferential treatment seekers” among patrons, because this kind of
difficult patrons did not raise the librarians’ strong distaste, there were no
case reported indicating that a circulation librarian using indirect expression
or direct confrontations to deal with these patrons.

(3) Direct confrontations occurred sometimes

The results showed that some librarians employed direct confrontations

when librarians encountered difficult readers who were “aggressive

EEINT3

patrons”, “criticizers”, and “external attributers” as a result of inability to

exercise self-controlling.
2. Displaying positive personal emotions

(1) When dealing with difficult readers who were “aggressive patrons”,
“criticizers”, and “external attributers”, respondents employed
surface acting or deep acting strategies.

When faced difficult patrons who were “aggressive patrons”,
“criticizers”, and “external attributers”, some librarians noted that they
only used surface acting, which means maintaining a surface appearance of
friendliness; if there were no physical confrontations occurred when they
encountered these three types of patrons, most librarians would rely on their

122



An Exploratory Study on Coping Strategies of Confronting Difficult
Patrons: The Case of University Circulation Librarians

heartfelt instincts to meet the patrons’ requirements sincerely, or deploy
deep acting strategies.

(2) When librarians encountered difficult patrons who were “know-it-all”,
“regressive patrons”, and “preferential treatment seekers”, they often
deployed deep acting strategies.

Respondents reported that they often employed the strategy “deep
acting” when encountering the three aforementioned difficult patrons.
Among which, when facing “know-it-all” patrons, respondents might
show respect and naturally develop a good rapport with them if the patrons
provided their subject matter recommendations. Additionally, when
encountering “regressive patrons” and “preferential treatment seekers”,
librarians used their sense of empathy and responded the patrons’ regressive
behavior or the want to get special benefit through the strategy of deep
acting.

(3) When encountering “blabbers”, who tend to be over-talkative, most
respondents indicated they used surface acting strategy.

When “blabbers” unnecessarily occupied too much time of circulation
librarians, most respondents indicated that they would only deploy surface
acting strategies in response.

3. Dealing with others’ negative emotions

(1) Generally, the respondents employed the strategies of persuasion and
seeking assistance from others.

Regardless of type of difficult patrons, most of the time, respondents
might employ the persuasion strategy; and if they were unable to handle
the situation, they would seek assistance from a superior, colleague or other
university units.

(2) A mix of different coping strategies are employed

Respondents who encountered difficult patrons could deploy various
coping strategies in combination. For example, when encountering difficult
patrons who were “aggressive patrons”, “criticizers”, and “external
attributers”, most circulation librarians initially took active listening, and
then persuasion, followed by change of conversational topic or field, or
disrupting communications. On the other hand, when “preferential treatment
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seekers” expressed their demands, circulation librarians would deploy
individualized solutions to find alternative options for the patrons.
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