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Publication Activity among 

Acade~nic Librarians 
A study of the publication output of librarians at ten large universi­
ty libraries was undertaken in order to suggest norms of productivity 
for the profession. Publications lists were obtained for the sample 
libraries along with biographical data for publishing librarians. Re­
lationships between productivity and age, professional maturity, edu­
cational background, and position held were investigated. Favored 
publication outlets also were examined, and measures were taken of 
both individual and staff productivity. The data thus obtained are 
related to administrative policies concerning evaluaUve criteria for li­
brar·ians, tenure eligibility periods, and apportionment of staff time. 

DURING THE . PRESENT PERIOD of eco­
nomic retrenchment in higher educa­
tion, the operations of academic 
libraries and the contributions of librar­
ians to the educational enterprise are 
being scrutinized carefully by parent 
institutions. Acquisitions and personnel 
budgets are declining, and librarians are 
likely to be measured against higher 
standards of performance now than 
they were in the expansive decade of 
the sixties. It is particularly important, 
therefore, that clear and reasonable cri­
teria are available for the evaluation of 
librarians in all the areas of accomplish­
ment traditionally regarded as indexes 
of academic excellence. Research and 
publication activity is certainly one of 
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the most important of such indexes. It 
is the purpose of this paper to provide 
some norms of publishing productivity 
for librarians. The approach is purely 
quantitative; no attempt is made to ad­
dress the question of qualitative stan­
dards. 

The publishing output of a sample 
of university librarians is surveyed over 
a five-year period. Relationships be­
tween productivity and age, profession­
al maturity, educational background, 
and position held are examined. Particu­
lar attention is given to the contribution 
of young professionals who, at institu­
tions where faculty status has been 
secured, are now likely to face more 
stringent tenure criteria than have their 
older colleagues in the past. Estimates 
of the proportion of actively publish­
ing librarians in the total population 
also are obtained, and an effort is made 
to categorize librarians' publications. 

METHODOLOGY 

The original intention of the study 
was to survey the publication output of 
librarians at the very largest academic 
libraries on the assumption that such in-
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stitutions would have high evaluative 
criteria for teaching faculty and that 
these criteria might influence the stan­
dards set for librarians. Librarians at 
such schools presumably also have the 
most bountiful research resources at 
their disposal and work daily in an at­
mosphere in which publication is highly 
valued as an indicator of worth. Their 
research output might, therefore, be 
used as a norm against which to measure 
others in the profession. 

Lists of publications of librarians at 
as many of the fifteen largest members 
of the Association of Research Librar­
ies as possible were gathered from pub­
lished sources. University bibliographies 
of faculty publications and library di­
rectors' annual reports listing staff pub­
lications were consulted. In one case, a 
list was compiled from an in-house pub­
lication which announces librarians' 
research and professional accomplish­
ments as a regular feature. Letters 
requesting unpublished lists of publica­
tions were sent to directors of libraries 
for which published lists were unavail­
able. The response to these requests, 
with a few notable exceptions, was 
poor. Many libraries apparently do not 
maintain composite publication lists for 
the staff as a whole, but simply record 
individual accomplishments in person­
nel folders. 

The sample was, consequently, ex­
panded to include slightly smaller ARL 
libraries for which published data were 
available. The final group consists of 
ten public and private academic re­
search libraries. Librarians at four of 
these have faculty status. At one insti­
tution they have had academic status 
since 1972. The period surveyed for 
most librarians was the five years begin­
ning with the academic year 1969-70 (or 
the calendar year 1970, if calendar years 
were the unit of record) and ending 
with the academic year 1973-7 4, or the 
calendar year 1974. No attempt was 

made to gather data for later years on 
the assumption that the lag time for 
compiling of publication lists by sample 
institutions would be likely to be one to 
two years. For one institution, data were 
gathered which covered the first three 
years of the survey period, and data for 
the remaining two years were subse­
quently found to be unavailable. For 
this library, data for the two earlier 
years are included instead. 

Organization charts also were ob­
tained wherever possible to establish the 
publishing librarian's position in the 
administrative hierarchy. Those who 
have the title director or its equivalent, 
assistant or associate director, or division 
head were classed as administrators. 

