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A survey of librarians in the 19libraries of California State University was conducted on pro­
fessional staff participation in decision making, i.e., participative management (PM). The pur­
pose was to gather information on organizational structures which facilitate PM and to assess 
librarians' perceptions of its degree and effectiveness. Variables were identified which have sig­
nificant associations with high PM, for example, the existence of a library faculty governance 
group and the use of committees. Based on the existence of these variables, it is possible to 
predict whether a librarian is likely to perceive a high or low degree of participative manage­
ment. 

ith the assistance of a research 
grant, a survey by question­
naire was conducted on the 
participation of California State 

University librarians in decision making. 
The purpose of the survey was two-fold: 
1) to determine the degree and effective­
ness of librarians' participation in decision 
making as perceived by the respondents, 
and 2) to develop a descriptive profile of 
California State University (CSU) librari­
ans. 

In the professional literature, the term 
participative management is generally used 
to refer to staff participation in decision 
making. In this discussion, it will also be 
used in this sense. However, the term was 
not used in the questionnaire itself, in or­
der to avoid the problem of ambiguous in­
terpretation. The statement at the head of 
the questionnaire reads ''The purpose . . . 
is to secure information on the organiza­
tional structure for professional staff par­
ticipation in decision making and to deter­
mine the degree, qualio/, and effective-

ness of such participation as perceived by 
CSU librarians." 

Over the past 15 years, participative 
management in libraries has been the sub­
ject of many editorials, articles, and con­
ference programs. Because staff members 
in most libraries are organized according 
to the traditional pyramidal model and de­
cisions on key matters are usually the pre­
rogative of administrative librarians, par­
ticipative management has been viewed 
within the profession as a provocative and 
challenging issue. A possible explanation 
for the sustained interest in participative 
management is that it promises increased 
involvement in decision making to librari­
ans who are operating in a fairly struc­
tured, hierarchical organization. 

There is, however, a recent trend in aca­
demic libraries toward greater participa­
tion of nonadministrative librarians in the 
management of libraries. Signs of this 
trend include the adoption by libraries of 
more open organizational models (such as 
matrix management) and the use of com-
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mittees for key management functions 
(such as planning and budgeting). Other 
evidence of the trend can be found in the 
professional literature and in the confer­
ence programs of library associations. 

The increased use of participative man­
agement techniques may be a response to 
changing times. Libraries are currently 
facing a host of pressing new needs which 
must be met while traditional operations 
and services are maintained. Yet in many 
cases, library budgets remain stable or 
have even been reduced. Given these cir­
cumstances, it is timely to consider the or­
ganization of libraries and the role of staff 
in decision making. Libraries are being 
asked to do more with less; a key question 
is whether traditional organizational and 
staffing models will be able to meet this 
challenge or whether innovation is 
needed. 

Although the incentive for this study 
comes from broad professional concerns 
about library organization and manage­
ment, the survey itself is limited to librari­
ans in the California State University sys­
tem. CSU librarians are an appropriate 
survey group for the issue of participative 
management because they are a large 
group and also because they have faculty 
status. The 19 CSU campuses are publicly 
funded and are part of the state system of 
higher education. California State Univer­
sity is the largest baccalaureate-granting 
system in the nation. In 1983-84 when the 
survey was conducted, the system con­
ferred 44,375 undergraduate degrees and 
9,690 graduate degrees. Its mission places 
a greater emphasis on teaching than re­
search. Bachelors' and masters' degrees 
are offered in 200 subject areas. In 1984, 
lor all of the CSU libraries combined, the 
volume count was 11,070,214 and the 
number of professional librarians em-
ployed was 395. · 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

An extensive literature review on partic­
ipative management in academic libraries 
by Nicholas C. Burckel appeared in College 
& Research Libraries in 1984. Burckel begins 
his article by summarizing how the con­
cept of participative management evolved 
from the human-relations school of man-
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agement. In the form of an excellent re­
view essay, he then discusses and cri­
tiques the literature on participative 
management in academic libraries pub­
lished from approximately 1970 to 1984. 
He notes that with the exception of studies 
by Maurice Marchant on university and 
research libraries and Henry Stewart, Jr., 
on small colleges, there has been little rig­
orous analysis of participative manage­
ment in academic libraries. In addition, he 
comments on the inconclusive results of 
those studies. 1 

