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Thirteen tips that can save you

by Steven W. Sowards

Every year, scores of successful front-line 
librarians become supervisors for the first 
time. These new  middle managers will fa

situations for which their past experiences of
fer limited guidance. Most will persevere and 
learn by the process of trial and error, but few 
of us enjoy learning from mistakes.

The following observations from a new su
pervisor completing his first lap around the 
track may spare someone else a few unneces
sary missteps.

Tips for new middle managers

1Y ou su pervise  the p eo p le  in  yo u r  unit.
You d o n ’t o w n  them .
Congratulations, now you’re a supervisor! 

For the first time, you’ll get to tell other people 
in your library w hat you w ant them to do. 
(Don’t forget too soon what it’s like to be on 
the receiving end of an order.)

Before you commit someone else’s time to 
a project, ask for their input; in some cases, 
ask for input from your unit as a whole.

Get advice; get volunteers. Your staff and 
colleagues are much more likely to do what 
you ask of them, if they know what needs to 
be done and why and are allowed to act on 
their own ideas.

2 E veryone in  your  un it w ill be  better at 
som eth in g  than y o u  are.
Many of the librarians and support staff 

you w ork with will be highly qualified and

c

experienced at doing their jobs. 
Your job is to manage them, not 

e to outdo them. Be grateful for their 
skills. Why should your limita
tions act as a cap on what others 
can accomplish? Would you 
take your car to mechanics 
w ho w orked that way?
W ould you take your 
child to a hospital run 
along those lines?

3 D o n ’t confuse your goals w ith  th e  pro
cess o f  attaining them .

If organizations could solve problems sim
ply by writing down answers, the world would 
be a happier place. Announcing what you hope 
to do isn’t enough to make it happen. You’ll 

need to iden
tify the specific 
measures neces
sary to reach 
your goals, put 
those steps into 
logical o rder, 
gather resources 
and support, and 
start at the be
ginning.

A g o o d  
manager may 
spend his or 
h e r  w h o le
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tenure trying to reach final goals that w ere 
identified the first day on the job.

4 Remember that procedures exist to help  
people  be effective.

The larger the library, the greater the neces
sity for procedures to ensure consistency and 
identify the organization’s shared beliefs 
about the best ways to get things done. But 
procedures can also get in the way in some 
specific situations.

W hen the burden of following procedure 
is interfering w ith som eone’s ability to get 
the job done, consider setting the procedure 
aside for a while.

5 Invert th e  table o f  organization: act as 
if  em ployees are bosses.

This is hardly an original thought, but it will 
make more sense after you become a middle 
manager.

Consider some stereotypical ideas about the 
ways in which we have to deal with “the boss”: 
most of us expect to report frequently on what 
we are doing; justify what we have in mind; 
and ask the boss what we should do to help 
with getting his or her work done.

You can help your staff by doing the same 
kinds of things: report to them  of
ten about w hat you
know; ask them  
how  you can 
help them  
succeed  
w i t h  
t h e i r  
assign
m en ts; and go to 
bat on their behalf to 
get the com puters, fa
cilities, time, and other resources they need. 
W ork for your em ployees, not over them. 

At the same time:

6 Act as if  bosses are em ployees.
If you “w ork for your em ployees,” it 

makes sense that your boss can work for you, 
too. Tell your supervisor exactly w hat your 
goals and plans are; spell out what you need 
from the supervisor to m ake your unit suc
cessful; and ask for frequent reports on what 
is going on in o ther units.

Tell your boss w hat worked and what 
d idn ’t, w hat you saw  in his or her actions

that you liked, and w hat shouldn’t be done 
again. (Naturally, you will need to strike the 
right tone w hen you do so.) W hether you 
are communicating up, down, or across the 
table of organization, courtesy is a wise 
policy.

7 Not every problem  needs to be solved—  
at least n o t right away.

More precisely, not every apparent problem 
proves to be a real one after more light falls 
on the situation. The real problem  may re
veal itself to be substantially different from 
the apparen t problem  as it first cam e into 
view. Some situations do require an imme
diate response, but most permit you the time 
to observe, to gather information, and to re
flect before you act—or decide 
that action is no longer 
required.