A second category consisted of depart­
ment heads and branch librarians, and 
a third was made up of subject or tech­
nical specialists. Included in this group 
were specialized bibliographers, collec­
tion curators, personnel officers, audio­
visual specialists, automation personnel, 
and other technical experts. Almost all 
the bibliographers so classed have a 
higher degree in their field of specializa­
tion. In a few isolated cases, however, 
librarians holding no such degree but 
working as bibliographers in fields tra­
ditionally acknowledged as specialists' 
fields (such as Latin American studies) 
also were designated as subject special­
ists. 

The last category comprises the large 
group of librarians who may be de­
scribed as generalists working in super­
vised positions. These include, for 
example, reference librarians, acquisi­
tions librarians, catalogers, and branch 
library assistants. 

Once the publication lists were ob­
tained, biographical information on 
publishing librarians was gathered. The 
Biographical Dir.ectory of Librarians in 
the United States and Canada was con­
sulted and supplemented with other 
relevant biographical sources. Where 



biographical data could not be found 
by indirect means, librarians were sent 
a short questionnaire asking them to 
provide their year of birth, the first year 
worked as a professional librarian, their 
earned degrees, and positions held (in­
dicating supervisory responsibility) dur­
ing the survey period. The response to 
these questionnaires was gratifying. Bio­
graphical information is incomplete for 
only about 5 percent of the sample pop­
ulation. 

FINDINGS 

With this information in hand, vari­
ous tabulations were made. For each 
publication the following were noted: 
( 1) the age of the librarian in the year 
of publication; ( 2) the number of 
years the author had been in the profes­
sion at that time; ( 3) the higher degrees 
earned by the author; ( 4) the position 
held by the author at the time of pub­
lication. Distributions in all of these 
categories are presented in the tables 
which follow. Data from several studies 
of the characteristics of academic li­
brarians are used in order to compare 
the distributions of publishing librar­
ians with the distributions of librarians 
in the profession as a whole. 

Schiller1 has compiled information 
on age, years in the profession, and de­
grees held by academic librarians which 
are presented for comparison purposes 
in Tables 1 and 2. Data on years in the 
profession. also are taken from Mass­
man,2 from an unpublished salary 
study by Chapin,3 and from a salary 
survey sponsored by the Council on Li­
brary Resources and compiled by 
Cameron and Heim.4 The latter two 
studies are perhaps the most reliable 
yardsticks since they are obtained for 
universities more comparable in size and 
type to the sample universities. Cameron 
and Heim distributions also are present­
ed in Table 2 for positions held by aca­
demic librarians. 5 
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Age of the Librarian 

Using Schiller's distribution as a mea­
sure, it can be seen that age is not a 
strong determinant of publication pro­
ductivity (see Table 1). Young librar­
ians between the ages of twenty-five and 
twenty-nine do seem to publish in lower 
proportion to their numbers (i.e., they 
produce 7 percent of the contributions 
at sample universities, while it is likely 
that they make up something like 12 
percent of the staffs of these libraries). 
The most productive librarians appear 
to be between the ages of forty and 
forty-four, and output does not drop 
off with increasing age. 

Librarians at the sample universities 
who 'vould be sure to be in the tenure 
eligibility range at institutions where 
librarians have faculty status (i.e., those 
between the ages of twenty-five and 
twenty-nine) are somewhat less likely, 
then, to have publications to their cred­
it than are their older colleagues. Since 
so many individuals enter the profes­
sion late in life, 6 librarians without 
tenure are likely to be in all but the 
oldest age groups. Productivity in the 
tenure eligibility years is more easily ex­
amined by considering years of profes­
sional experience in relation to publica­
tion. 

