Organizational Socialization through
Employee Orientations at North
Carolina State University Libraries

Angela Ballard and Laura Blessing

North Carolina State University Libraries has built a strong employee
orientation program based on the belief that early socialization contrib-
utes to the success of new employees. Its orientation model includes a
focused orientation session, a checklist, and individual meetings with
key library faculty and staff. All aspects of the orientation focus heavily
on socialization factors such as understanding the Libraries’ mission
and values, meeting key people within the organization, and becoming
acquainted with other new colleagues. This paper details the Libraries’
orientation approach and the research that supports it.

s libraries hire new employ-
ees, it is important for man-
agers to pay close attention
to socialization factors. Or-
ganizational socialization is the process
by which employees learn about and
adapt to new jobs, roles, and the culture
of the workplace.! Early socialization fac-
tors may indicate a new employee’s job
satisfaction and influence his or her lon-
gevity in the organization. When a new
library employee is hired, retention of
that employee is crucial, especially when
considering lower numbers of quali-
fied applicants for librarian positions.?
Formalized socialization may be even
more important for new hires coming
from diverse backgrounds.* Documented
underrepresentation of ethnic minority
professionals in academic libraries has
caused several academic libraries to pay

closer attention to minority recruitment
and retention.* Library administrators
who strive to hire and retain a more
diverse workforce should therefore care-
fully consider socialization issues.
Formal socialization practices also can
have many benefits of interest to manage-
ment. For instance, they have been linked
to increased organizational commitment,
job involvement, role orientation, and ten-
ure.” Management literature stresses that
when managers fail to use the first weeks
to promote corporate values, employees
educate themselves on corporate values
through more informal means. “No [or-
ganization] should hire a new employee
without a systematic program that expos-
es the new employee to all aspects of the
business the first few months.”® Research
studies have shown that orientation pro-
grams “reduce turnover and absenteeism,
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prevent performance problems, instill
positive attitudes about the organization,
and pave the way for better communica-
tion between the supervisor and the new
employee.”” Few library managers would
scoff at such positive outcomes.

Socialization and Job Satisfaction
Several motivation models have been
used to study job satisfaction. For in-
stance, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs
theory postulated that, first, physiological
and, then, safety needs must be fulfilled
before belongingness and love needs
emerge. When belongingness and love
needs were satisfied, the individual’s
higher-level needs, first esteem and
later self-actualization, would emerge.®
Maslow believed that few people achieve
the self-actualization level of the hier-
archy. If we relate Maslow’s hierarchy
of needs to organizational socialization
theories, we see that belongingness and
love needs closely relate to what orga-
nizational sociologists call socialization
factors. Socialization needs, therefore,
must be fulfilled before needs for esteem
and self-actualization emerge.

Another theorist, Herzberg, looked at
motivators and their relationship to job
satisfaction. Herzberg viewed interper-
sonal relations as a more basic, or what he
called a “hygiene,” category. In his theory,
hygiene issues such as interpersonal rela-
tions must be met at a basic level before
the employee can feel satisfied with the
job. In reviewing job satisfaction of library
workers, Gail K. Dickinson compared
Maslow’s and Herzberg’s motivation
models with Alderfer’s Existance, Relat-
edness, Growth Theory to underscore
the importance these factors have on job
satisfaction.’ She grouped Alderfer’s “re-
latedness” with Herzberg’s “recognition,
interpersonal relations, and supervision”
needs and Maslow’s “esteem, love, and
safety” needs.

Dickinson stated that factors such as
the relationship between administrator
and worker have more of an effect on
job satisfaction than salary.’ Although

the presence or absence of an employee
orientation may not directly result in job
satisfaction, orientation programs that
emphasize socialization factors may be
indirectly linked to job satisfaction. Em-
ployers may find that an effective social-
ization process enables new employees
to have more autonomy and establish
positive relationships.

Organizational Socialization through
Employee Orientations
During the employee’s first weeks on the
job, an understanding of the organiza-
tion’s culture is formed. This period can be
an impressionable one for the employee.
When employees are new, adjustment
issues may be more intense, so they may
need more attention and reassurance.
Regardless of whether or not a formal
socialization program exists, employees
eventually become socialized. Creating a
systematic socialization program such as
an orientation process gives management
more influence over how the employee
adapts to a new job and relates to others
in the new work environment. Richard
E. Rubin referred to the “psychological
condition of excitement and high commit-
ment” that is present at the beginning of
employment as “a perfect time to orient
and train employees.”"!

