University Professional and
Managerial Staff: Information Needs

and Seeking

Janie L. Hassard Wilkins and Giloria J. Leckie

This study examines the work-related information needed and sought by
professional and managerial staff of a large university. Through personal
contacts, the Internet, and departmental sources, professional staff are
able to readily satisfy many of their daily and short-term work-related
information needs with minimal use of the library. However, because their
jobs are multifaceted and complex, these staff members frequently are
engaged in longer-term activities (such as project development, report
writing) requiring more intensive library use, which often is perceived to
be frustrating and time-consuming. The implications of these findings for

academic libraries are discussed.

he ways in which people ac-

cess and use information to
g % meet their work-related in-

formation needs has become
an important area of research in library
and information science (LIS). Numerous
studies have examined the ways in which
individuals employed in specific occu-
pations and professions (such as health
care, teaching, scientific research, man-
agement, or engineering) gather and use
information in the course of their daily
work as professionals.l Although LIS
research has expanded over the years to
examine a diversity of professions and oc-
cupational settings, various occupational
groups continue to be overlooked. This
is certainly true of the professional and

administrative staff working in insitutions
of higher education.

The professional and administra-
tive staff of a university are a large and
influential group, responsible for the
day-to-day operation, management, and
planning of the university or college, yet
suprisingly little is known about their
needs for information or their informa-
tion-seeking patterns. This is undoubt-
edly because the literature on information
seeking in academic institutions has con-
centrated very heavily upon understand-
ing the information needs of scholars and
students, thus somewhat marginalizing
the needs of other individuals who also
are key participants in the daily function-
ing of these institutions.? This study, then,
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is one of the few attempts to examine the
information seeking of professional and
managerial staff employed by an institu-
tion of higher learning.

Previous Research
A review of the literature indicates that
there have been only a few studies to
date that have considered the informa-
tion seeking of university professional
and managerial staff. Peter G. Watson
briefly detailed the findings from a small
pilot study conducted at the Meriam
Library of California State University-
Chico.3 The intent of the trial was to
determine whether the library system
could assist six senior administrators
in the performance of their duties by
offering them the services of a librarian
to help with information retrieval. The
administrators generally felt that the
service offered them was very useful
and that all administrators could benefit
from similar services. In a more in-depth
follow-up article, Watson and Rebecca
A. Boone put forth both a rationale and
amodel for providing direct information
support for academic administrators.4
Based on the pilot study, they identi-
fied a number of questions that arose in
providing specialized library service to
academic administrators, including: Is
it the role of the library to provide this
level of service? Can the level of service
be sustained within the context of normal
library operations? What about issues of
confidentiality? Is the library prepared to
search out sources that it does not have in
order to answer administrators’ requests?
Despite the problems, the authors con-
cluded that providing an information
support service for administrators would
be of benefit to both administrators and
the library system.

In a similar vein, Sherman Hayes
argued that the academic library must
find ways to better serve the professional
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staff in institutions of higher education, as
the information needs of this user group
have greatly expanded in recent years.’
Hayes noted that professional, nonfaculty
staff members on campuses in the 1990s
are responsible for an increasingly wide
range of activities requiring information
on topics as diverse as health and safety
regulations, energy efficiency, handi-
capped access, counseling, fund-raising,
financial services, building maintenance,
and personnel management, and that
their information needs generally are not
well served by the library or other campus
information systems.

Although the previous articles sug-
gest some compelling reasons for the
academic library to become involved in
meeting the information needs of the
professional staff on campus, the ques-
tion of how university administrative
and professional staff actually go about
seeking information in the course of their
daily work is not addressed in detail.
What is the nature of their work, and
how does it shape their requirements for
information? Does the academic library
even play a role in their information-seek-
ing patterns? To explore these questions,
Mary W. Sprague conducted a survey of a
sample of administrative and professional
staff at Ohio State University. Her survey
resulted in responses from 236 staff mem-
bers (72% response rate). Consistent with
the findings about other occupational
groups, Sprague found that interpersonal
contacts were the most frequent sources
of information for university adminis-
trative and professional staff. However,
job-specific print materials also were
extremely important. Accuracy was by far
the most important criterion in informa-
tion seeking, with almost 50 percent of
respondents citing this factor. In assessing
library use by professional staff, Sprague
found that only 36 percent of respondents
used the library in relation to their work.
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Patterns of library use differed with de-
mographic characteristics: Individuals
with a higher level of education tended
to use the library more frequently, and
younger respondents (as well as those
with less than ten years of service to the
university) also used the library more
regularly than others. Sprague concluded
by noting that because professional staff
do not appear to use library access tools,
more user-friendly access tools at the
desktop are warranted, and more tailored
bibliographic instruction for this group
would be useful. She also pointed out
that although many professional staff
reported that they did not need libraries
in their information seeking, it was ap-
parent that they often were unaware of
what was available to them through the
library system.

