Adjusting to the Workplace:
Transitions Faced by New Academic

Librarians

Joanne Oud

This article discusses the experiences of new academic librarians as they
adjust to the workplace. In the process of organizational socialization, new
employees face surprises and differences from their pre-existing expec-
tations about the job. A survey of new librarians at Canadian university
libraries was done to discover what these surprises were so that more
effective training and orientation programs can be developed. Findings
included several areas of high and low pre-existing knowledge and dif-
ference from expectation, including job skills and organizational culture.
Implications for developing training programs are discussed.

anadian academic libraries
have little experience recruit-
ing and integrating new li-
brarians into the workplace
because of a lack of significant hiring
over the past decades. A hiring boom in
the 1960s and 1970s was followed by a
period of virtual hiring freeze that has
only just begun to improve.' As a result, a
significant percentage of academic librar-
ians in Canada are eligible to retire within
the next 5-10 years, a situation similar to
that in the United States.? Projections of
impending librarian shortages are wide-
spread in the North American library
literature, and, if these projections are
true, libraries will need to work hard to
recruit and retain good employees.?
Long-term retention is affected in part
by the experiences of new employees
during transition and adjustment to their
new workplace, a process known as orga-
nizational socialization. Black and Leysen

note that, for academic librarians, “effec-
tive socialization is critical to the success-
ful transition from graduate school to the
academic environment.”* Organizational
socialization is usually defined as the
process by which a person acquires the
knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behavior
he or she needs to participate effectively
as a member of an organization.” Many
aspects of a new job and organization
are unfamiliar to a newcomer. New
employees all bring expectations to their
new jobs that are based on factors like
their previous job experiences, their
understandings of the profession, belief
and experiences held by peers or family,
promises made during recruitment, and
their evaluation of the work situation
during their interview.® During initial
socialization into their new work situa-
tion, the new employee inevitably finds
that there are differences from what he or
she expected. These differences produce
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some degree of “reality shock,” which is
followed by a period of learning how to
“fitin” and adjusting to how things work
in the new setting.”

A substantial literature exists in the in-
terdisciplinary field of organizational so-
cialization. Researchers have investigated
many aspects of socialization, including
stages and characteristics of the process,
methods that organizations use to social-
ize new employees effectively, and how
characteristics and behaviours of new
employees affect socialization.®* However,
researchers in this field have focused on a
relatively narrow set of occupations that
does not include librarians.

Socialization of librarians has been
discussed in the library literature, al-
though not frequently. Existing studies
fall into a few major groups. Studies in
the first group look at the programs and
methods used by libraries to assist in the
socialization of new academic librarians.’
Studies in the second group focus on the
socialization of academic librarians into
the role of tenure-track faculty members.
They compare the socialization process
of new academic librarians with that of
new professors, pointing out areas for
improvement in graduate training and
suggesting socialization strategies for
libraries.” In the third group, studies
look at the initial attitudes and job ex-
periences of new librarians.! Studies of
how librarians progress through various
socialization stages are rare; for example,
Matthews reports on stages of transition
for university librarians.'

Organizations need to understand the
kinds of changes experienced by new
employees during their adjustment to the
workplace to formulate effective strategies
for socialization. However, no research in
the library literature, and little in the orga-
nizational socialization literature, has been
done in this area. To fill the research gap,
this study looks at changes experienced by
new librarians using a conceptual model
developed by Louis.”® Louis claims that
the socialization process of new employees
involves constant encounters with differ-

ences in the new job setting. Major types of
differences include obvious changes such
as anew office and phone number, as well
as less obvious mental surprises where
new situations contrast with pre-exist-
ing expectations and assumptions based
on previous experiences. The amount of
difference from these pre-existing expecta-
tions that employees face influences their
adjustment process. Employees who face
more differences in their transition period
will have a more difficult adjustment to the
organization, while new employees who
enter with better knowledge of the job
and environment have an easier adjust-
ment process and are less likely to leave
their jobs."