8 Som etim es d o in g  th e  su p erv isor’s job  
w e ll just m eans n o t d o in g  it badly.

Making a decision, even if later it proves to 
be a mediocre response, generally is better 
than neglecting to act all.

Read your mail, subm it your paperw ork 
on  time, go to the com m ittee m eetings 
you’re assigned to  attend, return your tele
phone calls and e-mail messages (even if your 
best answ er is sometimes, “I do n ’t know ”). 
O ther people  in the organization are rely
ing on you, or at least waiting for you. D on’t 
hold things up.

9 D oing your job w ell is not enough—you  
m ust also  appear to do it w ell.

If you and your unit w ant full credit for the 
w ork you do, let people in other areas know 
w hat you are doing. No one can act on the 
basis of your accomplishments if your work 
remains a secret. No one can learn from your 
experiences if they have never been shared. 
Nor will your staff have a fair shot at recog
nition and  merit, unless their ideas and 
achievements are known.
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10S ave y o u r  su p e r v iso r  fr o m  b e in g  
surprised, especia lly  w h e n  the n ew s  

is bad.
There are few things worse for a higher 

level administrator than being asked to com

or telephone call from the media. The pain you 
spare your boss in the short run is not enough 
to justify the embarrassment and indecision that 
could occur in the long run. Most bosses w on’t 
shoot the messenger, at least not fatally. On the 
o

1
th

1
er hand:

 D o n ’t b e  a  sn itch .
Feel free to tell your boss about the busi

ness of your unit. Think twice before “telling” 
on your fellow managers. If the situation in 
another unit is affecting yours, talk to your 
colleague and try to resolve the problem. If the 
solution requires authority outside your joint 
resources, go to your supervisor—together. No 
one trusts a snitch, and when the flow of infor
mation in your direction vanishes, so will your 
foundation for making accurate decisions.

12 N ever p u t a n y th in g  in  
w r i t in g  t h a t  y o u  

co u ld n ’t live  w ith  i f  y o u  fo u n d  
it tacked o n  yo u r  o ffice  door.

This goes double for e- 
mail com m unications.
After a memo, com 
m ent, o r report 
le a v e s  y o u r 
hand or your 
hard drive, it 
takes on a life 
of its own. If w h a t y o u  a re  
w ritin g  has the potential to 
offend or em barrass som eone 
in your orga nization, send a

copy to  them; if you find that you w ould be 
embarrassed to do so, revise your text until you 
could. If w hat you have to say is too sensitive 
to pass this test, handle it verbally and say it in 
private.

13 D o n ’t take y o u r  g o o d  e m p lo y ee s  for  
granted.

Much of your time will be taken up  with 
problems: budget problems, patron problems, 
personnel problems. As this is going on, don’t 
forget about the mem bers of your staff w ho 
aren’t problems, or they’ll becom e problems 
while your attention is focused somewhere else.

Find ou t w hat will keep  your best w ork
ers happy, productive, and in your unit. Ask 
them  now  w hat it w ould  take to  keep  them  
on board— not later, w hen they already have 
an offer in hand  from som eone else.

Conclusion
O ne th ing d istinguishes supervisors, e sp e 
cially new  supervisors, from  th e  peop le  
a round  them : they  asked  for, o r w ere w ill
ing to  accept, the responsibility  that com es 
w ith taking on  new  duties. That task in
volves learning new  skills, and  w hile one is 
learning, mistakes are inevitable. Not every
th ing com es ou t the w ay w e m ight like it 
the first tim e w e give it a try.

B ehind every one  of these observations 
is a story, som etim es w ith an unhappy  en d 
ing. If new  supervisors can read, w atch, and 
learn from mistakes (their ow n and o thers’), 
m ost will m ake the transition  successfully 
and  enjoyably in the long-run.

Sources
W hile there  is ex tensive literature 
about the task of the new  supervisor 
in business, there  is relatively little 
in print dealing with new  supervisors 
or middle managers in the library set
ting. A few sources are listed below.