Objectives and Methodology
Because there are so few studies of uni-
versity administrative and professional
staff in the literature, it was decided to
expand on earlier research by examining
the information seeking of nonfaculty
professional and managerial staff mem-
bers employed at a Canadian university.
The study had three objectives: (1) to
examine, in general, the information-seek-
ing habits of the nonfaculty professional
and managerial staff of a large academic
institution, namely the University of
Western Ontario; (2) to explore what role
(if any) the campus library system played
in meeting the information needs of this
group; and (3) to test the critical incident
technique as a methodology for gaining a
more detailed understanding of the inter-
relationships between the nature of pro-
fessional and administrative work within
the university setting and the information
needs that arise from such work.

To meet the first two objectives, a
questionnaire was designed. The first part
of the questionnaire was crafted to elicit

information on the nature of the work
done by professional and managerial
staff, the types and sources of information
required in their work, and the ways in
which staff members routinely sought
information when they had an informa-
tion need related to their job. The second
part of the survey explored how often the
campus library system was used, types of
materials used, principal reasons for visit-
ing the library, and awareness/use of the
resources available through the library’s
electronic network.

The survey was conducted during
the spring and summer of 1996 at the
University of Western Ontario (UWO)
in London, Ontario. To attain a repre-
sentative sample of the professional
and managerial staff on campus, it was
decided to survey the membership of the
Professional and Managerial Association
(PMA) at the university. The executive of
the PMA agreed to support the study, and
that support was instrumental in com-
piling the mailing list and encouraging
members to respond to the survey.

A pretest was conducted in May 1996,
and as a result, minor modifications were
made to the survey instrument based
on the feedback. The final survey was
distributed in early June via the campus
mail system. The mailout of 363 surveys
was based on the membership roster of
the PMA at UWO as of May 31, 1996.

To meet the third objective, follow-up
individual interviews were planned, to be
conducted using the critical incident tech-
nique. It was hoped that use of the critical
incident technique would provide case
studies that would support and add depth
to the quantitative results of the survey.
To solicit interview subjects, an interview
participant form was included with the
survey package, asking staff members
to return the form if they would be will-
ing to be interviewed about their work
and their information seeking. Interview
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TABLE 1
Primary Areas of Work Activity
N %
Managerial/supervisory 65 44
Providing services to students 36 24
Administration 36 24
Technical/computer support 34 23
Providing services to employees 18 12
Financial services 15 10
Marketing/development 7 5
Research 6 4
Other 8 5
*Note: Percentages do not total 100 since respondents
could indicate more than one primary area.

participants were asked to recall a “criti-
cal” incident, one in which they needed
information in order to complete an
important task related to their job. They
then were to describe the steps they took
to have their information needs fulfilled.
Participants also were asked to detail the
sources they consulted and to identify
problems or roadblocks they encountered
while trying to satisfy their information
needs. Finally, they were asked about the
outcomes of their information searching
(e.g., Did they find the information they
required and, if so, where?).

Survey Respondents

One hundred and forty-eight surveys
were returned from the initial sample of
363, for a response rate of 41 percent. All
of the returned surveys were usable. The
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS for Windows) was used for data
analysis. The original twelve questions
contained in the survey were recoded for
data entry, resulting in the formation of
fifty-six separate variables that could be
examined and analyzed.

