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Cross Staffing at FSU Libraries: Using Innovation to Overcome 

Financial Obstacles 

 

Inspiration can be found in a variety of ways such as technology, conferences, and other 

academic settings. However, sometimes, something as unusual as budget cuts can inspire an 

innovative, new program. Like many other university libraries, Florida State University (FSU) 

Libraries faced a budget decrease, but, still insisted on maintaining a consistent level of service 

for all of our patrons. This inspired staff to think outside of the box and to develop a cross-

staffing service model that provides outstanding customer service, establishes an accurate 

referral system and facilitates the professional development of staff by creating a better 

understanding of other departments’ policies and procedures.  

 

Background 

 

 FSU has several libraries that serve the diverse needs of the students, faculty, and staff 

communities at our institution. Strozier Library, the main campus library, operates twenty-four 

hours a day, five days a week during the fall and spring semesters, with reduced hours during 

the weekends. Within Strozier Library, two separate departments provide circulation and 

reference services. The Learning Commons operates  the service desk on the main floor that 

primarily serves the needs of undergraduate students and the Scholars Commons’ service desk 

tailors services to the needs of graduate students and faculty. Dirac Library, named after Nobel 

Prize winner Paul Dirac, on the west side of campus focuses on the science and STEM 

communities. The College of Engineering library is a joint effort between Florida Agricultural and 

Mechanical University (FAMU) and Florida State University and is located off-campus at 

Innovation Park; it provides services to the engineering students of both universities. All four 

library service points provide a full range of services, such as circulation, reserves, media and 

reference. These service points function on a hybrid peer model where student workers, 

alongside staff members, are the primary workers at the desks with librarians performing the 

crucial consultation role.  

 

The Charge 

 

Staffing service points can be a daunting task, especially with vacations or extended absences 

when there are budgetary constraints that eliminate the possibility of bringing in extra help. 

Concurrently, it is difficult to provide staff training or outside assistance for creating new 

programs. In the summer of 2012 our Associate Dean for Public Services issued a call for 

volunteers to help address the problems exacerbated by the educational budgetary climate and 

general economic downturn. The FSU Libraries needed a new, consistent customer service 

program, which did more with less, to ensure student success across the service points at 

Dirac, Engineering, and Strozier libraries. The innovative response to this challenge was the 

creation of a staff-led cross staffing program where public services members worked at each 

other’s libraries with the following goals:   

 

● Increase awareness of services and  



● processes in other departments   

● Improve quality of referrals   

● Increase staffing flexibility  

 

There were a number of challenges to getting this program started, but, the rewards for staffing 

and for the organization as a whole were substantial. Staff members would be able to provide 

insightful synopses of the unique services offered at other libraries while enhancing their 

knowledge of other student and faculty communities helped by the libraries. A cross staffing 

model would enable service point coordinators to find replacements from a deeper pool of 

library employees. 

 

The Plan 

 

Achieving a cross-staffing program, inclusive of four different departments and three separate 

libraries, required a substantial amount of planning and participation from everyone. The 

summer of 2012 was used to structure the program and provide training in the various service 

points. The areas that required the most planning and preparation were creating the program 

structure, creating divisions of responsibilities so everyone participated, and devising a uniform 

set of guidelines and customer service standards. 

 

 The first stages of the program were to identify who would participate and how to structure the 

program so it would last through evolutions and changes in the departments. It was quickly 

decided that to get buy-in, participation and ownership, every staff member of public services 

had to be involved and help shape the program. This led to dividing the large group into three 

task forces: the Service Expectations Task Force, the Training Task Force, and the Scheduling 

Task Force. One of the members chaired each task force and all service desk staff joined one 

or more of the task forces. The task force chairs worked together and reported to the Public 

Services Associate Dean on their group's’ progress. In this manner, every staff member had an 

active role and say in the shaping of this multi-faceted program and in addressing the mission.  

 

Standardizing customer service expectations and gaining staff buy-in were two of the primary 

challenges of this project. The Services Expectation Task Force worked to bridge the gap 

between service points with varying staffing models, serving different populations, and, in 

general, having different unique characteristics. This group produced a Service Expectation 

document that laid out the general guidelines, customer service expectations, and 

communication methods for anyone working at service points different from their own.  

 

The next challenge was determining how to train staff in the processes and procedures of four 

different service points. The challenge was made more difficult by staff members that were 

accustomed to how “things were done” in their respective departments as well as by the need to 

find the time to train in the various service points. It was an expectation that everyone would 

train in all service points, whether or not they were assigned to work in these points in the 

upcoming fall semester. The Service Expectations document assisted in overcoming the internal 

focus of the staff and having everyone participate in the process. The plan was that each staff 



member would train for several hours at each of the four service points followed by a period of 

shadowing other staff to understand the flow of each specific workstation. As part of the training, 

staff followed a detailed training checklist that covered areas such as: circulation, reference, 

technology, equipment support, and a tour of the spaces. Feedback was encouraged 

throughout the training process and later helped train new staff members in future semesters.  

 

The next task was for the Scheduling Task Force to assess the staffing needs of the four 

individual service points. Staff that currently or previously had scheduling experience were 

asked to join this group. One difficulty this group faced was determining the appropriate 

contributions from each member and balancing larger departments with smaller departments 

that did not have supplementary staff hours to contribute to service points other than their own. 

It was determined that the participants would participate in coverage for four hours a week at 

two external service points. Employees who were new to FSU Libraries were asked to learn 

their service points for a full semester before participating in the cross staffing program. 

Communication methods and guidelines were also established to assist staff needing to get 

coverage for departments requiring additional staffing during critical times. 

 

Issues 

 

It was anticipated that there would be several challenges in getting this new program 

established. One significant challenge still being addressed is determining the correct balance 

of contributed hours from each department and each member. Some areas have very few staff 

members in their department and may have difficulty finding people to contribute to the cross-

staffing initiative. Furthermore, scheduling staff for service points is a small portion of the overall 

job function of certain employees. Another challenge in getting the program started was finding 

the time to train everyone as each person must be adequately trained on each of the service 

points included in the program.  

 

Final Thoughts 

 

In its current state, the cross-staffing program has been operational for two years and has 

evolved several times. As expected with organizational changes, the needs and functions of the 

program changed and adapted. In a few other ways the changes were unexpected, but, happily 

embraced nonetheless.  

 

Challenges that reshaped the program included the contributed number of hours from each staff 

member and the level of staffing flexibility the program provided as a whole. The number of 

service points and number of hours contributed changed a few times to reflect the workload of 

some of the busier parts of the year. In the current version, staff serve at one additional service 

point for a two hour shift each week. As a whole, the staffing flexibility of the program fell below 

our expectations. It can be difficult to cover for cross-staffers who call in sick on short notice, but 

easy to manage absences scheduled ahead of time.  

 



Positive changes that we noticed were the leadership impact on the task force members as well 

as the growth of the program to include outside programs. It has been a positive experience for 

the staff and many of them provided insightful feedback regarding the knowledge and expertise 

they have gained. Furthermore, other participants have had the opportunity to chair committees 

and be active in larger projects as a result of the involvement in cross staffing. Another positive 

side effect was the inclusion of other departments and projects. At one point, many of those 

involved in virtual reference joined the program as well as several members from the Collections 

Access Department. In the most recent training sessions, there have been presentations from 

our Interlibrary Loan and UBorrow Departments featuring the important services that they 

provide. Overall, there has been a positive response to the program from leadership as well as 

from the staff that have participated in the project. Furthermore, the supervisors of the various 

departments have remarked on the positive effect the cross-staffing program has had on 

breaking down barriers to communication and establishing effective working relationships. 
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