This study uses Louis” concept of the
socialization process as an encounter
with differences as its starting point. In
particular, I hope to discover the type and
degree of differences that new librarians
face in their process of transition to their
new workplaces, and the relationship of
those initial differences to job satisfaction.
I hope that the findings will help libraries
to develop better strategies for easing the
workplace socialization process, thereby
helping to improve job satisfaction and
retention of new librarians.

Methodology

For the purposes of this study, I defined
a new academic librarian as a librarian
with three years of experience or less
who is currently working in a university
library. Black and Leysen’s definition is
similar in their survey of new librarians
at ARL libraries.’

Difference, as defined in the study,
has two components. The definition of
difference includes how different various
aspects of the job were from new librar-
ians’ pre-existing expectations during
their initial job experiences. The definition
also includes the amount of pre-existing
knowledge new librarians had before
they started their first job as an academic
librarian.

One limitation of the study is its non-
longitudinal approach. Although a lon-
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gitudinal study tracking organizational
socialization from the first weeks of work
through the first year or eighteen months
would be ideal, it was not practical given
the constraints of the study. Relatively
small numbers of recent graduates are
hired at academic libraries in Canada each
year, and there are no common starting
times or ways to discover hires scattered
throughout disparate institutions, making
it difficult to control survey feedback at
consistent intervals for each participant.
Therefore, the study involves a snapshot
of the reported experiences of librarians
new enough to remember their socializa-
tion process.

The study was done in two stages. In
the first stage, semistructured exploratory
interviews were conducted in person with
six new academic librarians in summer
2003. The interviews gathered informa-
tion about the librarians” organizational
transition processes and identified issues
that they felt were important in their
transition. Interviews were transcribed
and data analyzed for patterns and com-
mon themes. Based on these patterns, a
questionnaire on initial job experiences
was developed for wider distribution.

Four questions in the survey measured
differences from pre-existing expectations
and pre-existing knowledge of various
aspects of their job. Two questions were
scales made up of a number of items
measured by a Likert-type scale, where
respondents indicated the degree of dif-
ference from expectations or pre-existing
knowledge of various aspects of their
job. In addition, the survey included two
open-ended questions: “When you first
started working as an academic librarian,
what was different from what you had
expected?” and “What was the hardest
thing for you to learn?”

University librarians or human re-
source officers at all 58 English-language
or bilingual Canadian universities were
asked to forward the names of new aca-
demic librarians currently employed at
their libraries. Two libraries did not re-
spond, and fifteen responded but had no
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librarians with three years of experience
or less. A total of 111 new academic librar-
ians were identified at the remaining 41
libraries. Since the survey population was
small, questionnaires were mailed to the
entire population in spring 2004. A total
of 97 usable responses were returned, for
a response rate of 87 percent.

Results and Discussion

Differences Encountered

New academic librarians reported a
relatively substantial degree of differ-
ence from their pre-existing expectations
when they started their first job. Possible
scores on the Degree of Difference scale
are 0-45, with higher scores indicating
less difference from expectation. The
average respondent score is 29.82, which
shows a moderate degree of difference.
However, the lowest score was 11 and the
highest was 43, which shows that there
was a considerable amount of variation
in the experiences of difference reported
by librarians. Scale score statistics are
summarized in table 1.