• Joan Giesecke, ed. Prac
tical Help fo r  New Supervisors 
(Chicago: A m erican Library 
Association, 1997). The third 
edition of this title brings to 
gether ten articles w ritten es

pecially  for librarians. Each section  has a 
b rie f b ib liog raphy  po in ting  ou t relevan t

(continued on page 541)
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Annotated Bibliography for 
English Studies

Now available online!
abes
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f or
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Swets & Zeitlinger Publishers are proud to announce the 1999 Subscription Prices* 
launch of ABES Online, formerly only available on CD- (CD-ROM/Online)
ROM. In the past two years, the Annotated Bibliography 
for English Studies has established itself as one of the 
leading research tools in the field. Its unique peer-revie 1 simultaneous user 

wed annotations ensure that students, researchers and U S $ 7 7 0  /  £ 4 9 8  I  f l 3 3 3

teachers alike can easily find their way to the literature 
they really need. Libraries in over twenty countries have 2-5 simultaneous users 
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& Zeitlinger Publishers have developed an online interface 
11-15 simultaneous users that retains the user-friendliness as well as the advanced 
U S $ 1 8 4 8  /  £ 1 1 9 7  /  f 3201

search functionality o f the CD-ROM. At no extra charge, ABES 
Online offers the added benefit o f monthly updates, allowing 
users to keep abreast o f the latest developments in their own 

* Subscriptions to ABES Online and ABES on CD- 
field o f interest. ROM are for a minimum of one year. A CD-ROM 

subscription may be changed to a subscription to 
ABES Online at all times and at no extra cost.The free ABES Online demo database (containing a represen

tative selection o f records from the full database) may be 
accessed from our homepage at http://abes.swets.nl.

Alternatively, free one-month trial access is available from the 
publishers. Send your request to odekkers@swets.nl.

Quotes from recent reviews:

Choice, February 1999 http://abes.swets.nl

Swets &  Zeitlinger Publishers
”The CD-ROM is easy to use an d …  highly recommended for all 

P.O. Box 825, 2160 SZ Lisse, The Netherlands academic libraries supporting English Studies.”
Tel.(+31)252-435111, Fax (+31)252-415888 

The European English Messenger, Autumn 1998
E-mail: edejong@swets.nl

”Sophisticated, yet user-friendly, ABES is certain to play a v ita l 

role in the daily work o f  academics and students as an indispen

sable tool o f  research. There is good reason to believe that i t  w ill 

take pride o f  place among the bibliographies o f  English Studies.” SW ETS &  ZEITLINGER
• p u b l i s h e r s
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•  Justification . It is pretty well established 
that the effectiveness of resources such as elec
tronic indexes, databases, and the Internet are 
best taught with a hands-on approach.

We m entioned this concept in planning 
documents in 1994 and 1996, and by the time 
we advocated getting a share of state funds for 
the facility, this was a generally accepted con
cept— even w ith those unfamiliar with our 
project or the w ork of the library.

Conclusion
One sem ester’s experience of using our new  
library lab/electronic classroom leads us to be
lieve we made the right decisions in building 
this combination facility. The fiscal problems 
of the past were overcome, and we have found 
that our in-house solutions for this modest, 
asymmetrical space have worked well.

Librarians and on-campus technical and fa
cilities personnel all had more than enough ex
perience and expertise to make this happen 
without a vast expenditure of monies.
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Letter to the editor

I rea lly  like C&RL News, re ad  it 
from  co v er to  cover, an d  often  th ink  
th a t I n e e d  to  le t ind iv idual au tho rs  
k now  th a t th ey  are  p rov id ing  a g rea t 
serv ice by  sharing  th e ir  ideas. Som e
tim es I actually  relay  th o se  though ts.

I th in k  m y n o te  to  G regory  A nder
son, au tho r o f “Cyberplagiarism ” in the 
May 1999 issue, w as p re tty  concise , 
“E xcellen t article in C&RL N ew s!”

It w as a very  w ell w ritten  article on  
a tim ely subject. I tru ly  app rec ia te  the 
time and  energy my colleagues contrib
u te  in  o rd e r  to  sh a re  th ese  p ractical 
ideas w ith  read e rs  like m e.— K athy  
Kaldenberg, Kaskaskia College, ka thyk@ 
kc.cc.il.us