In his conclusion,(Burckel suggests that 
participative management techniques are 
best suited for periods of affluence and ex­
pansion and that they should be consid­
ered with caution given the fiscal stringen­
cies of the current decade.)He notes that 

( there is no conclusive evidence that partic­
ipative management influences library ef­
fectiveness, but does subscribe to the 
widely held belief that when properly im­
plemented it increases staff morale and 
job satisfaction.) Burckel voices a concern 
that there is at present no accurate method 
to measure the increased costs of group 
versus individual decision making. 2 

Because an extensive literature review 
has been published recently, this discus­
sion will be limited to describing an un­
published study by George R. Lewis that 
is especially relevant to the CSU study and 
was not cited by Burckel. 

In 1974-75 George R. Lewis adminis­
tered a questionnaire on participative 
management to the directors and a sample 
of professional librarians in 24 university 
libraries belonging to the Association 
of Southeastern Research Libraries 
(ASERL). 3 In terms of the number and 
type of libraries surveyed and the number 
of respondents, the ASERL and CSU 
studies are similar. The purpose of the 2 
surveys was essentially the same: to deter­
mine the practices and perceptions of pro-

"The literature review turned up 
only one survey instrument on partic­
ipative management in libraries.'' 
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fessional staff participation in decision 
making. The results of the studies are 
compared in the conclusion. 

METHODOLOGY 

Instrument Design 

The literature review turned up only 1 
survey instrument on participative man­
agement in libraries. It was designed by 
George R. Lewis. The authors decided to 
design their own questionnaire, but Lewis 
was contacted and he granted permission 
for the use of several of his questions. 

The questionnaire was designed to se­
cure information on the organizational 
structures for librarians to participate in 
decision making and to determine the de­
gree and effectiveness of such participa­
tion as perceived by CSU librarians. The 
instrument was not designed to support 
or reject hypotheses; instead, it was devel­
oped to answer 5 research questions: 

1. What is the demographic profile of li­
brarians employed by California State 
University (CSU)? 

2. What are the organizational struc­
tures in the library through which CSU li­
brarians participate in decision making? 

3. What is the degree, quality, and ef­
fectiveness of participation in decision 
making as perceived by CSU librarians? 

4. Can participative management be 
predicted by certain variables? 

5. Which of the organizational struc­
tures are associated with a high degree of 
participative management? 

The questionnaire consists of 53 num­
bered questions, with a blank page where 
·comments on participative management 
or the survey itself were invited. The first 
section of the questionnaire includes 14 
questions headed "Demographics." Re­
spondents were asked their age, sex, de­
grees earned, professional organizations, 
years worked, and number of librarians in 
their library. For their current position, 
they were also asked position rank, pri­
mary areas of responsibility, and number 
of staff supervised. 

The second section of the questionnaire 
is headed "Practices and Perceptions." 
These questions were designed to elicit in­
formation about the participation of librar-

ians in decision making in their libraries. 
Questions were formulated according to 
the premise that certain organizational 
characteristics influence the degree of par­
ticipation. Several questions probed op­
portunities for participation inherent in 
the organizational structure of the library, 
e.g., the existence of a library faculty gov­
ernance group, planning committee, 
budget committee, etc. Another question 
addressed how freely information flowed 
up and down the chain of command. In 
other questions, librarians were asked 
about the degree, quality, and effective­
ness of their participation in decision mak­
ing. 

Distribution 

The questionnaire was pretested by ad­
ministering it to the 12 librarians em­
ployed at one of the smaller CSU libraries. 
After some revision, questionnaires were 
prepared for the 395 CSU librarians hold­
ing tenured, tenure-track, or permanent 
positions. Machine-scorable answer 
sheets and stamped, self-addressed enve­
lopes were provided with the question­
naires. The answer sheets were precoded 
by campus. Packets of questionnaires 
were hatched by library and mailed to des­
ignated representatives in each library for 
distribution. 

Return Rate 

Announcements in the sponsoring or­
ganization's newsletter were used to en­
courage librarians to participate in the sur­
vey. In addition, several weeks after the 
mailing, a volunteer in each library re­
minded librarians to return their answer 
sheets. Of the 395 questionnaires sent out, 
247 (62%) were returned. The response 
rate is shown in table 1. 