In terms of demographic information,
respondents were asked to indicate both
their level of education and the number
of years they had been employed by the
university. The profile of professional
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and managerial staff that emerged from
the survey was that of a highly educated
group, the large majority of whom had
worked for the university for more than
ten years. The majority (102, or 69%) of
the respondents had completed a uni-
versity degree, with 31 percent having
a B.A.; 32 percent, a master’s degree;
and 5 percent, a Ph.D. Of the remaining
respondents, 26 percent had completed
a diploma and 5 percent had other
qualifications or certification. Many of
the respondents (78, or 53%) had worked
for the university between ten and twenty
years, and a further twenty-nine (20%)
had twenty-one years or more of service.
The effects of fiscal constraints upon
university hiring are certainly evident in
the data. Although a large proportion of
the respondents fell into the thirteen- to
sixteen-year range of service, only six (4%)
had been hired by the university in the
past three years.

With respect to the work done by
respondents, developing an accurate
picture proved to be more difficult. The
PMA s a diverse group, including profes-
sionals and managers from a variety of
departments on campus. Some of these
departments represent specific disciplines
or schools within the university, whereas
others are related to the administrative
functioning of the university (such as
finance or institutional planning) or the
physical plant. It became obvious through
the pretest that many of the individuals
who belong to PMA hold positions that
are multifunctional in nature, meaning
that it is difficult for them to identify one
primary area of activity. For this reason,
designing a question that would allow
the respondents to accurately reflect
the nature of their jobs was challenging.
Respondents were asked to identify their
primary area of activity from a list of sev-
en choices, but they also were given the
option of selecting two areas, if needed.
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Some respondents, however,
identified three areas that de-
scribed their primary areas

Types of Information Required for Job

TABLE 2

Performance

of activity.
Despite these difficulties,

Respondents %*

some generalizations can be Professional lit§rature . 122 82
made (see table 1). The high- Interngl UWO information 105 71

Technical literature/manuals 99 67
est number of respondents L .

65 449 involved Supplier information 76 51
f » OF 0? were mvo Ve_ General management literature 68 46
m man.age?rlal and supervi- | Government regulations 68 46
sory activities. However, three | Financial management literature 48 32
other areas also were ticked | Trade publications 48 32
frequently by staff members, | External statistics 46 31
including administration Market research 32 22

Other 10 7

(24%), provision of direct

services to students (24%),
and technical and computer

*Note: Percentages do not total 100 because respondents could
indicate more than one type of information.

support (23%). Providing ser-

vice to UWO personnel, financial services,
and marketing were noted less frequently.
Finally, fourteen respondents indicated that
they had other primary areas of responsi-
bility outside the seven choices provided,
the single largest of which was research,
including both research done in support
of university operations and discipline-
based research (6, or 4%). Other responses
included architectural design, purchasing,
clinical veterinary medicine, mechanical
support, and service to the community.

Information Sources and Formats
Respondents were asked to report on
the types of information they needed in

order to perform their jobs (see table 2).
Respondents indicated that the category
“professional literature/current develop-
ments in their fields” was the type of
information needed by an overwhelm-
ing majority (82%), followed closely
by internal university information and
regulations (71%). More than half of the
respondents indicated that they needed
technical literature/manuals (67%) and
supplier information (51%), whereas just
under half needed general management
literature (46%) and government regula-
tions (46%). The types of information used
by the fewest number of respondents
included external statistics, market re-

TABLE 3
Importance of Personal & Institutional Sources of Information
for Job Performance

Not/Somewhat Important  Very/Extremely
1-2) 3) 4-5)
Co-workers 7 (5%) 32 (22%) 109 (74%)
Other professional contacts 12 (8%) 29 (20%) 106 (72%)
Departmental sources 6 (4%) 35 (24%) 107 (72%)
UWO library system 82 (56%) 36 (25%) 28 (19%)
Public library system 132 (92%) 11 (7%) 3 (2%)
Professional associations 52 (36%) 40 (28%) 51 (36%)
Conferences/workshops/courses 31 (21%) 48 (33%) 68 (46%)
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TABLE 4
Importance of Information Formats for Job Performance
Not/Somewhat Important Very/Extremely
1-2) (€)) 4-5)
Journals 37 (25%) 49 (28%) 69 (47%)
Newspapers 85 (58%) 33 (23%) 28 (19%)
Conference papers 61 (44%) 39 (27%) 43 (29%)
Reference books 22 (15%) 27 (18%) 98 (67%)
Books 39 (27%) 44 (30%) 63 (43%)
Other paper formats 39 (54%) 9 (13%) 24 (33%)
UWO databases 47 (32%) 30 (21%) 69 (47%)
Information retrieval
databases Or CD-
ROMs 91 (64%) 18 (13%) 33 (23%)
Internet 45 (31%) 33 (22%) 69 (47%)
Other electronic 43 (66%) 4 (6%) 18 (28%)
formats