Professional Maturity 

Professional maturity is, in fact, a 
more potent predictor of publication 
output than age (see Table 2). Esti­
mates of academic librarians having five 
or fewer years of experience show that 
a large number of professionals fall in 
these categories. At Massman's survey 
schools, 45.5 percent of the library staffs 
have five or fewer years of experience. 
Chapin shows that at least 30 percent 
are in this group, Schiller finds at least 
32.3 percent, and Cameron and Heim 
place at least 35 percent in this cate­
gory.7 It is quite striking that only 18 
percent of all publications in the pres-



TABLE 1 

AGE AND DEGREES HELD BY AuTHORS OF EACH PuBLICATION AT SAMPLE UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES 

Age (Percentage Distribution) 0 
Degrees Held ( Percentage Distribution) 

Number 
In addition to Library Degree 

Ph.D. as Other No 
of Publi- 65 or Age Not Subject Highest Higher Lib. Not 
cations 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45- 49 50- 54 55-59 60- 64 Over Known Masters Degree Degrees Degree Known 

Total Sample 1,106 7 12 11 18 14 13 9 8 3 4 27 25 7 15 3 
Schiller Distribution t 12.2 12.6 11.3 11.8 12.6 13.8 11.3 8.6 3.6 22.2 3.6 16.5 

0 Percentages in distributions in this and other tables may not add exactly to 100 due to rounding. 
·j· Anita R. Schiller, Characteristics of Professional Personnel in College and University Libraries (Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois Library Research Center, 1968), 

p.21 and 39. 

Total Sample 

Massman Distribution ° 
Schiller Distribution 
Cameron and Heim Distribution 
Chapin Distribution 

TABLE 2 

YEARs OF PROFESSIONAL ExPERIENCE AND PosiTION HELD 
BY AuTHORs OF EACH PuBLICATION IN SAMPLE UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES 

Five or 
Fewer 

18 

45.5 
>32.3t 
>35t 
>30§ 

Years of Professional Experience 
(Percentage Distribution) 

25 or 
6-10 11-15 16-20 21-25 More 

17 16 20 10 14 
'----y----J 

23.9 13.3 10.6 7 

Not 
Known 

5 

Admin­
istrators 

13 

7 

Position Held 
(Percentage Distribution) 

Branch 
or De- Subject or 

partment Technical Supervised 
Librarians Specialists Generalists 

43 29 15 

28 14 52 

o Virgil F. Massman, Faculty Status for Librarians (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow, 1972), p.ll6. 

Percentage 
with Five 

or Fewer Years of 
Position Experience Who 

Not Are Supervised 
Known Generalists 

<I 3 

>3511 

t Schiller, Characteristics of Professional Personnel, p.l7. This figure is for librarians with ''under 5 years of experience." The total number in Schiller's sample for 
those with five or fewer years of experience would be greater than shown here. 

t Donald F. Cameron and Peggy Heim, Librarians in Higher Education: Their Compensation Structures for the Academic Year 1972-73 (Washington, D .C.: Council 
on Library Resources, 197 4), p.6. This figure is for ''other professionals" (i.e., other than library directors, associate and assistant directors, curator-specialists, and depart­
ment or branch heads) with less than five years of experience. The total number in Cameron and Heim's sample with five or fewer years of experience, regardless of 
position, would be greater than shown here. 

§Richard E. Chapin, Unpublished salary study of Big Ten University Libraries, 1974-75, Table 9.1. This figure is also for " other professionals" with less than five 
years of experience. "Other professionals" are defined almost as in Cameron and Heim. The total number in Big Ten libraries with five or fewer years of experience 
regardless of position will be greater than the number shown here. 

II This figure is · for "other professionals" with less than five years of experience. If librarians in their fifth year had been included, this number would be larger. 

----------------------------------------------~------------------------------------ ------·~----------~~-----------~------~ 



ent survey were produced by librarians 
with five or fewer years of experience. 
At universities with faculty status for 
librarians, these less productive staff 
members would be in the tenure evalua­
tion years. 

Also interesting is the high rate of 
productivity of librarians with sixteen 
or more years of experience. Those with 
sixteen to twenty years of experience 
produce 20 percent of all publications 
even though, using Massman's distribu­
tion as an indicator, they make up only 
about 11 percent of the staffs of these 
libraries. Those with twenty-one or 
more years of service are likely to be 
only 7 percent of the sample, and yet 
they account for 24 percent of the pub­
lications. 

