Rescarch on Informnation Science
—

and PUublic
T —————————

Assessing the soft skills of public librarians

Saleh Rahimi ' B4 Faramarz Soheili? "' , Fatemeh Rahimi

1. Department of Knowledge and Information Science, Razi University, Kermanshah, Iran
2. Department of Knowledge and Information Science, Payame Noor University, Tehran, Iran
3. MA of Knowledge and Information Science, Razi University, Kermanshah, Iran

(RIS Citation: Rahimi, S., Soheili, F., & Rahimi, F. (2025). Assessing the soft skills of public librarians. Research on

_E Information Science and Public Libraries, 31(2), 51-64. https://doi.org/10.61882/publlij.2025.2072885.1036

551, Abstract
@ B H
Purpose: Librarians working in public libraries must possess not only technical expertise but
Article Info also strong soft skills This study aims to assess the level of knowledge, soft skills, and
essential competencies among public librarians in Kermanshah Province.
. Methods: This applied research employed a survey design. The statistical population
Article type:

included all librarians (140 individuals) in public libraries of Kermanshah Province, with a
sample size of 102 determined using Cochran’s formula. Data were collected using
Saunders’ (2019) questionnaire, which assesses five components: general skills,
communication, user services, management, and technology. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
was used to test the reliability of the questionnaire, and SPSS software was employed for
data analysis.
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Email: Conclusion: Soft skills can enhance public library services and increase user satisfaction.

This study revealed that public librarians in Kermanshah province consider
communication and service-oriented skills as the core of their profession, while
technological and managerial skills receive less attention. Given technological
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advancements, librarians must not only maintain traditional skills but also update their
digital and managerial competencies. Targeted training programs can effectively enhance
librarians’ professional capabilities.

Introduction

Public libraries, as socio-cultural institutions, play a pivotal role in ensuring fair access to information and
knowledge resources for all members of society, regardless of their social status or cultural background. These
centers serve not only as vital platforms for lifelong learning and facilitating access to informational resources
but also as hubs for social interaction and strengthening community bonds. Within this context, librarians, as
information professionals responsible for organizing, processing, and disseminating resources, require a
balanced combination of specialized competencies and soft skills. Mastery of this range of capabilities enables
them to deliver higher-quality services, foster more effective interactions with users, collaborate constructively
with colleagues, and manage time and library projects efficiently.

A review of the literature shows that soft skills have received less attention in public libraries. Soft skills are
essential for staff, particularly librarians in public libraries who deal with a wide range of patrons with diverse
needs. They must be able to communicate effectively and create suitable conditions for users. Despite the
importance of these skills in improving workforce performance and professional development, with the
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advancements in information and communication technology, soft skills among librarians have not been
sufficiently emphasized. This study examines the knowledge, skills, and abilities required by librarians in public
libraries in Kermanshah Province to familiarize them with essential soft skills and provide strategies for
improvement. Additionally, the findings of this research can assist library administrators in designing appropriate
training programs to develop these skills. A review of previous studies reveals that while some research has been
conducted on librarians’ communication skills, students’ soft skills, and employers’ perspectives, there is a
noticeable gap in research on the soft skills of public librarians.

Methods

The present study is an applied research using a survey method. The statistical population of this research
comprises all librarians working in public libraries in Kermanshah Province. The total number of public
librarians in Kermanshah Province is 140, and based on Cochran’s formula, the sample size was determined to
be 102 individuals. The sample members were selected using simple random sampling.

To collect research data, Saunders’ (2019) questionnaire was used. The questionnaire comprises 53 questions
covering five components: General Skills (22 questions), Communication (7 questions), User Services (6
questions), Management (10 questions), Technology (8 questions. The validity and reliability of the questionnaire
were confirmed, showing its suitability. To test the reliability of the questionnaire, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was
used. The alpha value was 0.79, which is higher than the acceptable threshold of 0.7, confirming the questionnaire’s
desirable reliability. For data analysis, SPSS software was used, and Friedman’s test, along with frequency
distribution, was applied to analyze the data.

Results

Most respondents were female (62 individuals, 60.8%). Most participants fell within the 31-40 age range
(47.1%). Fifty-six respondents (54.9%) held a master’s degree, while 49 (48%) had 5-10 years of work
experience. Regarding professional qualifications, 83 respondents held degrees in library science, while 19 had
non-library degrees. In terms of job positions: 16 (15.7%) were managers, 1 (0.1%) was an assistant manager, 21
(20.6%) were librarians, 30 (29.4%) were senior librarians, and 34 (33.3%) held other positions.

