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Job Stress and Burnout:

Occupational Hazards

for Services Staff

Occupational hazards of stress are noted in individuals designated with re-
sponsibilities for service delivery in academic libraries. Staff members who
perform duties requiring direct service to the library user are expressing
concern about negative characteristics of job stress and the nonproductive
results of burnout. Three components contributing to negative characteris-
tics are highlighted as sources of frustration for services staff. The compo-
nents are the individual ability to handle a stressful occupation, traditional
organization structure, and fragmented professional support. Solutions are
discussed in terms of productive individual coping strategies, enhanced
organizational design, and cohesive professional support.

A RECENT MEETING of reference librarians
representing large academic libraries pro-
vided a forum to exchange ideas and
laments.! Repeatedly voiced during the dis-
cussion was a level of frustration directed at
the job demands of the reference environ-
ment in libraries serving a large student and
faculty complement. Although the nature of
the exchange permitted only superficial
analysis of the real problems, the recurring
theme was the concern for stress and burn-
out brought about by an increasing demand
for services. The meeting brought attention
to the dilemma of service professionals, spe-
cifically library reference staffs, trying to
preserve quality service and staff stability
while dealing with the occupational hazards
of job stress and burnout. Burnout itself has
many negative implications, often resulting
in loss of highly qualified staff to other lines
of work or nonproductive coping strategies
such as loss of initiative, energy, or max-
imizing aptitude.?
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Job stress involves three major issues.
The first is the ability of the individual to
handle a stressful occupation. The indi-
vidual’s ability to cope with the frustration
of job stress immediately raises other ques-
tions. Does recruitment literature adequate-
ly emphasize the stressful nature of the
work? Do individuals seeking public service
positions demonstrate the necessary energy,
decision-making ability, intellectual curios-
ity, and communication skills necessary to
meet the vigorous performance require-
ments?

Once the recruitment and hiring of the
individual is completed, a relationship be-
tween the individual and the organization
evolves that directly influences the stressful
nature of the job. A second issue related to
job stress is the pattern df influences be-
tween the individual and the organization,
because the organization plays a significant
role in preparing an appropriate environ-
ment for service delivery. Increasingly it is
argued that libraries are shifting priorities
from an emphasis on material orientation, to
a client orientation.? As a result of the shift,
libraries are moving away from materials-
oriented concepts of quantifying biblio-




graphic units and instead are placing greater
value on assessments of service quality.
The academic library is becoming in-
creasingly accountable for delivering in-
formation and document services, thereby
placing greater demands on the staf mem-
bers responsible for direct services, who
then must assure the success of the emerg-
ing library priority. However, the library
does not articulate its client orientation
through its structure, which creates organi-
zational ambiguities and an inappropriate
environment for service delivery. In spite of
this shift in emphasis, many academic li-
braries will continue to use a structure that
reinforces a materials orientation, where
priorities are placed on preservation, ac-
quisition, and storage of materials.*

A third issue suggests that the profession-
al support provided for direct services is
fragmented and multidirectional. Activities
sponsored by national associations tend to
reinforce the material orientation described
earlier. This can be observed in cohesive
association support for traditional technical
operation areas when compared with the
numerous multidirectional groups repre-
senting direct-service interests. A lack of
synthesis in professional support reflects the
ambiguity of organizational priorities at a
time when strong professional support is
essential.

In elaborating on these three issues, the
following discussion will cover the indi-
vidual's ability to cope with job stress and
the role of the organization structure in pro-
viding a supportive environment for direct
services. A final comment will address con-
cerns about professional association support.

INDIVIDUAL ABILITIES
AND COPING STRATEGIES

The ability of the individual to handle a
stressful occupation has received little atten-
tion in the literature of librarianship. Li-
brarians rarely note that many service jobs
have inherently high risk and stressful con-
ditions. A review of library literature dis-
closed few references on the topic of job
stress, and these tended to concentrate on
physical working conditions rather than in-
dividual coping strategies. In contrast, man-
agement and administration literature con-
tained numerous references to the general
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problem of job stress and individual coping
strategies.

Stressful job situations are characteri!éd
by the individual's perception of unwanted
outcomes, the amount of evaluation, the
evaluator’s capability to judge performance,
time separation between performance and
occurrence of outcomes, task difficulty, and
uncertainty of success.® The aspects that can
be identified as contributing to the stressful
nature of direct-service responsibilities also
might include some specific elements such
as unrealistic deadlines, the problem of ex-
pectations not matching the reality of the
job, the political atmosphere of the orga-
nization, and a lack of feedback as duties
are performed.