Analysis 

In order to address the research ques­
tions, the survey data were analyzed us­
ing the computer software Statistical 
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). 
First, SPSS was used to create a frequency 
distribution based on the responses to 
each question. Then, in order to answer 
the first question, a profile of the average 
respondent was developed by using a fre-
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TABLE 1 
SURVEY RESPONSE RATE BY CAMPUS 

Campus 

Bakersfield 
Chico 
Dominguez Hills 
Fresno 
Fullerton 
Hayward 
Humboldt 
Long Beach 
Los Angeles 
Northriage 
Pomona 
Sacramento 
San Bernardino 
San Diego 
San Francisco 
San Jose 
San Luis Obispo 
Sonoma 
Stanislaus 
Calexico 

Totals 

No. Respondents 

5 
12 
12 
21 
12 
12 
8 

14 
14 
22 
9 

19 
6 

21 
11 
22 
15 
6 
5 
1 

247 

quency distribution of responses to spe­
cific questions as indicated in table 2. For 
the purpose of this survey, the average is · 
an arithmetic mean based on a cumulative 
frequency count for each question. 

FINDINGS 

A demographic profile of CSU librarians 
was developed by asking questions about 
age, gender, number of years worked in 
the library, professional memberships, 
and supervisory responsibilities. This pro­
file is summarized in table 2. 

In 1983 collective bargaining was insti­
tuted in the 19-campus CSU system. CSU 
librarians holding academic rank have fac­
ulty status and are included in the same 
bargaining unit as the teaching faculty. 4 

This unit is represented by the California 
Faculty Association (CFA), a National Ed­
ucation Association affiliate. The CFA unit 
of CSU is one of the largest faculty units in 
the United States. The similarity in the sta­
tus of teaching faculty and librarians en­
couraged the researchers to examine the 
practice of rotating or electing department 
chairs. The majority of teaching faculty at 
CSU rotate or elect their department 
chairs. However, the survey revealed that 
this is clearly not the trend in CSU li-

No. Surveys Sent 

7 
24 
12 
25 
26 
16 
9 

33 
21 
30 
14 
23 
8 

36 
32 
34 
27 
10 
7 
1 

395 

% Responding 

71 
50 

100 
84 
46 
75 
89 
42 
67 
73 
64 
83 
75 
58 
34 
65 
52 
60 
71 

100 
(average response 
rate = 62%l 

braries: 75% of the librarians reported no 
such practice. Ten percent responded that 
their library had only 1 department with 
an elected head or chair, and the remain­
ing 15% indicated that they have 2 or more 
departments utilizing the rotating 
department-chair concept. 

11The second research question con­
cerned the identification of organiza­
tional structures associated with par­
ticipative management. 11 

The second research question con­
cerned the identification of organizational 
structures associated with participative 
management. One survey question (ques­
tion 15) asked the respondents to report 
whether or not their library had a library 
faculty governance group. In CSU li­
braries, these groups are representative 
assemblies typically comprised of all non­
administrative librarians. Although li­
brary faculty groups operate somewhat 
differently on each campus, they primar­
ily exist to facilitate self-governance and 
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TABLE2 

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF CSU LIBRARIANS: 
FREQUENCY DISTRIBUTION OF SELECTED QUESTIONS 

Questions 

Years worked at J?resent 
institution (question 1) 

a) less than one 
b) 1-4 
~5-9 

) 10-14 
e) 15-19 
f) 20-24 
~) 25-29 

) 30 or longer 
Total 
Age group ~uestion 3) 

a) under 
b) 30-39 
~ 40-49 

) 50-59 
e) 60 or over 

Total 
Gender (~uestion 4) 

a) fern e 
b) male 

Total 
Member of American Library 
Association (question 6) 

a) yes 
b) no 

Total 
Member of California 
Library Association (question 7) 

a) yes 
b) no 

Total 
Position or rank (question 8) 

a) asst. or senior asst. 
b) assoc. or fulllibn. 
c) asst. or assoc. univ. 

librarian 
d) univ. libn. or director 
e) other 

Total 

are comparable to an academic senate. 
Slightly more than 50% of the respon­
dents affirmed the existence of a library 
faculty group in their library. Another 
question (question 27) asked respondents 
to report their membership on a library 
committee, council, or task force with ma­
jor policy responsibility. Nearly 35% re­
ported very little or no involvement with 
such a group. 