search, business and trade publications,
and financial management literature.
Respondents then were asked to rank
the importance of various personal or
institutional sources of information on a
scale of one to five, with “five” represent-
ing an extremely important source and
“one” representing those not important.
As table 3 demonstrates, most respon-
dents clearly felt that coworkers were
their most important source of informa-
tion, with 74 percent ranking them as
being either extremely important (52%)
or very important (22%). A similar pat-
tern also can be found when respondents
ranked the importance of other profes-
sional contacts, with 72 percent indicating
that professional contacts were either
extremely or very important sources of
information. These findings are consis-
tent with the literature on information
seeking, a significant finding of which “is
the generally felt preference of informa-
tion-seeking individuals for interpersonal
sources, across demographic variations
or categories of information need.” Also
consistent with the literature is the finding

that 72 percent of the respondents noted
that departmental sources were extremely
or very important in the performance of
their jobs. This corresponds to numerous
studies which have shown that workers
across a variety of occupations often pre-
fer to use sources that are close at hand
(referred to informally as the “arm’s-
length rule”), even though there may be
better sources available elsewhere.!
Libraries do not figure very promi-
nently as information sources for univer-
sity professional staff. The UWO library
system is more important to people as
a source of information than the public
library, but it is much less important than
the sources discussed above. Although 19
percent ranked the UWO library system
as being either important or extremely im-
portant, a much larger proportion (56%)
indicated that the library system was
generally not very important. By compari-
son, 91 percent of respondents indicated
that the public library was slightly or not
important. It should be noted, however,
that 25 percent did rank the UWO library
system as being important as a source
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of information, whereas only

Ked th bli TABLE 5
7_ percgnt r‘tm ed the public Reasons for Campus Library Use
library in this category. % N
After ranking the impor- €s 0
tance of sources of information, | Pleasure/self improvement | 35 (24%) | 112 (76%)
respondents were asked to Job-related research 88 (60%) 59 (40%)
use the same five-point scale | University-wide commit- 23 (15%) | 123 (85%)
to rank the importance of tee or council research
various information formats | personal research 43 (29%) | 104 (71%)
(e-g- journals, newspapers, the | p ¢ onco tibrarian con- | 25 (15%) | 125 (85%)
Inte;njc). Anumber gff mtere;t— sultation
P thi
Eﬁk;gmgs CMErged oM NS | batabase searching 19 (13%) | 128 (87%)
First, as was anticipated, Convenience 26 (25%) | 111 (75%)
print sources featured very Other 9 (6%) | 138 (94%)

prominently as important
information formats (see table

4). Reference books were the most im-
portant format. Eighty-five percent of
respondents ranked reference books as
important to extremely important (67%
ranked them in the two highest categories
of importance). This finding was some-
what unexpected given the responses to
an earlier question that showed current
awareness literature (which is usually in
journal format) to be the most frequently
needed type of information. Indeed,
journals were ranked as important by 75
percent of respondents, followed closely
by books (73%).

A second unanticipated finding was
the relative importance of the Internet,
ranked as being important to extremely
important by 69 percent of respon-
dents. This finding demonstrates how
rapidly the Internet has permeated uni-
versity structures, because in Sprague’s
1994 study, the Internet did not feature
prominently as an important source of
information for staff.! Internal UWO da-
tabases also were ranked highly, with over
68 percent of respondents ranking this
format as being important to extremely
important. This finding compares very
well with other studies of administrative
work showing that internal databases and

records are primary sources of informa-
tion for most employees.! In comparison,
other information retrieval systems and
CD-ROM databases were considered to
be the least important formats needed
for locating information, with 64 percent
of respondents indicating that they were
not very important.