No relationship was found between
the demographic characteristics of the
librarians in the study and the degree
of difference from expectation in their
first job. Respondents’ Degree of Differ-
ence scale scores were compared, using
ANOVA tests and independent sample
t-tests, with the age, sex, and salary level
of respondents, the size and location of
their library, the type of job they held
(contract/permanent, part-time/full-time),
and their previous experience (whether
their current job is their first professional
library job, whether they have prior ex-

TABLE 1

Degree of Difference Scale
15 items; Chronbach alpha coefficient .762

N 87
Minimum 11.00
Maximum 43.00
Mean 29.82
Std. Deviation 7.06
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perience in another career). There were
no significant correlations between re-
spondent scale scores and any of these
characteristics.'®

Confirming Louis’ theory, the librarians
in this study who reported a higher level
of difference from expectations appeared
to have a more difficult workplace transi-
tion. Transition difficulties are reflected
in lower levels of job satisfaction for
librarians with higher levels of difference
from expectations. Degree of Difference
scores were compared with reported job
satisfaction using the Pearson product-
movement correlation coefficient. The
measure for job satisfaction consisted of
an eight-item scale, which included items
on satisfaction with coworkers, supervi-
sor, job duties, work environment, salary,
terms of employment, opportunities for
advancement, and professional develop-
ment support. There was a moderate
negative relationship between degree
of difference and job satisfaction scores
[r=-.355, n=81, p=.001], with higher levels
of degree of difference associated with
lower levels of job satisfaction.

In addition to the amount of difference
encountered by new librarians and its re-
lation to job satisfaction, Ilooked at which
individual features of their new job and
work environment were most surprising.
Table 2 summarizes the responses for each
scale item and is sorted by percentage
of respondents who indicated “same as
expected.”

New librarians were most surprised
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On the other hand, initial expectations
matched reality fairly closely in a number
of areas. More than half of new librarians
felt that the way they are perceived on
campus, the appropriate level of formal-
ity in work relationships, and the respect
shown by their colleagues were the same
as they expected. However, most respon-
dents reported a substantial level of dif-
ference from expectations overall; fewer
than half of respondents chose “same as
expected” for almost all items.

Librarians reported on other surprising
aspects of their jobs in the open-ended
question, “When you first started work-
ing as an academic librarian, what was
different from what you had expected?”
This question was included to discover
whether new academic librarians had
been surprised by differences that I had
not considered, and I found that they had.
New librarians mentioned differences
from expectations in many aspects of their
jobs that were not included as Degree of
Difference scale items. The significant
patterns of responses that emerged are
summarized in table 3.

The surprise that new librarians men-
tioned most frequently in this question
was the high degree of flexibility and
independence involved in their job. This
difference was a positive one for most re-
spondents: “I was pleasantly surprised by
the amount of independence I was given
in terms of how I structured my workday
and what kind of work I wanted to do.

by the amount of feedback they receive:
only 19 percent felt that they got the
amount of feedback they had expected.
Another major area of surprise was

TABLE 3
Difference From Expectations Open-
Ended Question: Major Themes

decision making. Librarians felt that
both the way decisions were made at
their libraries and the ability for them
to make their own decisions were dif-
ferent from their initial expectations.
In addition, less than 30 percent of
respondents felt that the system of
rewards at their library and the way
conflicts are handled were the same as

they expected them to be.

More flexibility/independence

Greater variety of job responsibilities/tasks
Bureaucracy, slow pace of change
Negative workplace environment (politics,
not collegial)

Collegial workplace

Busier/heavier workload

Faculty and student attitudes to the library
Difficult school-to-work transition

Lack of training and time to learn
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Being able to work on projects that I chose
myself was refreshing.” However, some
indicated that this freedom came with a
degree of ambiguity that could be difficult
or stressful for them: “You are really on
your own. You are expected to jump in
and contribute and no one really tells you
what to do. You have a lot of freedom to
develop your own ideas, change existing
processes, and make improvements; but,
as a new librarian, I didn't feel that I was
qualified to make changes and often I
didn’t know what would be an improve-
ment.”

Other positive surprises were the
unexpected variety and diversity of job
responsibilities and the collegial work
environment. One respondent wrote: “I
have a very diverse set of responsibilities.
I expected a reasonably focused work-
load, but I have my hands in a variety
of projects. It makes for a great job, but I
wasn’t expecting it.” Others praised their
workplace as more “friendly and colle-
gial” than expected and commented that
“I was encouraged to get involved, and
as a new librarian my ideas and opinions
were valued.”