Tounderstand an organization’s culture,
a person new to the organization must be
able to recognize the organization’s values
and beliefs, observe employee relations,
and appreciate the organization’s history,
customs, and rituals. Other clues to an
organization’s culture can be found by
observing the language, its physical envi-
ronment, and the way time is valued and
used.”? Although some of these elements
of culture are articulated specifically in
presentations or activities during a formal
orientation session, others are modeled
by the staff involved in all aspects of the
orientation program. In designing an
orientation program, developers should
look for opportunities to ensure that the
orientation experience accurately reflects
the organization’s values and culture.
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A Model for Library Orientation
Orientation efforts at NCSU began with
a simple orientation checklist and later
were developed into a comprehensive
program based on research that suggests
that structured orientation and socializa-
tion efforts can impact employee satisfac-
tion and, ultimately, organizational suc-
cess. The result is a multifaceted approach
to employee orientation that includes
a scheduled orientation session as well
as tools and support for managers and
supervisors in welcoming and orienting
new employees to the work environment
and organizational culture.

Background/History

The evolution of the program occurred in
stages, each placing greater emphasis on
the socialization aspects of the orienta-
tion process. The NCSU Libraries imple-
mented the first standard orientation
checklists in the mid-1990s. The checklists
served to remind supervisors of key
policy, safety, and procedural information
to communicate to new employees. This
effort helped to document compliance
with government and university policies
regarding communication of specific poli-
cies and created more consistency in what
information was given to new employees
across library departments.

In the late 1990s, the Libraries formed a
Staff Learning and Development Commit-
tee (SLDC) to explore staff development
needs and to plan a training and devel-
opment program that would facilitate
organizational learning and flexibility.
The committee quickly identified em-
ployee orientation as a key component of
a successful staff development program
and revised the existing orientation
checklists to broaden their scope. The
revised checklists included reminders
to supervisors about important steps to
take in preparing for the new employee’s
arrival and welcoming the employee dur-
ing the first weeks. Items covered in the
first two weeks emphasized orientation
to the work environment and socializa-
tion. Informational items were grouped
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into categories with guidelines on which
information to cover during each of the
first four weeks of employment.

In 1998, the Libraries appointed a full-
time librarian for staff development and
diversity initiatives who also served on
both the SLDC and the Library Diversity
Committee. One of the first assignments
for the new position was to communicate
the Libraries’” commitment to diversity
initiatives through a required diversity
information session for new and existing
employees. Discussion and planning for
a “diversity orientation” session served as
the catalyst for development of a broader
employee orientation program. The staff
development librarian and the SLDC de-
veloped mandatory orientation sessions
for all new employees and implemented
them in 1998.

These orientation sessions, offered
once a month for a full day, consisted of a
series of tours, presentations by represen-
tatives of departments, a short diversity
program, and informational sessions on
work policies. SLDC members facilitated
the sessions, and the staff development li-
brarian coordinated scheduling and com-
munications and facilitated the diversity
session and other sessions, as needed. This
delivery model created a more dynamic
atmosphere than a single facilitator would
have been able to achieve. The objectives
for the program were to orient new em-
ployees to the physical spaces and service
areas, to have them meet employees in
various departments, to make an early
statement about the importance of diver-
sity concerns, and to ensure that they had
been exposed to library work policies.

Employee response to the scheduled
orientations was positive overall, and
the program continued to evolve based
on specific feedback from participants.
Each iteration of the program reflected
the continuing shift in purpose from a
largely informational program to one
that introduced and emphasized organi-
zational philosophy and culture. In 2000,
the committee introduced a new, highly
interactive approach to orienting staff to
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the Libraries” mission, vision, and val-
ues. This marked the most fundamental
change in the tone and purpose of orienta-
tion. Personnel staff and SLDC members
fully embraced the idea that the primary
purpose of the formal orientation session
is one of socialization. Most other aspects
of the orientation process could be facili-
tated using other means such as orienta-
tion checklists, training for supervisors on
welcoming new employees, improvement
of systems for ensuring that employees
have the tools they need to be productive
on the first day of work, and a relevant,
reliable, and current online source of
information for new employees.