Respondents also identified other
formats of information, both electronic
and paper based, that were important to
them in the performance of their jobs. For
instance, five respondents indicated that
newsletters were an important format.
Other formats listed included brochures,
pamphlets, posters, technical drawings,
faxes, and financial reports.

Library Use
When campus library use was examined,
the most frequent response (37%) was
for PMA members to use the campus
library system two to six times per year.
However, it should be noted that almost
30 percent indicated that they never used
the campus library system, and only 7
percent were heavy library users (i.e., on
a weekly basis).

The reasons for using the library are
detailed in table 5. The most common
reason (60% of respondents for that ques-
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TABLE 6 visited the library to use materials

Information Resources Used in Campus | Such as government documents,

Libraries newspapers, CD-ROMs, and elec-

Yes No tronic sources. Finally, although

- . . about a quarter of respondents

Journal literature 70 (48%) | 76 (52%) indicated in an earlier question

Popular magazines 33(22%) | 114 (78%) | that they used campus libraries

Newspapers 23 (16%) | 124 (84%) | for pleasure or self-improvement,

CD-ROMs/electronic | 29 (20%) | 118 (80%) | in response to this question, only

sources 14 percent indicated that leisure

Reference books 78 (53%) | 68 (47%) | ©F light—readi.ng materials were
Government documents | 27 (18%) | 120 (82%) | Soughtat the library. .

. . In response to the question,

Scholarly books 43 (29%) | 103.(70%) | wHow often do you access the

Light reading materials | 21 (14%) | 126 (86%) | UWO Library Network (LibNet)

Other 2(1%) | 145(99%) | from your office or home?” the

tion) was to use the library for research
related to the job. However, using the
library for personal reasons also was very
much in evidence. Twenty-nine percent
of respondents used campus libraries
to conduct personal research, and 24
percent used it for reasons of pleasure
or self-improvement. As well, 25 percent
used campus libraries because of conve-
nient locations (compared to the public
library). The least common reasons for
using the library included those related
to library services: only 15 percent of the
respondents visited the library to consult
with a reference librarian and even fewer
respondents (13%) used the library for
database searching.

Respondents were asked to indicate
what types of library materials they
tended to use (see table 6). It was found
that when respondents visited a library on
campus, the majority (53%) did so to con-
sult a reference book, such as a handbook
or directory, which fits in very well with
the previous finding that the majority of
staff indicated that they need reference
materials in order to do their work. Other
materials used frequently included schol-
arly journals (48%) and scholarly books
(29%). Less than 20% of respondents

majority of respondents (57%) indi-
cated that they never used LibNet,
with much smaller proportions using it
occasionally (29%) or frequently (14%).
Respondents who had indicated that
they had never used LibNet were then
asked to describe why they did not use
the service. The primary reason cited was
alack of awareness about the existence of
the network (57% of respondents). Of the
remaining 42 percent who were aware of
LibNet but did not use it, the most com-
mon explanation was that respondents
had no reason to make use of it (62% of
those responding to this question). How-
ever, 14 percent of respondents stated that
they did not use it because they did not
know how to gain access, and another 8
percent stated that they did not have ac-
cess to a computer at work or home.
When respondents were asked, “Would
you characterize yourself, overall, as be-
ing a user or nonuser of the UWO library
system?” the responses were equally di-
vided, with 50 percent of the respondents
characterizing themselves as users and
50 percent as nonusers. Those classify-
ing themselves as users also were asked
to give their main reason for using the
library system. Most identified reasons
relating to work (65%), or equally for



University Professional and Managerial Staff 569

work and personal reasons (27%). How-
ever, 8 percent indicated that they used
the library system primarily for personal
reasons.