Several of the survey questions ad­
dressed the third research question which 

No. Res~onses % Res~onses 

4 1.6 
38 15.4 
45 18.2 
64 25.9 
54 21.9 
30 12.1 
11 4.5 
1 .4 

247 100.0 

5 2.0 
69 27.9 
79 32.0 
74 30.0 
20 8.1 

247 100.0 

145 58.7 
102 41.3 
247 100.0 

120 48.6 
127 51.4 
247 100.0 

117 47.4 
130 52.6 
247 100.0 

87 35.2 
140 56.7 
11 4.5 

7 2.8 
2 .8 

247 100.0 

asked librarians' perceptions of the de­
gree, quality, and effectiveness of partici­
pation in decision making. The degree of 
participation was analyzed by questions 
asking for perceptions about the existence 
of shared decision making; whether there 
was an adequate number of committees 
for librarian participation; the encourage­
ment of participation by top administra­
tors; membership on decision-making 
bodies; election versus appointment of li­
brarians to committees; and involvement 

._ _______________________________________________________________________ ---
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in peer evaluation and budget decisions. 
Table 3 shows the responses to these ques­
tions regarding degree of participative 
management. 

Quality and effectiveness of participa­
tive decision making were assessed by an­
other set of questions. The perception that 
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participation of librarians in the decision­
making process contributed effectively to 
the library's management was reported by 
62%. Forty percent of the respondents 
agreed that their suggestions were ac­
cepted and used to the maximum. Com­
mittee recommendations were perceived 

TABLE 3 

LIBRARIANS' PERCEPTIONS ON THE DEGREE OF PM 

Q26. In the management of my library, shared decision making is used 
disagree agree 
55% 45% 

Q22. My library has an adequate number of committees, task forces, councils, and staff organizations 
for librarians to make contributions to decisions that affect them 

disagree agree 
34% 66% 

Q19. The top administrators in my library encourage all librarians, regardless of rank or seniority, to 
particip.ate in decision making 

disagree agree 
57% 43% 

Q27. I am a member of at least one library committee, council, or task force that is involved in major 
decisions concerning library practices or policies 

never or seldom generally to always 
35% 65% 

For some committees, members are elected by their fellow librarians rather than appointed by library 
administrators 
Q48. To what degree is this now practiced? 

never or seldom 
29% 

generally to always 
71% 

Q49. To what degree should this be practiced? 
never or seldom generally to always 
9% 91% 

QSO. In my library, nonadministrative librarians are significantly involved in peer evaluation and 
review · 

never or seldom generally to always 
5% 95% 

Q53. In my library, nonadministrative librarians are significantly involved in budgeting decisions 
never or seldom generally to always 
77% 23% 

TABLE4 

QUESTIONS USED TO INDICATE THE EXISTENCE OF PM 

Q19. The top administrators in my library encourage all librarians, regardless of rank or seniority, to 
participate in decision making 

Q20. The toP. administrators in my library accept and make maximum use of suggestions made by 
other librarians 

Q25. The participation of librarians in decision making contributes to the effective management of 
myhbrary 

Q26. In the management of my library, shared decision making is used 
In dealing with committees and task forces on decisions affecting library policies and procedures, the 
library administration: 
Q35. consults 
Q36. requests recommendations 
Q37. shares authority 
Q38. delegates authority 
Q39. Most reasonable committee recommendations are accepted and implemented by library admin­

istrators 
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as accepted and implemented by 70% of 
those responding. 

From the perspective of data analysis, 
the most challenging of the research ques­
tions was number 4: Can participative 
management be predicted by certain vari­
ables? In order to address this question, 
frequencies were determined for all of the 
survey responses. Then, the questions 
most likely to indicate the existence of par­
ticipative management were identified; 
these questions are displayed in table 4. 

