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Materials Challenges: Key Library 
Policies to Review and Revise   
Policies play an important role in supporting the operations of a public library. While some policies, such 
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be posted or available to those who must follow them, alleged violators must be advised of the policy 
infringed, violators must be able to appeal decisions and/or punishment
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•
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             danger of the item? (For example- a limit involving “the library of things” items such as expensive  
             cameras or equipment, or items that can cause physical injury such as power tools is  
             reasonable.) A limit involving content or subject matter is not recommended. However, a library’s  
             establishment status as well as state laws on exposing minors to obscene and/or pornographic  
             content could impact a library’s civil or criminal liability if a patron lodges a criminal complaint  
             because of a challenged item.

          • Check your state laws on pornography or obscenity. Do they protect library staff and/or  
             schoolteachers from prosecution under distributing obscene/sexual content/pornography to  
             minors? Many states do exempt library staff and teachers if the distribution or exposure to the  
             content was in the course of employment (i.e., doing their job). Consult your attorney on how the  
             presence or absence of these exemptions in your state may affect your circulation policies.

•	 Security Policies

          • Incident reporting policies - Review the current policy and/or procedure for reporting and tracking  
             incidents requiring staff intervention, law enforcement assistance, or security staff assistance.  
             This may also be a good time to talk  to local law enforcement about the best way to manage  
             unruly patrons and what library staff can expect if law enforcement is called. 

•	 Public Meeting Policies

          • If a library is a government or “public” entity:

.             Public Comment Policy - Each state’s Open Meetings Act, or Sunshine Act should provide  
             guidance on the ability of a public body to limit or regulate public comment. Libraries should  
             consult their attorneys and ensure that their public meeting policies and/ or the board bylaws  
             take full advantage of the tools provided by the state to manage public comment  (such as limiting         
             the amount of time each person speaks or requiring groups to speak through one representative)  
             while still complying with applicable laws.

.             Efforts or policies that restrict speech in public comment (such as “Civility policies,” or “no  
             profanity” policies should be thoroughly reviewed by the library’s attorney. As a general rule,  
             Boards should regulate behavior – not speech in a public meeting.
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.             Recording of public meetings - Generally permitted, but requirements could vary across different  
             states. Check with the library’s attorney, or the applicable law.

          • Documenting meeting minutes and recording policies - Requirements could vary according to state.  
             Consult the library’s attorney or applicable laws for requirements surrounding public recording of  
             meetings and any meeting minutes that must be taken.

          • Minutes Policy - Review what  (if any) minutes must be taken at a public meeting, as well as when  
             and how those minutes should be approved and posted.

             Municipal Research and Services Center (MRSC) tips on managing dif�cult public meetings.    
             (NOTE: This article references Washington State law. There are useful general suggestions,  
             but libraries should consult their attorneys before adopting policy changes that affect public  
             comment, attendance, and speech at public meetings): 

          • .If a library is a non-pro�t or private corporation, they may have more ability to regulate public  
             comment and/or attendance in meetings. However, because laws can widely differ with regards to  
             library standing and public status, a library should consult their attorney to determine appropriate  
             policies for public attendance or comment.

•	 Board Policies (Bylaws)

          • Board Behavior Policy (including public of�cial behavior laws) - What constitutes inappropriate or  
             unacceptable behavior of a board member- particularly with regards to communication with library  
             staff.

          • Board Removal Policy/Process - How can board members be removed from the board? What is the  
             process? 
 
          • Board Communication Policy - Bylaws should include a policy describing limitations on the issues   
             or information a board member can discuss or release outside of a meeting.  
 
          • Board Ethics Policy (also at municipal level) - Review whether there are any state or local  
             requirements for a board member to act in  the best interests of the institution. Also, if there  
             is an ethics policy/law/ordinance that would require a board member to uphold the stated mission  
             and beliefs of the institution or municipality, rather than their own ideology or beliefs. 
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General Resources:

ALA Frontline Advocacy Toolkit  
ALA Frontline Advocacy for School Libraries Toolkit 

Everyone who works at a library can be an advocate. The Frontline Advocacy Toolkit provides practical tools 
to help frontline library staff identify
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