The management literature frequently
discussed topics concerned with the person-
ality package of the individual as an impor-
tant part of job stress. The characteristics of
a stressful job situation as outlined above

must be weighed against the personality of

the individual who holds the position. Any
situation can produce stress and the indi-
vidual must have an ability to cope with
frustration. Personality factors or stressors
are an important determinant of individual
coping ability. Stressors are variables such
as lack of meaning in the job, frustrated
ambition, obsessive concern for work, level
of anxiety, .level of emotionality, and toler-
ance for ambiguity. Every individual brings

to the job a package of stressors, and the |

distribution or degree of intensity of each
determines the ability to cope with stressful
conditions.

Although personality stressors and charac-
teristics of stressful occupations are infre-
quently discussed in the library literature, a
professional recognition of job stress prob-
lems is evident in the number of middle-
manager training programs offered for li-
brarians at state and national meetings. The
training programs usually concentrate on
time-management techniques and job en-
richment processes. These techniques can
help the individual overcome some condi-
tions of job stress. Certainly efforts at job
enrichment training help the individual de-
termine the work-related elements of tasks
and procedures flow that might assure great-
er satisfaction.” The opportunity to analyze
cooperation between work units and job de-
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sign can contribute to individual satisfac-
tion. Time-management techniques can re-
lieve some strain by providing the indi-
vidual with tools that can be applied im-
mediately to daily work situations.

However, permanent solutions to stress
may not result from the application of indi-
vidual approaches or strategies. After an ini-
tial effort to apply individual strategies,
many librarians may sense a lack of success,
which can contribute more rapidly to the
most counterproductive condition, referred
to as burnout. At this point, a staff member
either leaves or finds methods to become a
survivor only, a deadweight in the orga-
nization. In fact, the very techniques that
provide the individual with a level of objec-
tivity on a management predicament may
contribute to increased frustration, which in
turn is complicated by the unbending and
traditional design of the organization struc-
ture.

Newman and Beehr, writing in support of
this prediction, observe that there are many
strategies suggested for handling individual
job stress, but unfortunately no evaluation
of effectiveness for these strategies has been
demonstrated. They point to the need to
recognize the fact that multiple causation
and multiple effects require the use of com-
binations of personal strategies and organi-
zational strategies.®

A study of job stress directed to a specific
line of work (trade salesperson) found that
individual nonproductive anxiety and stress
were reduced when a certain type of orga-
nization structure was in use. In this par-
ticular case, a “flat” organization structure
(i.e., few hierarchical levels) was found to
be conducive to higher productivity and
greater job satisfaction than other types, de-
scribed as medium or tall structures.® This
should not be construed as a recommenda-
tion for flat structures; instead it should be
recognized as an effort to marry the type of
job activity with an appropriate supporting
organizational structure to achieve max-
imum benefit for both the individual and
the institution.

The specific example above can be con-
ceptualized as positively combining the
dimensions of individual tension, influence,
and satisfaction with the moderating effects
of institutional structure, organizational

member characteristics, and the external
environment of the organization.!® In these
terms, the dimension of individual tension
is moderated by the decision-unit structure
of the institution; the dimension of personal
influence is moderated by the characteris-
tics that the individual provides as an orga-
nization member; and the dimension of
satisfaction is moderated by the external en-
vironment of the organization. The
academic library has an institution of higher
learning as its external environment, as well
as relationships with professionals in state,
regional, and national settings. As a point of
further emphasis, the dimension of indi-
vidual tension, according to the conceptual
model, is influenced by the organization
structure or the decision-unit structure.

In examining the problems of individual
tension and role stress in organizations us-
ing complex technology, a group of research-
ers noted the complicated web of inter-
dependencies and observed that factors that
reduce stress for one employee may in-
crease it for another.!! They concluded:

We can no longer ignore the fact that individuals
do not perform tasks in isolation. We must ex-
tend our analyses to others in the organization
and the context in which they and the subjects of
our inquiries operate.'?

ORGANIZATION STRUCTURE

The issue of the individual's ability to
cope is so closely related to characteristics
of the organization structure that a confu-
sion of the two issues easily develops.
Sources of stress can be associated with
different functional activities and with the
level of ambiguity within the organization.

