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For nearly 150 years, Chicago Public Library (CPL) 

has been at the heart of Chicago. A place of wonder, 

exploration and community, CPL welcomes more than 

9 million people every year and is among the largest 

public library systems in the world. 

With an annual budget of $130 million, 81 branch locations in nearly 
every Chicago community, three regional hubs, as well as the 750,000 
square foot Harold Washington Library Center in downtown Chicago 
where Special Collections and Preservation is located, CPL has always 
been a national leader in the public library space. Additionally, CPL is 
home to the Harsh Collection, the largest African American history 
and literature collection in the Midwest with a strong focus on Chicago 
drawing scholars, authors and off all ages to research the African 
American experience in Chicago.

A Clear Priority for Chicago 

Libraries have been at the forefront of Mayor Lori Lightfoot’s 
administration since she took office. The Mayor values libraries as an 
essential part of the revitalization of neighborhoods. She envisions 
CPL deeply engaged in the communities of Chicago with close and 
meaningful relationships between residents and their libraries.

ABOUT CHICAGO PUBLIC LIBRARY

For Chicago to thrive, we need all of our residents—
especially our young people—connected to rich, 
engaging and safe environments where they can be 
empowered to explore their passions and develop 
their talent,” said Mayor Lightfoot. “Our libraries 
are critical to helping us achieve that vision.”

Learn More: 

www.chipublib.org
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https://www.facebook.com/chipublib/
https://www.instagram.com/chicagopubliclibrary/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCE8pQ7ZYzs_Aq_fa0mweJGw
https://twitter.com/chipublib


ABOUT CHICAGO PUBLIC LIBRARY

In Chicago, public libraries are integral to the fabric of a thriving and dynamic community and play a critical 
role in neighborhood revitalization and health. They are more than simply repositories of books, but rather 
gathering spaces for community, communion, healing, learning and refuge. Public libraries are engines of 
social capital built through trusting and authentic relationships with the communities in which they sit. 

Accessible and open to everyone, public libraries are the embodiment of equity and inclusion, serving every 
resident and reflecting the inherent and rich diversity of a community. They are radically unlike almost any 
other community asset, serving as an anchor for democracy itself at the hyper-local level. These attributes 
are essential now more than ever in this current moment as communities seek bold change in the face of 
historical race-based inequities in policies, practices and outcomes.

This is a remarkable and humbling time in the city of Chicago. The world is navigating a pandemic that 
has dramatically altered the economic and social landscapes of cities, including Chicago. What remains 
constant is that the innovative programs, historic collections and services CPL provides for relevant, non-
biased information are more essential than ever to help foster equity, inclusion and healing in Chicago. 
Symbolically, the library is a beacon of hope. 
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A Resource for All

CPL provides free access to a rich collection of materials, both physical and digital, and presents the highest 
quality author discussions, exhibits and programs for children, teens and adults. The vision is to be a city 
where people are equipped, engaged and inspired to learn and explore, and rely on CPL as a trusted source 
of information, enrichment and opportunity. Whether a scholar, a young parent, a teenager, a toddler or a 
senior — Chicago Public Library is there to ensure that all Chicagoans can engage in lifelong learning.

Just as CPL has adapted over a century and a half to effectively connect Chicagoans with materials, it has 
also responded to community needs with innovative and dynamic programs and services for children, youth 
and adults, including highly regarded and replicated programs such as:

• Summer Learning Challenge – An eight-week program that encourages children to read, attend 
programs, play, design and create. 

• YOUmedia – YOUmedia is an innovative, 21st century teen learning space. Housed at the Harold 
Washington Library Center and 25 neighborhood locations, YOUmedia connects young adults, 
books, media, mentors and institutions throughout Chicago in a dynamic space designed to inspire 
collaboration and creativity.

• Maker Labs – Chicago’s free and publicly accessible maker spaces, CPL Maker Labs provide 
introductory workshops and open shop for personal projects and collaboration. 

