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Should You Do More With Less? NO!  
By Judith A. Siess  

In these trying financial times, many libraries are being asked to do more with less or at least do the same with less. 
What should we say to those who ask this of us?  

First, find out if everyone else in the organization has been asked to do the same. If the answer is yes, then perhaps you 
will have to comply. However, in all likelihood, not everyone has been asked to cut back or work more. The library is 
often one of the first places that administrators try to save money. After all, most of them aren’t library users, so it can’t 
possibly be that necessary. (In reality, they probably do use the library, but indirectly, through those who report to 
them.)  

If the library is the only or one of the only departments to face cuts, you have to be firm with management about 
money. Do not, repeat do not, accept budget cuts without explaining to management the consequences of the cut. It is 
really very simple: no money, no service. Former dean of the Indiana University library school Herbert S. White said, 
“absorption, without impact, is a self-indictment for yourself and for your staff. If cuts are made and nothing happens, 
then indeed you were overstaffed” [or had too much money]. He continues, “attempting to do more with the same staff, 
or as much with fewer people, or, more absurdly, more with less…is the great shell game” and harms not only you but 
all librarians.1 If you do give in, you can be assured that the next time the administration needs to cut they will come 
right back to the library.  

Another reason we are asked to do more with less is that often we are not seen as professionals on a par with lawyers, 
doctors, accountants, and scientists. Because our work is not as important as theirs, they think, we don’t need the same 
level of resources to perform our jobs. You also owe it to the library profession to stand firm.  

Some librarians attempt to cope with cuts in staff by working more hours, that is, overtime. No librarian should work 
overtime on a regular basis—never! That’s not to say that you shouldn’t put in extra hours when there is a crunch on or 
when you want to finish a particular project. But to regularly work overtime is to give your employer a gift of your 
time. Once he (or she) gets used to free labor, it is very unlikely that you will get your funding for staff restored. After 
all, why should he (or she) pay for something you’ve been providing for free? The only exception is if you are getting 
paid for your overtime and even then you should limit your hours so you don’t burn out.  

If you’ve decided to cut some services, make sure that they are services that will be noticed, that will “hurt” someone. 
Cutting back office services will hurt no one except the already-overworked librarian. For example, if your budget’s 
been cut by $10,000, find services that add up to that figure and are relatively heavily used and cut them. When your 
users complain, direct them to the administrator that cut your budget. He or she is much more likely to respond to their 
complaints than to yours. White also said, “in the absence of money, there is always money. If it is worth doing, 
someone will find money to do it.”2 

All of the above require you to say no, yet saying no is very difficult for most librarians. We all want to help people—
that was a major reason we chose this profession. We are afraid that if we say no to a client, he or she will not like us 
and we want to be liked. Another reason we have trouble saying no is that we simply do not know how to say no or 
haven’t the time to think of a better answer. You may think that you can’t say no to your boss, but there are very few 
situations in which a no response will cause your boss to fire you. Bosses are notorious for asking us to do things that 
we should not do, either because they do not want to do the task themselves or because they think you will say yes 
because you are afraid not to. Perhaps you think that if you say no you will not be seen as a team player. Working as a 
team is important, but getting your own work done is more important. Ultimately you are judged on your own work.  

How should you say no? Not knowing how to refuse a request frequently is a problem for librarians. Saying no firmly 
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and gracefully is an art you can learn. There are several kinds of no according to an article in Arthritis Today.3 The 
sweet-talk no: sugarcoat it, but say no nevertheless. The bait-and-switch no: suggest something else in its place, but 
still say no. The to-the-point no: just say no. The explanatory no: give a reason—a reason, not an excuse—then say no. 
And finally, the silent no: the one you say to yourself. “It’s always smart to say ‘no’ when it allows you to say ‘yes’ to 
something you really want to do.”4 Note that the ultimate result of each of these statements is no. No matter how you 
say it, be sure your message comes through loud and clear. Now you know what to do the next time you’re asked to do 
more with less—just say NO!  
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