A score of participative management 
(PM) was calculated for each of the 247 re­
spondents. The PM score was derived 
from the questions in table 4; the formula 
used was PM = Q19 + Q20 + Q25 + Q26 
+ Q35 + Q36 + Q37 + Q38 + Q39 (Q 
stands for question). To develop the score, 
the alternative responses for each of these 
questions were assigned numbers from 1 
for "disagree" or "never" to 4 for 
"strongly agree," and 5 for "always." 
Each individual's PM score is the sum of 
the numbers representing his or her re­
sponses to the 9 questions in the PM for­
mula. Because a nonresponse for any of 
the 9 questions used to calculate PM 
would have skewed the data, all such non­
responses had to be eliminated from the 
PM calculations. This process resulted in 
217 usable responses. The resulting scores 
fell between a low score of 9 and a high 
score of 39. The range of possible scores 
was actually 9 to 41 because the number of 
choices per question varied from 4 to 5. Ta­
ble 5 is the frequency distribution of the 
217 PM scores. 

Because the unit of analysis is the indi­
vidual respondent, an arithmetic mean of 
PM (XPM) was computed for individuals' 
scores and became the number against 
which each of the questions not included 
in the calculation of PM was correlated. 
The XPM was found to be 22.5, the mode 
21, and the median 22.6. PM scores were 
collapsed into high and low by using the 
median. Thus, high PM became those 
scores greater than 22.6, while low PM be­
came any score less than 22.6. 

In order to explore the possibility of pre­
dicting participative management, as 
called for in the fourth research question, 
responses to questions representing inde-

TABLES 

INDIVIDUAL PM SCORES 

PM Score Frequency 

9 4 
10 5 
11 6 
12 8 
13 6 
14 3 
15 5 
16 5 
17 6 
18 8 
19 14 
20 13 
21 16 
22 8 
23 10 
24 13 
25 7 
26 11 
27 15 
28 13 
29 11 
30 2 
31 5 
32 9 
33 4 
34 4 
35 1 
36 2 
38 2 
39 1 

Total 217 

Note: mean of PM = 22.5; mode of PM = 21; and median 
ofPM = 22.6. 

pendent variables were tested for their as­
sociation with PM scores. For example, 
staff size (question 13) was tested for its 
predictability with PM by using SPSS to 
apply Somers' D, a statistical test of asso­
ciation for qualitative data. When Somers' 
D was calculated, an inverse correlation 
was found, although the significance was 
small-negative .116. In other words, li­
brarians from small staffs produced 
higher PM scores than those from large 
staffs, with 11.6% predictability. 

Four other independent variables pro­
duced substantial positive associations 
with PM scores. In rank order from high to 
low predictability, they are: confidence in 
administrators' decision-making abilities 
(question 43); free flow of information up 
and down the chain of command ( ques­
tion 21); committee meetings which are 
well run and organized (question 28); and 
the existence of an adequate number of 
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TABLE 6 

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES PRODUCING POSITIVE 
ASSOCIATIONS WITH HIGH AND LOW PM SCORES 

Q43. I have confidence in the decision-making ability of my library's administrators 
never seldom generally almost always alwaJ:s 

High PM* 0% 6% 60% 93% 100 Yo 
Low PM 100% 94% 40% 7% 0% 

Somers' D = .53t 
Q21. In my library there is a free flow of information both up and down the chain of command 

strongly disagree disagree agree strongly agree 
High PM 8% 35% 86% 91% 
Low PM 92% 65% 14% 9% 

Somers' D .50 

Q28. The library committee, council, or task force meetings I attend are well organized and pro­
ductive 
never seldom generally almost always always 

High PM 0% 9% 56% 75% 89~o 
Low PM 100% 91% 44% 25% 11% 

Somers' D = .41 
Q22. My library has an adequate number of committees, task forces, councils, and staff organi­

zations for librarians to make contributions to decisions that affect them 
strongly disagree disagree agree strongly agree 

High PM 8% 21% 60% 84% 
Low PM 92% 79% 40% 16% 

Somers' D = .40 

Note: 
* Median of 22.6 was used to separate PM scores into high and low. 
t Somers' D shows the predictability of the association between PM and the independent variable. 

committees to facilitate participation in 
decision making (question 22). Table 6 
shows the results of the application of So­
mers' D for these 4 independent variables. 