• One Book, One Chicago – One Book, One Chicago is as an opportunity to engage and enlighten 
residents and to foster a sense of community through reading. 

• Teacher in the Library – The Teacher in the Library program provides homework help at CPL 
locations. Teachers and homework helpers assist children with schoolwork, finding the most 
appropriate learning strategies for them, and help parents develop ways to further their child’s 
education.

• Live From The Library – A new virtual story time, reaching over 22 million viewers that supports 
children, families and caregivers and features authors, civic leaders and artists with ties to Chicago 
such as Oprah Winfrey and Barack and Michelle Obama.

• Early Learning Play Spaces and Programming - CPL has created dynamic, early learning labs in 40 
branches filled with books, toys, and games specifically designed to support early language and social 
skill development. Robust early learning programs, including bi-lingual play groups and resources for 
parents and caregiver, bookend the spaces

To ensure library services are more equitable and accessible for all Chicagoans, Mayor Lightfoot and CPL 
announced the plan to expand Sunday hours for CPL branches. The Sunday hours expansion at CPL 
builds on a series of efforts made by the Lightfoot administration to increase access to resources across 
the city such as establishing mobile city halls, banning water shut-offs and expanding the Neighborhood 
Opportunity Fund.

ABOUT CHICAGO PUBLIC LIBRARY
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ABOUT CHICAGO PUBLIC LIBRARY

In addition, Chicago became 
the largest city in the country to 
eliminate public library overdue fines 
on all CPL-owned items currently in 
circulation, removing unfair barriers 
to basic library access, especially 
for youth and low-income patrons. 
These new policies are the latest in a 
series of efforts by Mayor Lightfoot 
to eliminate regressive fines and 
fees policies that have historically 
prevented too many Chicagoans 
from contributing to the local 
economy and replace them with 
new policies to promote economic 
inclusion for all of Chicago’s 
communities.

CPL has received widespread 
recognition, including: 

• Social Innovator Award from
Chicago Innovation Awards;

• A National Medal for Library
Services from the Institute for
Museum and Library Services;

• The first-ever winner of the
National Summer Learning
Association’s Founder’s Award in recognition of its Summer Learning Challenge; and

• Ranked #1 in the U.S. and third in the world by an international study of major urban libraries
conducted by the Heinrich Heine University Dusseldorf in Germany.

The Chicago Public Library Foundation

The Chicago Public Library Foundation supports collection development, programs and technology 
initiatives that connect library users to their community and to the world and ensure that all Chicagoans 
have the freedom to read, to learn and to discover at the Chicago Public Library.

Created in 1986 by visionary civic leaders who shared a conviction that private resources are essential 
to keeping CPL truly world-class, the Foundation is an independent, nonprofit organization. Through the 
generous support of civic-minded individuals, corporations and foundations, the Foundation provides 
support for CPL’s signature programs.
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THE OPPORTUNITY

This is a unique moment to shape and drive the path 

and future impact of the Chicago Public Library. 

Mayor Lori Lightfoot is seeking a Commissioner to be the leader and 
visionary for the next generation of CPL and to impact the public 
library space globally. Chicago Public Library’s 2020-2024 Strategy 
lays out a vision for the future that is more important now than 
ever. The Commissioner will play a critical leadership role in meeting 
the strategic goals required to drive further impact to the Chicago 
community and beyond.

The Commissioner should have a strong and demonstrable vision 
for a public library system that embodies each of the Lightfoot 
Administration’s core values: transparency, diversity, inclusion, equity, 
accountability and transformation. 
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https://d4804za1f1gw.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2020/08/07114517/Chicago-Public-Library-2020-2024-Strategy.pdf


THE OPPORTUNITY
Key responsibilities of the Commissioner include, among others: 

Strategy and Vision:

• Ensure the continued position of CPL as a 
leading library system regionally, national and 
internationally.

• Serve as a creative thought leader and provide 
innovative leadership to grow and guide CPL’s 
relevance and impact in its next chapter.