Position Held 

In relating publication to place in the 
administrative hierarchy, it was found 
that administrators, branch and depart­
ment heads, and subject and technical 
specialists produce the majority of the 
contributions and publish dispropor­
tionately in relation to their numbers 
(see Table 2). Administrators, using 
Cameron and Heim' s figures as a mea­
sure, are likely to be only 7 percent of 
the population, and yet they generate 
13 percent of the survey output. Branch 
and departmental librarians are likely 
to be 28 percent of the population, but 
they produce 43 percent of the pub­
lished work. Subject and technical spe­
cialists contribute 29 percent of the 
survey output, although they may con­
stitute only 14 percent of the staffs of 
the sample libraries. 

Supervised librarians with no subject 
specialty, by contrast, publish far less 
than their colleagues and not at all in 
proportion to their large numbers. Fif­
ty-two percent of the Cameron and 
Heim population falls into this cate­
gory. In the present survey only 15 per­
cent of the publishing is done by this 
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group of librarians. A far smaller pro­
portion of the total output is contrib­
uted by the supervised generalists who 
would be in the tenure evaluation years 
at institutions where librarians have 
faculty status. Those with five or fewer 
years of experience contributed only 3 
percent of the books and articles pub­
lished, while, according to Cameron and 
Heim, they are likely to make up at least 
35 percent of the sample library staffs. 
It would appear, then, that there exists 
a high correlation between administra­
tive responsibility and subject or tech­
nical specialization and publication 
output among librarians at large uni­
versity libraries. 

Higher Degrees 

The relationship between subject ex­
pertise and publication also is under­
lined by the large numbers of authors 
who hold higher degrees in addition to 
or instead of the master's degree in li­
brary science (see Table 1). Almost 60 
percent of all articles published are by 
authors who have a subject master's de­
gree, a Ph.D., or another higher degree. 
As might be expected, those with a 
Ph.D. degree publish heavily in relation 
to their numbers. They are, using Schil­
ler's figures as a yardstick, likely to make 
up 3.6 percent of the survey popula­
tion; but they are responsible for 25 
percent of the published output. Those 
who hold no library degree publish in 
proportion to their numbers and pro­
duce a significant fraction of the pub­
lished work attributed to librarians. 

Publication by Type 

A breakdown of librarians' publica­
tions by type is presented in Table 3. 
The aim of this analysis was to deter­
mine what are the most popular outlets 
for academic librarians' publications 
and to see whether librarians tend to 
publish most frequently in vehicles 
with a national audience. In the purely 
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quantitative measure of publication 
productivity, contributions with nation­
al impact are likely to be given greater 
weight than those in more localized 
publications. It is also true, perhaps, 
that publication in national media is 
considered a measure of quality since 
there is greater competition to publish 
in such journals and they are likely to 
have more stringent criteria for accept­
ance of contributions. 

In tabulating librarians' publications 
over the five-year period, only those de­
signed to reach audiences beyond the 
campus community were included . 
Thus, certain traditional forms of li­
brarians' writing were ignored: for 
example, guides to the collection, bibli­
ographies of non-unique items in the 
collection, guides to the use of bibfio­
graphic tools, and articles in staff bulle­
tins. 

Local library journals were considered 
to include journals of state or regional 
library associations and bulletins of lo­
cal chapters of national library associa­
tions. Bulletins of specialized chapters 
of national organizations, such as the 
Bulletin of the Map and Geography 
Section of the Special Libraries Asso­
ciation, a frequent outlet for librarians 
in this study, were classed as national li­
brary journals. 

Several university libraries publish 
their own journals, and some of these 
have high national reputations. Such es­
tablished journals were distinguished 
from staff bulletins and are in a separ­
ate group designated "university library 
journals." National subject journals 
were considered to be journals in fields 
other than library science which have 
a national audience. Archivists' journals 
were included here as well as exclusive­
ly bibliographic journals such as the 
Papers of the Bibliographic Sooiety of 
America. Since it might be argued that 
these two types of journals should be 



considered to be library journals, it 
should be noted that the number of 
contributions to such journals in the 
sample is quite small in proportion to 
the total. Local or regional subject jour­
nals included periodicals published, for 
example, by state historical or genealog­
ical associations and the magazines of 
ethnic interest organizations. Popular 
journals were defined as general interest 
magazines and newspapers. 