In the last research question, organiza­
tional structures such as committees and 
governance groups were analyzed for 
their association with PM. Perceptions of 
the opportunities that 6 typical academic 
library committees or groups provide for 
participation in decision making were an­
alyzed. Respondents were given a choice 
of "not applicable," so the responses are 
based on perceptions of existing groups. 
The responses to the 6 questions were 
then tested for associations with PM by 
using Somers' D; the results are exhibited 
in table 7. The 6 groups or committees 
listed below (in descending order of 
strength of association) had at least 30% 
predictability relative to their positive as­
sociation with PM: technical services li­
brarians group; budget committee; plan­
ning committee; library faculty 
governance group; public services librari-

ans group; and department heads group. 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
FOR THE PROFESSION 

After the data were analyzed, the re­
sponses to key questions from the CSU 
and ASERL surveys were compared to see 
if the results were consistent. Both sur­
veys asked the following questions using 
almost the same wording: I 'Library ad­
ministrators seek as much input as is rea­
sonably possible before making decisions 
on library policies and practices, but the fi­
nal decision is that of the library adminis­
trator. To what degree is this now prac­
ticed?" (question 46 in CSU survey). 
Librarians were also asked about their per­
ceptions of what the practice should be. 
The responses of the two groups are re­
markably close; 73% of CSU librarians and 
68% of ASERL librarians agreed (''gener­
ally'' to 'I always I') that this is the practice, 
and 98% of CSU librarians and 94% of 
ASERL librarians thought that this should 
be the practice. Lewis describes this prac-
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TABLE 7 

LIBRARY COMMITIEES AND 
GROUPS PRODUCING SIGNIFICANT 
POSITIVE ASSOCIATIONS WITH PM 

Q32. 

Q34. 

Q33. 

Q29. 

Q31. 

Q30. 

Technical services librarians group 
Somers' D = .433 

Budget committee 
(for library materials, equipment, etc.) 

Somers' D = .40 
Planning committee 

Somers' D = .397 
Library faculty governance group 

Somers' D = .39 
Public services librarians group 

Somers' D = .31 
Department heads group 

Somers' D = .309 

tice as representing a management style 
that is consultative rather than truly par­
ticipative, because although staff input is 
sought, the libr~ administrator makes 
the final decision. 

Both surveys included a question on 
professional staff participation in decision 
making and effectiveness. Lewis asked his 
respondents to characterize the effective­
ness of staff participation in decision mak­
ing. Fifty-eight percent described staff 
participation as effective or highly effec­
tive, while 40% described it as ineffective. 
In the CSU survey, the question was 
stated as: ''The participation of librarians 
in decision making contributes to the ef­
fective management of my library,'' 
(question 25). The responses on degree of 
effectiveness for the 2 groups are again 
very close, within 4 points: 62% of the 
CSU librarians answered either "agree" 
or ''strongly agree.'' 

The results of the CSU and ASERL sur­
veys indicate that practices and percep­
tions of participative management in aca­
demic libraries may be similar even in 
different areas of the country; the two sur­
veys were conducted in the West and in 
the South. The fact that the two surveys 
had essentially the same purpose and that 
the results were consistent with one an­
other supports the conclusion that it is 
possible to use a questionnaire to measure 
th~ degree, quality, and effectiveness of 
participation in decision making. 

In the CSU survey, variables were iden-

No. of respondents = UO 

No. of usable responses 99 

No. of usable responses 106 

No. of usable responses 191 

No. of usable responses 162 

No. of usable responses 201 

tified which correlate strongly with high 
PM. These variables include the existence 
of a library faculty governance group, the 
use of committees, and the free flow of in­
formption up and down the chain of com­
mand. Based on the existence of these 
variables in a particular library, it is possi­
ble to predict whether a librarian is likely 
to perceive a high or low degree of partici­
pative management. 

Most observers suggest that participa­
tive management increases staff morale 
and job satisfaction. 6 The results of this 
survey can aid library administrators who 
wish to improve staff morale or who seek 
simply to creatET a more open and partici­
pative climate . lAdministrators can facili­
tate communication up and down the 
chain of command, develop a structure of 
committees in key areas, and encourage 
broad staff participation on committees.) 
Nonadministrative librarians can breathe 
new life into existing library faculty 
groups or, lacking such a body, can take 
the initiative to organize themselves into a 
professional staff or faculty governance 
group. These measures are likely to in­
crease the degree of participative manage­
ment regardless of the size of the profes­
sional staff. 

Editorial note: The authors wish to acknowl­
edge the California State University Librarians 
Chapter of the California Library Association 
for supporting this survey. 
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