• Lead the Board and staff in identifying and 
implementing strategic initiatives that expand 
CPL’s capacity to meet more present and future 
community needs.

• Facilitate ongoing conversations and develop 
organizational steps toward a continued 
commitment to equity and diversity in all areas 
of operations, including staffing, collections 
and programming.

Leadership:

• Provide ultimate leadership for all aspects of
operations of a major, complex library system.

• Ensure that long-range plans are in place and
that resources are efficiently deployed to meet
CPL’s mission.

• Work with staff to ensure the quality, scope
and suitability of programs and activities reflect
the vision and focus of CPL.

• Foster collegial servant leadership style
leadership and positive partner relationships
among the CPL executive team, staff, Board
and other key stakeholders.
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Board & Stakeholder Relations:

• Facilitate governance best practices through
effective communication and collaboration
with the Board.

• Advise, consult and confer with the CPL Board,
Chicago Public Library Foundation, other
libraries, professionals, officials (at State and
local levels), citizens and community groups.

• Identify opportunities and work collaboratively
across all City departments and sister agencies
to advance Administration priorities and
initiatives.

Ambassadorship: 

• Serve as the leading voice and external face of
the CPL.

• Represent CPL to advance the library system
and build effective partnerships with those
whom the libraries can assist and with those
who can assist and support the libraries,
including existing and potential new funding
sources.

• Serve as an active partner to the Chicago Public
Library Foundation in their efforts to raise
resources for CPL signature programs.

THE OPPORTUNITY
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The ideal leader will have the following professional and personal 
qualities, skills, and characteristics: 

An Innovative & Strategic Thinker

The Commissioner is a strategic, savvy and influential leader who is able 
to develop and articulate an innovative vision for the next chapter of 
a complex, iconic library system. This inspirational leader is capable of 
implementing a recently completed strategic plan to reach its ambitious 
goals. This leader can work closely with a wide variety of constituents to 
develop and deliver a strategic plan’s implementation and evaluation. 
The Commissioner actively and strategically seeks out partnerships and 
builds coalitions to advance the mission and strategic priorities. The 
Commissioner will naturally inspire the staff, Board, constituents and 
broader communities to see where CPL could, and should, be going to 
push the library system forward in a collaborative manner to create 
inclusive communities, enrich neighborhoods, and improve quality of 
life for the whole city. An innovative leader, the successful candidate will 
offer creative ideas to adapt and diversity CPL’s offerings, programs and 
partnerships to address the changing needs of the community, while 
continuing to honor CPL’s deep and rich history. This leader is smart 
and nimble, recognizing the uniqueness of CPL’s position in Chicago and 
the broader landscape nationally and globally, proactively seeking out 
opportunities to increase its reputation and impact.

An Ambassador

An inspirational leader and bridgebuilder, the Commissioner will 
passionately convey CPL’s vision, strategy, successes and opportunities 
with intensity both within the organization and to its many external 
stakeholders and be a natural ‘ambassador’ for the library system. 
This leader is humble, has strong ‘people skills’ and outstanding 
communication abilities. The Commissioner exemplifies leadership and 
inspires trust and confidence across a diverse range of stakeholders. 
Serving as an active partner to the Chicago Public Library Foundation in 
their efforts to raise resources, this leader can enthusiastically convey 
the importance of CPL’s work to existing and potential new funding 
sources including major donors, foundations and other sources. As the 
lead external voice of the organization, the Commissioner will bring an 
inspirational approach to building collaboration and buy-in and generating 
support for the library system, continually innovating to help expand its 
brand and visibility.