Books included both those edited and 
those authored and were not confined 
to those produced by large trade or uni­
versity press publishers. The designation 
"articles in books" was applied to con­
tributions to conference proceedings 
and to introductions, articles, and chap­
ters in monographs. Monographs pub­
lished by libraries for distribution 
beyond the local community were 
classed as "library publications." Such 
work published by other university de­
partments was described by the term 
"occasional papers series." 

A separate category was also estab­
lished for articles appearing in univer­
sity journals, which may or may not 
have broad impact. The last group is 
comprised of those publications falling 
into none of the other categories, such 
as Pathfinders, and of articles in jour­
nals not readily classified. 

As can be seen from Table 3, an 
analysis of publications by type points 
again to the correlation between sub­
ject specialization and research produc­
tivity. Thirty-seven percent of articles 
by sample university staff members are 
found to appear in national and local 
library journals as compared to 26 per­
cent which appear in journals outside 
the field of library science. 

Of the 37 percent in library journals, 
however, 21 percent are book reviews. 
The overwhelming majority of these 
are the short notes in Library 1 ournal, 
and most are probably reviews of books 
on subjects other than library science. 
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If book reviews are discounted, it is evi­
dent that the librarians surveyed pub­
lish at least as frequently in journals 
outside the field of library science as 
they do in journals in the field. 

It seems unlikely that librarians with­
out advanced training in a subject field 
could succeed in contributing regularly 
to subject journals. Librarians do ap­
pear to publish mainly in media which 
have national impact, except for the 
reasonably large percentage of articles 
published in local or regional subject 
journals. It may be that local or region­
al library journals tend to be outlets 
more for public librarians than for aca­
demic librarians. 

Staff Productivity in Sample 
University Libraries 

Data are presented in Table 4 which 
are aimed at demonstrating the magni­
tude of staff and individual productiv­
ity. A relatively small percentage of the 
staff of each university library publishes 
in any given year. The range is from an 
average percentage of 3.6 percent to 
11.4 percent, with the average for all 
staffs at 7.2 percent. During the five-year 
period surveyed, the average number of 
publications per publishing librarian 
ranges from 1.5 to 12.1, with the aver­
age for the whole sample 4.2. Discount­
ing book reviews, the average ranges 
from 1.4 to 6.0, with the average num­
ber for . the entire sample 3.3. That the 
average is artificially inflated by a small 
number of anomalously prolific library 
staff members is indicated by the smaller 
number found for the median number 
of publications per staff member in the 
survey period. This ranges from a high 
of 3 at University I to a low of 1 pub­
lication in five years at four schools. 
Again, the medians drop when book 
reviews are excluded, reaching a high 
of 2.5 at University E and falling to 1 
at six schools. . 

The median productivity for the to-
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TABLE 4 
OuTPUT OF PuBLISHING LmRARIANS IN SAMPLE UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES 

Median No. Number Avg. No. 
Number of of Publications Used to of Publications Avg.% Staff 

Number of Publishing During Calculate During Publishing in 
University Publications Librarians 5-yr. Period 0 Mediant 5- yr. Periodt Any Given Yr. 

University A 21 14 1.0 11 1.5 5.4 
University B 136 39 2.0( 1.0) 29 3.0( 2.3) 8.4 
University C 164 49 2.0( 2.0) 36 3.4( 2.3) 11.4 
University D 78 17 1.5 11 5.5( 5.0) 3.6 
University E 71 26 2.5 14 3.4( 2.3) 9.0 
University F 44 19 1.0 12 2.2( 2.1) 5.2 
University G 89 52 1.0 32 2.1 6.8 
University H 256 26 2.0( 1.0) 19 12.1( 6.0) 8.8 
University 1 182 31 3.0(2.0) 23 5.6( 4.7) 8.0 
University J 65 13 1.0 9 3.4( 1.4) 4.6 
Total Sample 1,106 292 2.0( 1.0) 196 4.2( 3.3) 7.2 