However, many respondents reported
less positive surprises in their workplace.
The slow pace of change and the bu-
reaucratic nature of the academic library
workplace were the most commonly men-
tioned frustrations. Many respondents
commented on their initial surprise at the
number of committees and meetings and
found that “things take a long time to get
done. So much paperwork. Everything
has a lengthy unnecessary process. Too
many policies on mundane things.”

Many new librarians also commented
on negative surprises related to their
workplace culture and environment,
including “unmotivated” or “negative”
colleagues and a higher than expected
level of workplace politics. Some librar-
ians were also surprised at a lack of team-
work and a noncollegial environment: “I
expected there to be a high degree of col-
legiality and team work, but I found that
most librarians prefer autonomy in their

offices and as little personal interaction
as possible. I've found the experience as
an academic librarian much more isolat-
ing than accepting.” Another group of
respondents mentioned surprise at the
degree of difference and hierarchy be-
tween librarians and paraprofessionals in
the workplace. Others were surprised at
faculty and student attitudes toward the
library and said that they had generally
expected a higher level of enthusiasm and
respect from those groups.

Another group of responses focused
on the higher than expected workload.
This was generally not mentioned as a
complaint but as a genuine surprise: “We
are really busy!” and “I knew that there
was a lot of work to do, but I didn't real-
ize how many balls needed to be in the
air at one time.” Some respondents com-
mented on the unexpected encroaching
of work on their nonwork hours: “I knew
that academic librarians were busy, but I
still expected to have time to take lunch,
which doesn’t happen often.” However,
a number of respondents mentioned
that their work duties were easier than
expected. In particular, several librarians
found that the reference questions they
dealt with were easier than they had
assumed they would be and that their
actual reference duties took up less of
their time and energy at work than they
had expected, given its emphasis in li-
brary school. Relatively few respondents,
however, mentioned any aspects of their
daily job tasks as a source of difference
from their initial expectations; instead,
most responses focused on aspects of the
workplace culture and environment.

Finally, a number of librarians men-
tioned surprise at the difficulty of their
transition from being a student to being a
professional: “The transition from school
to work was more difficult than I thought
it would be. Thus, in the beginning it was
difficult to get my head around every-
thing. I guess I did not think that being in
auniversity environment as a student and
then working in the same environment as
a professional would be much different
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but it was.” Related comments focused
on the amount to be learned at one time
and the surprise at both the lack of train-
ing and the short time allowed to get up
to speed: “The amount I was expected to
know as an ‘expert’ was overwhelming.
That people immediately began refer-
ring people to me after one week came
as a shock.”

Pre-Existing Knowledge
New librarians were asked about their
pre-existing knowledge of various parts
of their job when they first started work-
ing as academic librarians. Responses
were measured by a Pre-Existing Knowl-
edge scale made up of 19 items. Unlike the
amount of difference from expectation,
the amount of pre-existing knowledge
of the job did not affect job satisfaction.
No significant relationship was found
between Pre-Existing Knowledge scores
and job satisfaction scores.

Respondents’ pre-existing knowl-
edge scores were also compared with
their demographic characteristics using
ANOVA tests and independent sample
t-tests. There was no statistically signifi-
cant relationship between the amount of
pre-existing knowledge and age, sex,
salary level, size or location of library,
or type of job (contract/permanent, full-
time/part-time).

However, respondents’ previous expe-
rience did make a difference. There was a
significant difference between responses
from librarians who were in their first pro-
fessional library job and responses

May 2008

ate (eta squared=.056). Therefore, the data
file was split and responses were analyzed
separately for librarians who answered
yes and no to “Is this your first profes-
sional library job?” so that any differences
would be more evident.