The Orientation Program

The current orientation program consists
of three components: (1) library orienta-
tion sessions that focus on library culture
and values, (2) orientation checklists that
ensure that supervisors meet expecta-
tions for welcoming new employees and
covering policy and procedural informa-
tion, and (3) one-on-one meetings with
appropriate individuals.

Orientation Sessions

Scheduled library orientations are offered
in each month that more than three new
employees have joined the staff. The
orientations are made up of a series of
interactive sessions and tours for a total
of four-and-a-half programmed hours.
(See appendix A.)

In a welcoming session, a facilitator
covers the day’s agenda and program
objectives and leads an exercise for intro-
ductions. The second session introduces
the Libraries’ mission, vision, and values
statements. This second session is the
most central to the program’s socialization
objective and also is the most interactive.
Participants are divided into two groups
that compete in activities designed to help
them “discover” the mission and vision
statements together. In the first activity,
the teams are given five to seven minutes
to construct a mission statement for the
organization using a version of the actual

statement with key words missing and a
collection of possible words to use. The
facilitator then reads the mission state-
ment, asking the teams to supply the
words. The significance of each phrase in
the mission statement is discussed as each
is “revealed,” and examples are given of
current projects or initiatives across the
Libraries that represent the organization’s
commitment to its mission.

The second activity is designed to in-
troduce the vision statement. The teams
discuss and answer a series of factual
questions about the Libraries with nu-
merical answers. The winners in each
round guess letters in a hangman-type
game that gradually uncovers the short
vision statement. The answers to the
questions are statistics that illustrate the
size and scope of the Libraries’ services
and collections. The facilitator provides
background and context for questions
throughout the activity. Finally, the em-
ployees are given copies of the Libraries’
official mission, vision, and values state-
ments and are asked to discuss how these
statements are relevant to their roles in
the organization.

A critical component of the monthly
program is a session titled “Welcomed,
Valued, Respected,” which emphasizes
the Libraries” broad definition of diver-
sity, reinforces the organizational value
of inclusiveness, and describes campus
and library diversity initiatives. The
purpose of this session is to make a clear
statement about the role of diversity in
the organization’s success.

A short session titled “Life Cycle of
Library Resources” illustrates work
flow and relationships between depart-
ments. Whereas the program generally
highlights the innovations and initiatives
that characterize the organization’s pro-
gressive culture, this session provides an
opportunity for facilitators to emphasize
the importance of the basic functions of
libraries. Participants are encouraged to
share what they know about the kinds of
work done in their own departments. This
session is important in providing context
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for the walking tours that follow it and is
particularly valued by employees who
have little or no experience in academic
libraries.

The final substantive session is an
overview of the Libraries’ staff computing
environment. This overview is designed
to emphasize the Libraries’ investment in
technology and digital library initiatives
and to convey the organization’s com-
mitment to supporting staff in adopting
and using technology. The facilitator
reviews the range of available networked
resources and the help desk and training
services provided by the systems depart-
ment. To reinforce the intranet as a starting
point for staff information, intranet pages
are used as the backdrop for all talking
points and employees are encouraged to
explore the site at lab computers during
the session.

Tours of the main library building are a
key component of the orientation sessions.
Scripted tours, led by SLDC members, are
designed to go beyond orienting staff to
the physical space. Employees are led
through offices, departments, and service
areas as the guide describes projects and
initiatives that are under way in various
areas that support the Libraries’ mission.
A few locations or service points are high-
lighted with extended stops and short
presentations by staff working in those
areas. In past versions of the orientation
program, representatives from every de-
partment or unit spoke to the orientation
group for three to five minutes each. The
most consistent feedback about the ori-
entation program was that the tours were
too long and tedious; making it difficult
for participants to know what information
was most important to retain. Rethinking
the tours was a significant effort that has
proved to be very worthwhile. Although
new employees still receive a tour of the
physical space, creating a more stimulat-
ing experience enhances the socialization
aspect of orientation.

Finally, a Libraries” Safety Committee
representative meets briefly with each
orientation group to present mandatory
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safety information. Including the safety
session ensures that the Libraries meets
its obligation to share this critical informa-
tion and reinforces the program’s under-
lying theme that staff well-being is a top
priority in the organization. Because the
orientation program promotes a feeling of
openness, an added benefit to including
the safety session is that questions gener-
ated during this session sometimes reveal
issues of concern to staff that might not be
readily raised in other forums.