0 The number shown in parentheses is the median number of publications per publishing librarian during 
the five-year period excluding book reviews. 

t Only those librarians known to have been at the institution during the full survey period were included 
in the calculation of the medians and averages. 

t The number shown in parentheses is the average number of publications per publishing librarian during 
the five-year period excluding book reviews. 

tal survey population is two publications 
in five years; when book reviews are ex­
cluded, it is one. It should be empha­
sized that these median and average 
numbers of publications are only for the 
publishing librarians. For all librarians 
these would be drastically smaller. 

DISCUSSION 

The findings of the present study sug­
gest that some university librarians may 
have difficulty meeting standards of 
academic excellence which include pub­
lication activity. The compilation of 
comparative productivity figures for 
teaching faculty at the sample univer­
sities was too large an undertaking for 
this study. A recent report of survey 
findings for similar institutions, how­
ever, shows that 79 percent of faculty 
members had published at least one ar­
ticle in the two years surveyed; 28 per­
cent of these had published five or more 
during the same period. 8 

These drastic differences, both in 
numbers of staff publishing and in indi­
vidual productivity between faculty and 
librarians, indicate that librarians with 
faculty status are likely to suffer where 
promotion and tenure decisions concern-

ing them are subjected to the same re­
view procedures used to evaluate the 
teaching faculty. The low productivity 
found by the present study for profes­
sionals with five or fewer years of ex­
perience, particularly for those without 
subject expertise or administrative re­
sponsibility, suggests that tenure situa­
tions are likely to · present severe 
problems for librarians at such institu­
tions. 

Since the relatively small percentage 
of professionals found to publish here, 
regardless of education or experience, 
typically produce only two publications 
in five years, it may indeed be unreason­
able to expect publication for tenure 
at institutions where librarians have 
full faculty status. Certainly the first 
two or three years of professional life, 
traditionally training years, should be 
discounted as potentially productive 
publication years. Young librarians are 
likely to be too involved in mastering 
the technical aspects of their jobs to 
have t'he time or the perspective neces­
sary to publish. Moreover, if they have 
no subject specialty, they will have to 
build an area of expertise in which 
they can engage in research. 



One means of making it possible for 
young professionals to meet publica­
tion tenure criteria would be, perhaps, 
to lengthen tenure eligibility periods. 
Librarians might, for example, begin 
work without financial penalty in non­
tenure-track positions and, after two or 
three years, be placed on the. tenure 
track. Thus postponing the tenure de­
cision would prevent the handicapping 
of librarians by their necessary appren­
ticeship years and would enable them 
to amass the professional or subject 
expertise required to pursue research. 

Perhaps a more workable arrange­
ment for some university libraries 
would be to designate research as an as­
signed responsibility of staff members. 
It is possible that the most productive 
librarians in this study-administrators, 
branch librarians, and department heads 
-have gained their positions of respon­
sibility because they are more competent 
and more motivated than other profes­
sionals. It may also be that their high 
productivity is due, in part, to the au­
tonomy such librarians have traditional-
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ly enjoyed in university libraries. Since 
they can control their work schedules, 
they can allot time to research that li­
brarians in large departments and under 
direct supervision cannot. 

A recent report from Ohio State Uni­
versity provides an example of how uni­
versity library work schedules can be 
organized to facilitate research involve­
ment by all staff members. A few years 
ago Ohio State University Libraries be­
gan allowing librarians who wished to 
do research to apply for Assigned Re­
search Duty, thus freeing them for a 
specified time from other tasks in order 
to pursue a proposed project. Applica­
tion procedures have now been aban­
doned, and librarians' jobs are instead 
defined to include a regular 20 percent 
time allotment for research and profes­
sional development. 9 A system such as 
this would have particular benefit for 
the librarians described in this study as 
supervised generalists, who were found 
to have the lowest publication produc­
tivity at the sample universities. 
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