Both groups reported medium levels
of pre-existing knowledge of their job
when they first started, but librarians with
prior experience reported lower average
levels of pre-existing knowledge than
those in their first professional position.
Pre-existing Knowledge scale scores for
both groups are summarized in table 4.
The possible range of scores is 0-76, with
a higher score indicating less pre-existing
knowledge. For those in their first librar-
ian position, the mean score is 37.89. The
lowest score is 21, and the highest is 65.
For those who are not in their first librar-
ian position, the mean score is 42.48, the
lowest score is 19, and the highest is 67.

In addition to general levels of pre-ex-
isting knowledge, I analyzed which parts
of their job new librarians knew most
and least about when they started. Table
5 summarizes responses from librarians
in their first professional position to indi-
vidual items in the Pre-Existing Knowl-
edge scale and is sorted by percentage of
respondents who indicated “knew well”
for each item.

New librarians in their first profes-
sional position reported relatively low
pre-existing knowledge in a number of
aspects of their jobs. They reported espe-
cially low pre-existing knowledge in two

from those who weren’t. This vari- TABLE 4

able, which was measured by a yes Pre-Existing Knowledge Scale

or no response in the survey, was 19 items; Chronbach alpha coefficient .864
compared to respondents’ Pre-Exist- First Librarian | First Librarian
ing Knowledge scale scores using an Job—Yes Job—No
independent samples t-test. There

was a statistically significant differ- N 6 37
ence in scores for those who are in | Minimum 21 19
their first professional library posi- | Maximum 65 67

tion (M=37.89, SD=8.84) and those

who aren’t (M=42.49, SD=10.12; |40 3789 4248
t(91)=—2.314, p=.023). The magnitude | Standard 8.84 10.12
of differences in the means is moder- | Deviation
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areas: dealing with workplace politics and
selecting resources for the library collec-
tion. Only 5 percent of respondents felt
that they knew how to do these things
well when they first started working as
academic librarians. Other areas with
low reported pre-existing knowledge
include how to say no to projects, how
to do outreach and public relations, and
how to interact with faculty. A relatively
high proportion of new librarians also
indicated that they started work knowing
little or nothing about how to do effective
library instruction.

New librarians in their first profes-
sional positions did report a fairly high
level of knowledge of some aspects of
their jobs when they started. Areas with
the highest reported level of pre-existing
knowledge were how to manage a heavy
workload, how to work well with little
supervision, how to write effective e-mail,
how to work on several projects at once,
and how to interact with students.

Librarians who are not in their first
professional position reported lower
levels of pre-existing knowledge both
in their mean scale scores and in their
responses to individual items. Table 6
summarizes responses to scale items. In
general, respondents in this group were
less likely to select “knew well” and more
likely to select “knew just a little” or
“knew nothing.” In nearly all items, less
than 10 percent of respondents selected
“knew well.” By contrast, “knew well”
was chosen by more than 50 percent of
respondents for only one item.

Librarians in this group and librar-
ians in their first professional position
reported that they had high and low lev-
els of pre-existing knowledge for similar
items, but in a slightly different order.
New librarians who are not in their first
job report that the areas with the lowest
level of knowledge are how to say no to
assignments/projects and how to select
resources for the library collection. Other
areas with low reported pre-existing
knowledge include how to say things in
meetings so people will listen, how to
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do outreach and public relations, how
to interact with faculty, how to express
disagreement effectively, and how to deal
with workplace politics. Librarians in this
group felt that they knew most how to
work well with little supervision, how to
manage a heavy workload, how to mul-
titask, how to write effective e-mail, and
how to interact with students. Members
of this group had somewhat more confi-
dence in their initial knowledge of core job
duties and in how to do effective library
instruction than the group of librarians in
their first professional position.

In addition to the pre-existing knowl-
edge scale, new librarians were asked
an open-ended question, “What was the
hardest thing for you to learn?” to find
out what knowledge gaps created the
most difficulty for them in their learning
process. Several major patterns emerged
in the responses and are summarized in
table 7.