Beyond the structure and content of
the sessions, other factors help create a
purposeful and positive socialization ex-
perience. The overall tone of the sessions
is light and fun, but facilitators display
professionalism and respect as well.
Although a single person best facilitates
short sessions, having another member
of the coordinating group present adds
richness to the session dynamics. Feed-
back from participants indicates that this
practice also may send a subtle message
that the organization cares enough about
the orientation experience to invest sig-
nificant staff time in it.

The decision was made early in the de-
velopment of the program to orient librar-
ians and support staff together. Because
the primary purpose of the orientation
program is socialization to the organiza-
tional culture, the experience is relevant to
staff at all levels. In some cases, employees
report that a cohort bond is initiated dur-
ing orientation that continues beyond the
orientation period. By orienting all staff
together, the program establishes an early
example of the spirit of inclusiveness
and collaboration that it aims to foster
throughout the organization.

Orientation Checklist

Information specific to a particular posi-
tion level, department, or job function is,
of course, vital to the orientation process
and is covered by supervisors guided
by the orientation checklist. Early ver-
sions of the checklist were simply lists
of employment policies and procedures.
Later versions were developed to be
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more compatible with the socialization
goals of the overall orientation program.
The orientation checklist is now a more
meaningful tool, providing support for
supervisors in managing the orientation
process. The structure of the checklist re-
flects the work of motivational theorists in
that items focused on employee feelings
of physical and emotional security are
addressed first. Information or experi-
ences that enhance feelings of relatedness
and opportunities for productivity and
growth then are incorporated gradually
over a four-week orientation period. (See
appendix B.)

The checklist represents the organiza-
tion’s expectations for consistency in the
experience of new employees across de-
partments and supervisors. Even before
a new employee arrives, the checklist is
used to prepare for orientation. The list is
available online so that supporting policy
manuals, Web sites, and other docu-
ments can be linked to checklist items.
This relieves the burden on supervisors
of assembling orientation packets and
encourages the employee reliance on the
intranet as a rich and current information
resource. When supervisors take this part
of the orientation process seriously, they
model employee awareness, confidence,
and well-being as organizational values.

Individual Meetings

In addition to the scheduled orientation
sessions and the checklist, the orientation
program involves individual meetings
with key library faculty and staff. All
employees meet with the appropriate
personnel representative on the first day
of employment. Librarians are scheduled
for meetings with key individuals to
learn about the organization’s expecta-
tions with regard to internal and external
communications, fiscal responsibility, and
accountability. An early meeting with
the associate director for the employee’s
division offers a big-picture perspective
on the employee’s role in the division and
an opportunity to establish a rapport with
the administrator that might not occur as

easily in the course of other types of meet-
ings. Department head level managers
also meet with each of the other depart-
ment heads during the first six weeks or
so of employment.

Evaluation and Assessment
Maintaining a commitment to the goal of
socialization through orientation requires
ongoing evaluation and development of
the program. However, there are several
problems with a formal evaluation of
a program of this type. It is difficult to
measure the impact of an orientation
program quantitatively because possible
measurable indicators of success such as
tenure and productivity are impacted by
many other factors within the organiza-
tion and the profession. In addition, when
participation in an orientation program
is mandatory, it is impossible—and
certainly not in the best interest of the
organization—to use a control group to
evaluate the program’s effectiveness.

Assessment efforts thus far have fo-
cused on systematic reviews of program
content and on participants” evaluations
of the scheduled sessions. The staff
development librarian and members of
the SLDC regularly review the checklist
and session materials to ensure that the
content is current and relevant to the
objectives of the program.

Participants in the orientation sessions
answer a series of open-ended questions
about their reactions to key components,
their overall orientation experience, and
suggestions for improvement. The result-
ing qualitative feedback is critical to the
development process. Major revisions to
the program content and structure have
been prompted by participant feedback.