It is possible that the structure of the
organization contributes to conditions of
stress and burnout found among many staff
members responsible for direct services. In-
appropriate organization structure in librar-
ies may result from a shift in library priori-
ties to a client orientation and calls for a
process of organizational review. A review
of work units within the library might well
take advantage of a classification of user
functions as mentioned by F. W. Lancaster.
He brings a fresh viewpoint to the structure
of service delivery responsibilities by in-
dicating six categories of user functions:

1. Document Services—providing documents for




which user has current bibliographic descrip-
tions (citations)

II. Citation Services—providing citations to
documents, including verification and subject
bibliographies

III. Answer Services—providing specific informa-
tion to answer user’s questions

IV. Work-Space Services—providing space
equipped for user to work within library

V. Instruction and Consultation Services

VI. Adjunct Services'?

By looking at the organization structure
through the user-function categories, direct-
service departments can review the place-
ment of service responsibilities and deter-
mine obstacles to service delivery. Tradi-
tionally, responsibilities were assigned to
organizational units based on concepts of
like procedures or similarity of processes,
putting like tasks together with a strong
emphasis on differentiation, repression, and
stability.!* A preferred placing of responsi-
bilities for the direct services must respect
the flow of work and all the related activi-
ties necessary for the successful completion
of the requested service. In this manner,
departments would be responsible for re-
lated activities whether they are “like” or
“unlike” as tasks. Emphasis here is on in-
tegration, wriggle room, change, and flow of
work. 1

Applying the user-function categories as
an approach to organizational review offers
an opportunity to examine the library struc-
ture from the client-oriented viewpoint. In
the past two decades, many academic librar-
ies have determined the work-flow design
by the demands of the material-oriented
functions. When this is the case, feedback
mechanisms do not communicate smoothly
to staff responsible for direct-service func-
tions; units and departments responsible for
service delivery are at the end of the flow,
with few communication vehicles along the
way. Evidence of nonsupportive organiza-
tional structure is most notable when the
achievement of even minor service goals re-
quires the involvement of several depart-
ments and is accompanied by a complicated
tangle of paperwork and employee resis-
tance.

Organizational structures that conflict
with changing goals force a type of adminis-
tration called crisis management. Many li-
brarians responsible for managing service

Occupational Hazards | 245

departments may feel the stress and frustra-
tion of dealing with problems on a crisis
basis. Regardless of the individual’s manage-
ment training, the organization forces the
individual to use this uncomfortable type of
management because work flow and feed-
back mechanisms fail to support the service
goals. When the line function of the orga-
nization serves a material orientation rather
than a client orientation, management by
crisis may result; “in spite of ever more
sophisticated tools for management, an un-
commonly large number of organizations
continue to be run in primitive manner.”16

The efforts to treat the symptoms of
stress may not be remedied by individual
training in stress management, time man-
agement, and job enrichment techniques.
Although the current attempts to concen-
trate on the individual approach for coping
strategies are useful, dependence on indi-
vidual solutions to stress problems for ser-
vices staff may not be satisfactory in the
long run. Studying the organization struc-
ture in relation to the user-function catego-
ries is essential and will offer a productive
method for diagnosing the real occupational
hazards of direct-services staff.

A review of organization structures in
academic libraries can provide more
meaningful support if results of such review
projects are shared among the institutions
through the avenues opened by professional
associations. Professional associations can
offer an important link in the review pro-
cess by augmenting desirable outcomes dur-
ing this period of shifting priorities.

PROFESSIONAL SUPPORT

Academic libraries have completed sever-
al decades of placing the highest priority on
collection building, preservation, and stor-
age as primary activities supporting a mate-
rials orientation. Evidence of this emphasis
is readily observed in professional-
association support. For example, the
annual statistical report issued by the Asso-
ciation of Research Libraries (ARL) provides
compilations that reinforce the materials
orientation.!” In the ARL Statistics, the data
gathered (i.e., collection size, materials
budget, volumes processed, etc.) represent
quantities that serve the needs of the tradi-
tional activities.
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In assessing direct-service support from
the ARL Statistics, the interlibrary loan data
may have become the one exception to the
comments concerning the bias toward a
materials orientation. This item was origi-
nally included, no doubt, as a measure of

collection building within the institution.
 However, the uses of interlibrary loan have
changed as institutions adapt to more re-
source-sharing techniques, and now the
figures presented can be considered reflec-
tions of service commitments. As rela-
tionships with networks evolve and coopera-
tive agreements in a variety of geographical
configurations are made, interlibrary loan
data have becomie more of a measure of ser-
vice strength and less that of collection
strength.