Finally, the variables concerning li-
brary use were cross-tabulated against
work-area and demographic variables.
Cross-tabulation revealed that a higher
proportion of employees involved in
providing direct services to students
considered themselves to be library users
than employees working in other areas.
This result may have occurred because
some librarians were PMA members and
thus were included in the sample, causing
the response to this question to be dis-
proportionately higher. However, it also
could be that employees providing direct
services to students (such as career coun-
selors, educational specialists, therapists,
doctors, nurses) do, in fact, use the library
more often. This is in contrast to employ-
ees involved in technical/computer sup-
port, who were more likely to consider
themselves nonusers. In the other work
areas, there was a balance between those
who considered themselves library users
and those who did not, so that no clear
pattern was evident.

Demographic variables included years
employed at the university and educa-
tion. Cross-tabulation of years employed
with library use and LibNet use did not
reveal any noticeable trends. To explore
this further, correlation was carried out,
revealing no significant relationships. In
other words, length of service at the uni-
versity was unrelated to use of either the
library or its electronic network (although
Sprague did find a significant association
between years of employment and library
use).!

Education, however, proved to be a dif-
ferent matter. Cross-tabulations revealed
that a higher proportion of those with
master’s degrees and Ph.D.’s considered
themselves to be library users, used the

library more frequently, and used LibNet.
Correlations also were performed, in all
cases showing significant relationships (p
<.01) between these variables, as Sprague
also found.! It seems, therefore, that
professional and managerial employees
with graduate degrees are more likely to
be library users, to use the library more
frequently, and to use LibNet than are
employees who have either bachelor’s
degrees or diplomas.

Critical Incident Interviews

Interview participants were selected from
a total of twenty-one volunteers who had
indicated they would be willing to be
interviewed. Due to timing constraints,
only five critical incident interviews
were carried out, during July 1996. An
attempt was made to have the interview
participants represent a cross section of
the population, so that interviews were
not conducted with participants who did
similar kinds of work. The five subjects
selected for the critical incident interviews
thus represented the diverse work activi-
ties of the PMA membership as a whole.

The interviews confirmed some of
the survey findings and, as was hoped,
provided further insights into the infor-
mation-seeking patterns of professional
and administrative staff. Four of the criti-
cal incidents described involved writing
major reports or proposals on a variety
of topics (student services, equipment
maintenance, professional development,
census analysis), and the fifth incident
involved intervention in a crisis situa-
tion requiring an immediate change in
university procedures.

The interviews revealed that although
their position titles were dissimilar, the
participants shared many commonalities
with respect to the nature of their work
and the information needed, sought, and
used in relation to it. One noticeable com-
monality was that most of the participants’
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positions required a significant amount of
research and writing. This research/writ-
ing role created very complex information
problems, not easily resolved through a
single source or a single search. Watson
and Boone made a similar observation
about the work of university administra-
tors, commenting that they had to deal
with long-term, complex issues resulting
innew campus regulations or policies.! In
this respect, professional/managerial staff
are not unlike faculty members conduct-
ing literature-based research. Although
the nature of the research and writing
done by the two groups is quite different,
the research processes and information
needs prompted by these activities may,
in fact, be quite similar. For instance, the
participants complained of having diffi-
culty narrowing the focus of their research
reports and of having too many potential
sources of information to search. They
often found crucial pieces of informa-
tion through browsing or serendipity, or
through referral from colleagues. Several
of them had research assistants to whom
they delegated literature searching. Most
of the participants felt that their own
information retrieval skills were lack-
ing, that they did not feel confident in
using databases or the library catalog,
and that they wasted time in conduct-
ing their searches because of their lack
of proficiency. Libraries were viewed as
useful particularly for tracking down and
verifying citations already known to the
researcher, but reference librarians were
rarely consulted. Interestingly, many of
the same observations have been made in
numerous studies of university faculty.'
A second very striking commonality
among the staff members interviewed
was use of the Internet and reliance on a
“virtual invisible college.”" In the case of
the crisis incident described by one par-
ticipant, a posting was sent to a listserv he
frequently used, resulting in ten responses
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the same day from experts in the field and
thus enabling him to solve his problem
quickly and efficiently. Other participants
noted the importance of keeping in touch
through the Internet with a far-flung net-
work of colleagues who did similar work.
The Internet also was mentioned by four
of the five participants as a first choice in
information seeking, often giving them
key leads (such as bibliographies) that
then could be followed up through more
conventional sources.