To determine the priority ranking of core competencies for public librarians, Friedman’s test was employed,
with results presented in Table 1:

Table 1. Friedman test results for prioritizing soft skills

Rank Skill Nean Rank Skill Nean
1 Interpersonal communication 38.57 28 Research evaluation 26.51
2 Customer service skills 38.35 29 Data-driven decision making 26.28
3 Search skills 38.01 30 Advocacy (representing organizational interests)  26.24
4 Professional ethics 3748 31 Management fundamentals 25.42
5 Information resource evaluation/selection 36.64 32 Facilities management 25.21
6 Teamwork 3474 33 Creating effective visual presentations 24.75
7 Classification/taxonomy development 34.16 34 Public speaking 24.06
8 Writing 3393 35 Metadata management 23.63
9 Understanding user information behavior 33.87 36 Metadata creation 23.58
10 Readers' advisory 33.71 37 Change management 23.58
11 Information resource description 33.43 38 Marketing/outreach 23.36
12 Community/user needs assessment 32.51 39 Online security awareness 2291
13 Information literacy standards 32.00 40 Basic data collection methods 22.12
14  Interacting with diverse communities 31.99 41 Social media applications in information settings  21.29
15  Instruction/teaching (face-to-face & online)  31.86 42 HR/personnel management 21.10
16  Non-digital resource preservation 31.53 43 Leadership 20.90
17 Legal issues (copyright, etc.) 31.16 44 Grant writing 20.65
18  Knowledge management 30.72 45 Usability testing for improvement 20.19
19  Social justice foundations 30.23 46 Archival records/manuscript management 20.17
20  Reference interview/question negotiation 29.71 47 Project management 20.06
21 Historical foundations of LIS practices 29.24 48 Budgeting 18.35
22 Research data management 29.05 49 Software troubleshooting 17.77
23 Cultural competence 28.98 50 Network systems management 15.97
24 Reflective practice (diversity & inclusion) 28.52 51 Hardware troubleshooting 15.58
25  Digital resource preservation 27.33 52 Coding/programming 15.12
26  Basic descriptive statistics reporting 2727 53 Website design 14.00

27  Design thinking (innovation strategy) 27.26
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The Friedman test output (3> = 1243.498, p < 0.05) revealed statistically significant differences in skill
prioritization, rejecting the null hypothesis of equal ranking. It confirms that the 53 skills examined had varying
levels of importance according to respondents.

From the perspective of Kermanshah public librarians, 34 out of 53 soft skills were identified as core
competencies essential for all LIS graduates. Among these: Interpersonal communication (frequency=88),
Customer service skills (86), Search skills (86), Professional ethics (85), Information resource evaluation/
selection (80), Teamwork (74), Writing (71), Classification/taxonomy development (70), emerged as the most
frequently endorsed competencies. These findings suggest that, while technical skills remain important,
interpersonal and service-oriented competencies are perceived as particularly critical for professional practice in
public library settings.

Conclusions

The findings of this study reveal that public librarians in Kermanshah Province identify interpersonal
communication, customer service skills, and search competencies as the most essential soft skills for their
professional practice. Additionally, they emphasized the significant role of professional ethics and Teamwork in
enhancing library service quality.

Notably, librarians ranked digital and technology-driven skills—such as digital marketing and
programming—as lower priorities. This discrepancy may stem from differences in technological infrastructure
between Iran’s public libraries and their counterparts in developed countries. Furthermore, the relatively lower
emphasis on leadership and project management skills suggests that librarians in this context primarily function
in operational and service-oriented roles, rather than in managerial or policy-making positions.

This pattern highlights a potential gap in strategic skill development that could be addressed through targeted
training programs to better equip librarians for evolving professional demands.

This study shows that public librarians in Kermanshah Province consider communication and service-
oriented skills as the core of their profession, while technological and managerial competencies receive less
attention. Given the rapid transformations in the information and technology fields, librarians need to maintain
traditional skills while also prioritizing the updating of their digital and managerial capabilities. Library
administrators can take practical steps toward enhancing librarians’ professional competencies through targeted
training programs. Based on the research results, the following recommendations are proposed:

1. Since interpersonal communication and customer service skills ranked first in priority, it is recommended
to organize practical workshops focusing on negotiation techniques, conflict management, and effective user
communication strategies.

2. Findings revealed that technological skills such as coding/programming and website design received the
lowest priority, while search competencies and digital preservation were valued. Therefore, we recommend
implementing targeted advanced digital literacy programs covering database management and cybersecurity to
reduce skill gaps in this domain.

3. Despite the low ranking of leadership and project management skills, given the importance of Teamwork,
we suggest offering library management courses, strategic planning, and data-driven decision-making programs
for experienced librarians (5-10 years of service).

4. Considering staff educational backgrounds, we recommend implementing tiered training programs
(beginner, intermediate, advanced) tailored to academic qualifications (LIS/non-LIS degrees). Additionally,
establishing an e-learning platform with specialized content could facilitate training access for librarians across
different regions.

This comprehensive approach will help bridge existing skill gaps while maintaining the service excellence
that characterizes Iran’s public library system. The recommendations balance immediate service needs with
long-term professional development requirements in our evolving information landscape.
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