While the library organization responded
to the pressures of a material orientation,
measures of internal efficiency in technical
services became a frequent topic of ex-
amination in the professional literature.!®
The attempts to quantify library goals
through analysis of technical operations
have limitations, however, partly due to the
carelessly defined sources of data and lack
of standards for cost measurements.
Efficiency studies reported in the literature
were not transportable because of these
limitations and could not be generalized to
other applications. To compound our prob-
lem, typical technical operations studies
made no attempt to assess the effect of the
internal operation on the public-services or
user-function operations.!® The impact of
efficiency on direct-service effectiveness was
ignored or excluded by the narrow defini-
tions of technical operations. The quantifier
found the client orientation less attractive,
perhaps because of the more elusive qual-
itative environment or the low priority of
services as an organizational goal. The deri-
vation of useful direct-service assessments
has eluded the skills of the “hyperecono-
mist,” to borrow a term.2

The need for good assessment devices of
a statistical nature should be addressed
through the cohesive support of professional
library associations. Units or divisions that
address the issues of user functions are
numerous and fragmented in the American
Library Association. An example of the lack
of cohesiveness is apparent when the var-

ious committees dealing with direct-service
interests are observed in the Library Ad-
ministration and Management Association
(LAMA), the Reference and Adult Services
Division (RASD), and the Association of
College and Research Libraries (ACRL), to
name a few. This should be compared with
the fact that a division that represents the
interests of technical-service concerns has
been in existence for some time.

Recently, RASD submitted a revision in
its bylaws designed to address an aspect of
this need. The revision to the bylaws as
proposed (Article II, Section 1) states that
the objectives of the division should include
a group responsible for the synthesis of acti-
vities in all units of the American Library
Association where direct service to the li-
brary user is involved.2! The' emphasis on
synthesis where concerns for the user func-
tions are involved is an important step to a
cohesive approach in dealing with direct-
service needs. The type of library is recom-
mended as a criterion for consideration in
the RASD-proposed change. Following the
example of RASD, colleges and universities
might find it useful to establish an activity
as part of their association, and enhance the
role of ACRL in supporting the functions
responsible for service delivery.

SUMMARY

Professional librarians responsible for the
direct-service functions are frequently faced
with the occupational hazards of job stress
and burnout, which are nonproductive out-
comes of organizational shifts in priorities.
Training the individual to develop personal
strategies to cope with stress by improving
management skills will provide a temporary
reprieve from certain aspects of job frustra-
tion, but a review of organizational design
can offer more permanent solutions to a
problem that taxes both the individual and
the institution.

Library organizations and professional
associations can create environments that
will help or hinder effectiveness, facilitate
or inhibit service activities. Libraries in the
next decade must recognize the shift from a
materials orientation to a client orientation
and design the organization structure to
serve the work flow of library services.
Associations and other professional groups




must address the direct-service functions as
a cohesive activity deserving more than
fragmented attention. Only then will non-
productive, stressful conditions contributing

~ 10.
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to services-staff frustration and burnout be
changed to productive conditions in an
organization environment supporting direct-
service responsibilities and objectives.
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The continuing energy crisis has created a secondary
crisis in the assimilation of related technical information.
The sheer volume of new technological information on
energy being published in journals, through seminars,
conferences, and academic activity around the world
makes it impossible for any individual and most libraries
to keep fully up to date in this critical field.

Now the Engineering Index, a non-profit organization ser-
ving the informational needs of the engineering com-
munity for nearly a century, has developed The Engineer-
ing Index®* ENERGY ABSTRACTS, a monthly publication
series indexing and abstracting significant worldwide
information from diverse energy-related scientific and
technological fields.

ENERGY ABSTRACTS is a multidisciplinary publication
designed to serve the information seeker involved with
fields like Energy Sources, Production, Transmission, Dis-
tribution, Utilization, Conservation and Conversion.
To assemble the Engineering Index data base, published
information from thousands of sources is carefully read,
and abstracls (concise, accurate summaries of conse-
quential material) are generated. Bibliographic citations
are provided, making it easy to obtain the full text if
required. Copies of most original texts can be obtained
through the Engineering Societies Library in New York.
The abstracts are indexed, and those related to energy are
published separately in monthly, paperbound volumes
which provide ease of access and study.
ENERGY ABSTRACTS' utility is enhanced by the addition
of energy-related material from several external data base
sources, making it the most comprehensive engineering
abstracting and indexing single-source service in the
marketplace.
ENERGY ABSTRACTS publication is also available in
computer-processable form, offering flexible computer-
search capability coupled with rapid, in-depth automatic
refrieval.
With the Engineering Index® ENERGY ABSTRACTS, you
can meet the growing need for energy-related engineer-
ing information at an economical cost. It belongs in your
library.
ENERGY ABSTRACTS 1981 i monthly): $375.00
(U.S., Canada, Mexico); 5415,% {foreign). "
For complete information write or telephone:
Engineering Index, Inc.
345 Easl 47th Street

New York, New York 10017
212/644-7615
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