A third theme was the importance of
internal information resources. Most of
the participants maintained some sort of
personal library consisting of frequently
used reference books and manuals, and
a few key journals. In some cases, their
personal libraries were crucial to their
work because the university library sys-
tem did not have relevant materials in its
collection. In addition, all the participants
mentioned the importance of access to
various UWO databases, such as student
or financial records.

A final area of commonality was a con-
cern over keeping current. Participants
complained that it was increasingly diffi-
cult to keep up with developments in their
fields or with information they needed
to be well informed in their positions, a
problem that also was noted in other stud-
ies of professional employees.' Journals
seemed to be the preferred method of
keeping current, although one participant
also read a number of daily newspapers
on the Internet to help her keep abreast
of relevant events.

Discussion

When the findings of the survey and
critical incident interviews are taken
together, some interesting observations
about university professional and mana-
gerial staff can be made. The professional
and managerial staff participating in this
research were a highly educated group



University Professional and Managerial Staff 571

with long service to the university (most
with ten years or more). The work carried
out by this group was multifaceted and
complex, consisting of ongoing daily ad-
ministrative and managerial activities as
well as major projects of longer duration.
As a result, information needs seemed
to be of two types: those prompted by
daily managerial/professional routines
or crises (short term) and those that arose
from longer-term planning situations or
special projects.

As Watson and Boone point out, these
different kinds of information needs un-
doubtedly require different responses.
“Every office engaged in academic ad-
ministration keeps a set of indispensable
tools of the trade on the shelf; these are,
in effect, the ready-reference sources for
higher education administration and will
provide answers to a large percentage of
the daily need for names, numbers, facts
and figures.”! This suggestion was borne
out in this survey, where a large propor-
tion of respondents indicated that refer-
ence books, technical manuals, and uni-
versity and government regulations were
the type of information they required
to do their jobs on a daily basis. These
information sources were most likely to
be found within the staff member’s own
department or area, through either ask-
ing colleagues and/or consulting print
resources or internal databases. In addi-
tion, it was evident from both survey and
interview responses that the Internet had
become an increasingly important source
for retrieving quick information.

On the other hand, professional and
managerial staff frequently also were
engaged in projects of longer duration,
requiring numerous sources of informa-
tion not readily at hand. The end result
of these projects usually was a written
report or proposal, often on a new issue
that had to be considered in developing
university programs and policies. When

engaged in such projects, the information
needs of professional staff are not unlike
those of faculty members engaged in the
early stages of a research project. If these
interview participants are typical, staff
members frequently had difficulty nar-
rowing the scope of their research topic
and thus also had difficulty identifying
and gathering relevant information. Al-
though database (including the library
catalog) searches often were required to
generate useful citations, professional
staff perceived their own information re-
trieval skills to be weak and thus felt that
they wasted valuable time in attempting
to conduct searches themselves. Despite
this, survey responses revealed that sur-
prisingly few ever consulted reference
librarians for assistance, although some
staff did delegate searches to research
assistants. These observations correspond
closely to Sprague’s findings that few
professional staff “use access tools such
as the online catalog, a librarian, printed
indexes, or electronic databases.” 2

Use of the university library system by
the professional and mangerial staff in
this study was uneven. Although about a
third of the survey respondents indicated
that they used campus libraries frequent-
ly, the majority used them only rarely or
never. The primary reason for this pattern
of usage was the perception that there was
no need to use the library in relation to
their work, suggesting perhaps that, for
the most part, departmental resources
and colleagues are adequate information
sources. Despite this possibility, however,
a large number of participants indicated
that the Internet was a frequently used
source of information. Is this purely a
matter of desktop convenience, a varia-
tion of the informal arm’s-length rule?
Convenience does not appear to tell the
whole story, however, because other
electronic sources also available at the
desktop through the library’s electronic
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network were not being utilized, largely
because staff either did not know about
the library network or did not know how
to gain access to it.