The next step in more formally assess-
ing the program is to conduct structured
follow-up interviews with new staff after
they are established in their positions.
The goal of such a study is to determine
whether staff members believe that the
orientation experience has impacted their
readiness to work in the organization
and/or their overall job satisfaction.
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Ongoing Developments

Recognizing the organic nature of the
orientation program is key to keeping it
fresh and relevant. The SLDC and staff
development librarian routinely review
session evaluations and feedback about
the program and readily make needed
adjustments. Changes to program content
or structure in response to changes in the
organization are implemented quickly to
keep the program current.

Recent development efforts are fo-
cused on increasing support for the
managers and supervisors who strongly
influence an employee’s early socializa-
tion. Personnel librarians are developing
a short workshop for supervisors on
how the organization’s expectations in
welcoming new employees and how to
incorporate organizational values into
the presentation of materials referenced
on the orientation checklists. The infor-
mation technology training librarian is
further developing a set of tools to stan-
dardize the content, delivery methods,
and language used by departmental
computing consultants and systems staff
in presenting computing information to
new employees. In addition, the SLDC
is exploring the possibility of providing
lunch for participants during the sched-
uled orientation program in the hope of
adding a primarily social component to
the day.

The Libraries also is developing a
new program in which each new staff
member will be paired with an “orienta-
tion partner” outside his or her assigned
department. The partner will contact the
new employee within the first weeks
of employment to arrange a meeting or
lunch to talk about any concerns or ques-
tions the new employee may have. There
may be one or two follow-up meetings to
ensure that any outstanding questions or
concerns have been fully addressed.

Orientation as Part of a Process

Orientations should be the beginning of
a staff development process that lasts
throughout the individual’s employment.
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Although employee orientations assist
with the socialization process, they alone
will not increase organizational commit-
ment."” For the orientation experience to
have lasting value, employees should
see ongoing evidence that their profes-
sional development is valued. This can
be demonstrated by offering relevant,
high-quality staff development programs
and by communicating regularly with
the employee about his or her specific
development needs. Building a positive
relationship between employee and su-
pervisor should be a goal of orientation,
paving the way for future dialogue about
training and development.

Conclusion

The NCSU Libraries has developed an
employee orientation program based on
organizational socialization theory and
research. The process involves a formal
orientation program for all new staff,
an orientation checklist that provides a
framework for a four-week orientation
process managed by the supervisor,
and a series of meetings with key indi-
viduals in the organization. The goal
of this approach is to purposefully and
consistently meet the basic needs of new
employees by creating a sense of physical
and emotional security and by fostering
the relatedness and role orientation that
researchers and theorists have tied to job
satisfaction.

Response to the orientation process
from employees, supervisors, and admin-
istrators has been very positive. Written
evaluations and anecdotal evidence
suggest that employees feel that the
socialization aspects of the orientation
program are valuable in helping them to
acclimate to the organization’s culture,
understand its language and values, and
build relationships. However, additional
study is needed to determine whether the
application of socialization theory to the
development of an employee orientation
program has a measurable impact on
individual job satisfaction or organiza-
tional success.
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APPENDIX A
NCSU Libraries Orientation Agenda

9:00-9:30 Welcome & Introductions
9:30-10:10 The Libraries’ Mission, Vision & Values
10:10-10:25 Break—NCSU Librarians Association
10:25-10:50 Welcomed, Valued, Respected
10:50-11:00 Life Cycle of Library Resources
11:00-11:30 First Tour
11:30-12:00 NCSU Libraries’ Computing Environment
12:00-1:30 Lunch
1:30-1:40 NCSU Libraries’ Staff Association
1:40-1:50 Safety Information Session
1:50-2:45 Second Tour
2:45-3:00 Wrap-up/Final Exam

APPENDIX B

NCSU Libraries Employee Orientation Checklist Categories

BEFORE START DATE

1. Preparing the Workspace

II.  Schedule Meetings and Training Sessions
III. Equipment Installation & Configuration

WEEK ONE

I.  The Basics

II.  Safety and Security

III. Telephones/Copies/Supplies/Mail

WEEK TWO

I.  The Libraries’ Mission, Vision, and Organization
II.  Performance Expectations: Tools and Policies
III. Employment Policies

IV. Attendance and Leave

V. Communication and Publications

WEEK THREE

I.  The Libraries: Departmental Role and Customer Service Principles
II.  Performance Expectations: Work Planning and Goal Setting

III. Development and Training Opportunities

WEEK FOUR:
1. Scheduled Meetings
II.  Follow-up
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