Scale items and patterns found in the
open-ended question overlapped each
other substantially. Many of the scale
items with low levels of reported pre-
existing knowledge were also reported
as being hard to learn. Library politics,
often mentioned as the hardest thing to
learn, also had a very low level of reported
pre-existing knowledge as a scale item.
Other areas frequently mentioned as dif-
ficult to learn include collection develop-
ment duties, saying no to new projects,
establishing effective relationships with
faculty, and managing conflict. These
areas correspond to scale items “how to
select resources for the library collection,”
“how to say no to assignments/projects,”
“how to interact with faculty,” and “how
to express disagreement effectively,” all
of which had low scores for pre-existing
knowledge.

The most frequently mentioned area of
learning difficulty not present in the scale
items was “getting things done.” In this
area, new librarians mentioned concerns
such as when and how to take initiative,
how to work around difficult supervi-
sors, dealing with resistance to change,
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and getting people to listen to their
ideas. Others phrased their difficul-
ties as learning “how to navigate the

Hardest Thing to Learn Open-Ended

TABLE 7

Question: Major Themes

bureaucratic jungle” and “learning |,
how the system functions (how deci- |,
sions are made, where funding comes | .
from, how best to propose projectsor | ,
changes).” .

New librarians reported other |.
difficult-to-learn areas, including | .
local procedures for doing things, |«

Workplace politics/culture

How to get things done

Collection development

Local procedures, resources, structures
Time management/workload management
Saying no

Conflict management

Relationships with faculty

local collections and resources, and
local structures. In particular, several
respondents mentioned the difficulty of
learning the structures and cultures of
various areas within the university, com-
menting that “the library environment
is familiar but the university is not.” Al-
though many respondents felt in the pre-
existing knowledge scale that they were
comfortable managing a heavy workload,
this area was frequently mentioned as a
difficult skill to learn in the open-ended
question. Respondents reported that
it was difficult to learn “to spend my
time most effectively and make time
for everything I need to do” and “time
management, multitasking, balancing
changing priorities, dealing with constant
interruptions.”

Implications

In summary, the results of this study
identify aspects of new academic librar-
ians’ jobs that are different from their
initial expectations, as well as areas
where they have gaps in their pre-existing
knowledge. Louis and other researchers
found that a high degree of difference
led to more difficulties in adjustment to
the workplace, and this study supports
those findings. New librarians with a
higher degree of difference from expecta-
tion in their initial job experiences have
lower levels of job satisfaction. Levels of
pre-existing knowledge, however, do not
appear to have an impact on job satisfac-
tion. Demographic variables such as sex,
age, and salary do not have a significant
impact on either degree of difference or
pre-existing knowledge, although new

librarians with previous professional
experience did report lower average
pre-existing knowledge. Since the study
did not include questions on cultural,
racial, or linguistic diversity, additional
research should be done to determine if
these variables do influence experiences
of difference from expectations.

A goal for this study was to provide
information to help libraries develop ef-
fective ways to ease workplace transitions
for new librarians. As Louis claims, an
“appreciation of changes, contrasts and
surprises characteristic of newcomers
entry experiences is essential in designing
organizational structures that facilitate
newcomer transitions.””” What practical
implications do the findings have for
designing strategies to ease initial job
transitions?

Since high levels of difference from
expectation are related to difficult transi-
tions and low job satisfaction, one strategy
libraries can use to facilitate workplace
transition is to minimize the amount
of difference from expectation. New
employees’ pre-existing expectations
come from many past experiences, but
employers can have an effect on some of
these expectations during the recruiting
and hiring process. Libraries can try to
convey more reasonable expectations to
candidates by paying careful attention to
advertising and communication during
and outside the interview and by giving
accurate depictions of the job and the
work environment. One method of en-
suring that candidates or new employees
have a more realistic understanding of
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the job and the workplace is the realistic
job preview. Realistic job previews are
increasingly used in the business world
to give applicants a more accurate picture
of the job, and initial studies show that
they are effective in producing increased
performance and lower turnover in new
employees.’ Realistic job previews use
methods including brochures, detailed
and specific job descriptions, discus-
sions with potential coworkers, and
opportunities for on-the-job observation
to ensure that candidates have a solid
understanding of what the job involves.
This kind of tactic may help create more
accurate expectations in new employees
and, therefore, help with their adjustment
process.