CANDIDATE PROFILE
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CANDIDATE PROFILE

A Collaborative & Relationship Building Leader

The Commissioner will have the ability lead through influence to inspire 
staff, Board and the communities CPL serves to achieve new heights 
for the library system. This leader will have an inspirational approach 
to building a culture of collaboration, trust and buy-in and generating 
support from a variety of stakeholders. The ideal candidate possesses the 
ability to properly balance collaboration and decisiveness, understanding 
where input is needed and then driving effectively and efficiently toward 
execution. This Commissioner is a strong leader, adept in managing 
change and able to lead with strength and inspiration through these trying 
times. The Commissioner is an excellent communicator and collaborator 
who is skilled at listening to, and learning from, all of its constituents. An 
engaging and supportive leader, the Commissioner will have a track record 
of motivating and inspiring others to achieve impact through creativity, 
teamwork and by leveraging individual strengths to inspire confidence and 
bring people together to achieve a common goal. 

A Skilled Leader

The Commissioner will have the ability to manage a large and complex 
library system. This leader will bring experience building and leading 
diverse, high-performing teams of the highest degree of professionalism 
and guiding team members’ growth and development. This leader will 
have an abiding commitment to building a diverse and inclusive team 
environment, one that is able to establish priorities, goals and timelines 
to achieve quantifiable and qualitative outcomes. The Commissioner 
will steward relationships with labor unions, representing the Chicago 
Public Library workforce. This leader will understand and implement 
best nonprofit management practices and planning, including 
compelling communication messages and effective marketing strategies, 
management succession, and most importantly, ensuring that overall 
day-to-day operations are aligned with strategic goals. The Commissioner 
has keen analytic, organizational and problem-solving skills which support 
and enable sound decision-making and empower others to contribute to 
the overall success of the institution. The Commissioner is entrepreneurial 
when thinking about how to best engage CPL and the Chicago community 
by utilizing technology and digital platforms. It is imperative that this 
leader will be capable of leveraging technology to advance CPL’s mission 
and articulate its value proposition to a wide range of constituents. 
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Passion for the Mission

Fully embracing the mission of CPL and Mayor Lightfoot’s administration, 
the Commissioner will be a bold thinker, curious by nature and have an 
unwavering commitment to achieve the goals of the library system. This 
leader will bring expertise around promoting diversity on numerous 
levels as part of the work of CPL and will promote inclusion to represent 
the population of Chicago. The Commissioner will champion diversity, 
equity and inclusion as the north star of the administration and will have a 
thoughtful, empathetic approach to DEI both internally and externally. A 
strong library advocate and enthusiast, the Commissioner will have 
a consistent focus on the future and how to best adapt and grow CPL. 
This leader will be driven by the legacy of CPL, and by the opportunity to 
expand its impact in the local community and beyond. It is imperative that 
the Commissioner leads by example and always stays true to the values of 
CPL and Mayor Lightfoot’s administration. Moreover, the ideal candidate 
is an individual of unquestioned integrity, ethics and values; someone who 
can be trusted without reservation.

Experience with leadership in a public library or other 

public, nonprofit or cultural arts institution is helpful but 

not required. Similarly, an advanced degree in Library, 

Information Science is helpful but not required.
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Koya has been exclusively retained for this engagement. Alison 
Ranney, Beth Schaefer and Alison Salisbury are leading this search. 
To make recommendations or to express your interest in this role 
please email cpl@koyapartners.com. All nominations, inquiries, and 
discussions will be considered strictly confidential.

Chicago Public Library is an equal opportunity employer and strongly 
encourages applications from people of color, persons with disabilities, 
women, and LGBTQ+, and other underrepresented applicants.

CONTACT

About Koya Leadership Partners

Koya Leadership Partners, a member of the Diversified Search Group, is a leading executive search 
and strategic advising firm dedicated to connecting exceptionally talented people with mission-driven 
clients. Our founding philosophy—The Right Person in the Right Place Can Change the World—
guides our work as we partner with nonprofits & NGOs, institutions of higher education, responsible 
businesses, and social enterprises in local communities and around the world. 

Koya is an equal opportunity employer fully committed to creating an environment and team that 
represents a variety of backgrounds, perspectives, styles, and experiences. We encourage all to apply 
because we believe a diversity of voices leads to better discussions, decisions, and outcomes for 
everyone.

For more information about Koya Leadership Partners, visit www.koyapartners.com.
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