It does seem, as Sprague strongly sug-
gests, that professional and managerial
staff could benefit from some library-ori-
ented instructional workshops tailored to
their needs.? The problem, however, is one
of timing. The extensive literature on bib-
liographic instruction stresses that user
education is more likely to be successful
if delivered at the time of need, especially
when the individuals concerned have a
project requiring heavier use of library
resources. Staff members, such as faculty,
appear to be able to solve many of their
daily information needs on their own and
are not engaged in complex projects all
the time. The question that then arises is
how to make them aware of the library
system’s resources (including both mate-
rials and personnel) at the time they are
engaged in intensive research and writing
and do need to make use of a wider range
of information sources. At the very least,
more creative approaches to marketing
library resources and services to this
group appear to be warranted.

Related to the previous point, a second
issue to consider is the nature of the typi-
cal academic library’s collection. Survey
respondents indicated that the informa-
tion resources needed on a daily basis
were often specialized reference tools
(handbooks, technical manuals, suppliers’
catalogs, internal university regulations,
etc.) or specific professional journals,
yet these resources usually are not the
type of material collected by academic
libraries because they become quickly
outdated or are irrelevant to students and
faculty engaged in disciplinary research.
Thus, it seems unlikely that in an era of
stagnant collections budgets, academic
libraries will see fit to place a priority
on meeting the short-term information
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needs of professional staff. However, the
long-term information needs of profes-
sional staff appear to be a different matter.
Interview participants who did make use
of the library with respect to a project or
proposal described needing the types
of information resources that academic
libraries already have, such as the library
catalog, the ERIC database, census data on
CD-ROM, and other statistical sources.
Ironically, survey responses indicated
that professional staff rarely made use
of such resources even though they were
readily available. Is this because of un-
familiarity with what the library system
has, the types of information that could
be retrieved, and/or the role of librarians
in facilitating retrieval? Again, this brings
us back to the conclusion that more effec-
tive marketing and the development of
tailored workshops could greatly assist
professional and managerial employees
in making more effective use of existing
library resources and services.

Conclusions
University staff who are described as
professional and managerial represent a
wide range of professions and manage-
rial responsibilities. Like faculty, many
of them have preferred means (such as
asking colleagues) of finding informa-
tion relevant to their work and desire to
be independent information seekers. As
such, it probably is futile to think that
the campus library system can, or ought,
to play an aggressive role in meeting the
ongoing information needs of this group
as a whole. However, evidence from this
study and others suggests that, at critical
times, certain professional and manage-
rial staff do have long-term information
needs that could be met through either
use of the resources of campus libraries or
interactions with library personnel skilled
in information retrieval.

But what are those critical times, and
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which professional staff are likely to be en-
gaged in such activities? The answer may
lie not in consideration of the positions that
professional and managerial staff hold but,
rather, in the roles they play within their
positions, as other studies have suggested.?
This exploratory research has pinpointed
one role (researcher/writer) that many
professional staff find themselves taking
on which requires more intensive and
concentrated information seeking than is
typical on a daily basis. Undoubtedly, there
are other roles (such as planner, mediator,
fundraiser, administrator) or tasks (such
as budgeting, personnel management)
that are equally demanding of a higher
level of information gathering. Thus, it is
suggested that our understanding of the
information needs and information-seek-
ing patterns of professional and manage-
rial employees could be greatly enhanced
through future research examining (1)
the common roles in which such staff are
engaged, (2) the specific work-related proj-
ects or tasks arising from those roles, and
(3) identification of information-seeking
activities arising from particular projects
that could be enhanced through the use
of university library systems. As Watson

and Boone argue, any efforts in this direc-
tion should be with the goal of enabling
university employees at all levels to make
more informed and effective decisions in
running the university.

Finally, the critical incident interviews
used in this study provided an extremely
rich source of additional data on the
nature of both the participants” work
worlds and their information seeking.
Although very labor-intensive (in terms
of conducting, taping, and transcribing
the interviews), the data thus gained were
in many ways more revealing than those
gained through the survey methodol-
ogy, suggesting avenues for exploration
that could not have been easily evoked
through a survey instrument alone. Thus,
it is further suggested that, with a much
larger sample, the critical incident ap-
proach would seem to be a highly useful
and appropriate methodology for more
meaningful and detailed research on
this topic.
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