However, even with these measures,
some degree of difference from expec-
tation is inevitable in new job settings.
Therefore, libraries need to develop
good strategies to help the new librarian
deal with these surprises as they arise in
the first several months of employment.
Training and orientation programs are the
most common strategies used to facilitate
workplace transitions, and the results of
this study point out some areas where
such programs could be augmented or
developed.

First, the results confirmed that most
new academic librarians would benefit
from more assistance in their adjustment
to their new workplace. Respondents re-
ported relatively high levels of difference
from expectation and relatively low levels
of pre-existing knowledge in many as-
pects of their new jobs. However, in many
academic libraries the new librarian is left
to learn much of the job informally or on
his or her own initiative: only 40 percent of
respondents indicated that they had been
offered any kind of formal orientation or
training. These findings are similar to the
findings of a major survey of Canadian
libraries, The Future of Human Resources
in Canadian Libraries. Researchers in that
study voiced concerns over potentially
large gaps in training, since nearly half
of new librarians they surveyed reported

that their training was inadequate for
them to do their jobs well.”

The same study points out that “few
institutions had formal structures either
for determining what training is needed
or for evaluating that training.”* More
formal, structured training programs
would help address this gap and benefit
both the new librarian and the library.
Many researchers in organizational so-
cialization have found a need for struc-
tured training programs in producing
effective new employee socialization.
Ashforth and Saks point out that a rela-
tively formal, structured approach to new
employee socialization helps lower stress,
conflict, and ambiguity for new employ-
ees.?' Holton finds that “individuals were
not using many deliberate strategies to
adapt to their organizations, indicating
enormous ignorance of the importance
of the transition to work...This reinforces
the notion that more interventions are
needed in organizations and universities
to teach organizational entry skills and
strategies.”?

Most existing library orientation and
training programs are focused on local
procedures and specific job tasks and
skills.? Clearly, training in these core
areas of the job is essential. However,
job tasks were not commonly mentioned
either as areas of difference of expecta-
tion or of low pre-existing knowledge by
survey respondents. The most notable ex-
ception is collection development, which
rated low in pre-existing knowledge and
high in difficulty of learning. Respondents
mentioned frequently that they had little
training in this area in library school and
that their on-the-job training was lacking
or inadequate. New librarians who had
previous professional library experience
did not feel better prepared for collection
development duties. This is not surpris-
ing, since many short-term contracts and
part-time positions do not include collec-
tion development components. Outreach
with faculty and library instruction are
also areas of the job that respondents
identified as difficult initially, and neither
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are commonly included in library train-
ing and orientation programs. Clearly,
these three areas require further atten-
tion in training programs that cover job
responsibilities.

The majority of areas identified by re-
spondents as having either high difference
from expectation or low prior knowledge,
however, are related to the workplace
environment. These areas involve the
organization’s culture, or the unwritten
rules of “how things work around here.”?
Organizational culture often involves the
aspects of the workplace that long-term
employees take for granted and therefore
may not think worthy of mention to new
staff. Research has found that these major
sources of knowledge gaps and differ-
ences are generally not recognized or
understood well by schools, workplaces,
or even new graduates themselves. It is
not surprising, then, that training for new
librarians seldom includes aspects of the
organization’s culture, although librarians
reported that these aspects were often the
most different from their expectations and
the most difficult for them to learn. For
example, training programs rarely cover
how to deal with library politics, how to
work with a difficult supervisor, how to
speak in meetings effectively, or how to
manage conflict. In addition, training pro-
grams are usually short and concentrated
in the first few weeks of employment,
while many of the “cultural” adjustments
in the initial workplace transition take six
to nine months or more.?

Given the difficulties reported by new
librarians with learning the cultural as-
pects of their new jobs and workplaces,
more effort should be made to develop
ways to assist new employees in this criti-
cal area of their transition process. There
are few models outlining what an effec-
tive training program for organizational
culture might include. In Holton’s model,
there are four major areas of content that
a new employee needs to learn about in
a new job: the individual domain (in-
cluding personal attitudes, expectations,
and skills needed to adjust), the people

May 2008

domain (including relationships with
coworkers and supervisors), the organi-
zation domain (including organizational
culture and roles), and the work task
domain (including job skills). Training
and orientation programs should inte-
grate and address all four of these areas
in a planned way, through a variety of
programs and interventions that last for
an employee’s first year.

In such a training program, there
are likely to be many different tactics
necessary for training in different areas.
One specific strategy for assisting new
librarians in the more nebulous areas
of organizational culture is to assign a
mentor or peer buddy. Mentoring has
been well documented and researched
as an effective strategy for career devel-
opment,® but it has also been researched
and recommended as a effective strategy
for new employee workplace adjustment.
ACRL’s White Paper on recruitment and
retention recommends mentoring as a
retention strategy for academic libraries,
and research on information technology
professionals has shown that social and
interpersonal strategies like mentoring
has the most significant effect on new
employees’ adjustment process.?”

Mentoring is a potentially useful
strategy for multiple reasons. At the
most basic level, having a mentor means
that new librarians have someone they
can ask when they are confused or need
information. New employees need to
proactively seek out information to help
them adjust to their new environment,*
but they may be hesitant because they
are afraid that others will think that they
are incompetent or lacking key knowl-
edge.” Workplace socialization research
has shown that having a mentor or peer
buddy is helpful because it provides the
new employee someone whose purpose
is to help and who expects questions.*
Research has also shown that people are
more likely to proactively ask questions
and seek out information when they have
someone accessible for that purpose and
have a good relationship with that per-


http:questions.32
http:process.29
http:themselves.25

Transitions Faced by New Academic Librarians 265

son.* Mentors can help new employees
interpret incidents that happen in the
new workplace and therefore gain a better
sense of the organizational culture and
how it operates in various situations.*

However, mentors are often arranged
after the employee has been on the job for
some time, and mentoring is usually more
focused on long-term career development
than short-term adjustment. To be useful
to new employees during the 6-9 months
of their adjustment process, it would
make sense to have a short-term initial
mentor assigned for that period. Having
a mentor available from the beginning,
especially to help with questions about
intangible areas of the organization’s
culture, could be a useful socialization
strategy for new librarians.

Even if a mentoring program is not
possible, scheduling regular opportuni-
ties with supervisors or peers for feed-
back and discussion would give new
librarians an opportunity to ask questions
and bring up areas of difficulty or confu-
sion. Ideally, formal or informal training
programs should let new employees

know explicitly what issues may arise
during their transition to the new work-
place and what skills and strategies might
be helpful for them to deal with their ad-
justment process.* However, people are
often not aware of these areas of potential
difficulty. Holton points out that it may be
necessary to train existing coworkers and
supervisors in what potential difficulties
a new employee might encounter, since
people who have worked in an organiza-
tion for some time tend to forget what
newcomers don’t know.* Having some
open discussion, for both existing and
new employees, would help to foster an
environment where new librarians feel
more comfortable asking for help and
would stimulate awareness by both new
and existing librarians of what issues
and questions may arise. This kind of
awareness is a first step in creating new
kinds of training and orientation pro-
grams to help new librarians deal with
the surprises they encounter in their
new work environment and, therefore,
in improving long-term job satisfaction
and retention.
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