
B y R O B E R T M A X W E L L T R E N T 

The Personnel Administrator in 
University Libraries and in Business 

Mr. Trent's interest in personnel ad-

ministration has led him to trace out some 

comparisons which may be suggestive to 

librarians. 

THE ROLE of the personnel administra-

tor, w i t h i n the n a r r o w confines of this 

paper, is l imi ted to the p a r t he plays in 

the o r g a n i z a t i o n setup f o r c a r r y i n g out 

the personnel policies of an inst i tut ion. 

T h i s n a r r o w s the present s tudy to the au-

thori ty c e n t r a l i z e d in the personnel officer 

and to the procedures t h r o u g h w h i c h he 

administers that a u t h o r i t y . 

T h e r e has l o n g been a question as to 

w h a t extent col lege and univers i ty li-

braries have avai led themselves of methods 

used successful ly in business o r g a n i z a t i o n s . 

T o a n s w e r this, inquiries about their per-

sonnel practices w e r e addressed to t w e n t y -

three u n i v e r s i t y l ibraries chosen p r i m a r i l y 

because they had re la t ive ly l a r g e staffs . 

T h e findings in the f o l l o w i n g p a r a g r a p h s 

are based m a i n l y on a n s w e r s received f r o m 

the sixteen l ibraries w h i c h w e r e in posit ion 

to cooperate . T h e s e l ibraries, on the w h o l e , 

have been leaders in d e v e l o p i n g and im-

p r o v i n g l i b r a r y procedures . T h e ques-

tions asked them w e r e w o r d e d w i t h an 

eye to b r i n g i n g out any s imi lar i ty be-

t w e e n l i b r a r y pract ices and those consid-

ered s t a n d a r d in the business field. N o 

a t t e m p t w a s m a d e to e v a l u a t e l i b r a r y 

personnel w o r k ; only processes f o r c a r r y -

i n g out the w o r k w e r e invest igated. 

The Personnel Administrator 

Essent ia l to good personnel administra-

tion in business is the c e n t r a l i z a t i o n of 

a u t h o r i t y in one officer. H e is a staff 

officer, w h o s e duties are advisory , as dis-

t inguished f r o m a l ine officer, w h o s e duties 

are execut ive . I t is g e n e r a l l y bel ieved 

that , since personnel adminis trat ion covers 

al l d e p a r t m e n t s and al l branches of serv-

ice, the officer in c h a r g e should not be an 

execut ive t h r o u g h w h o m orders pass f r o m 

head to subordinate but ra ther an ad-

v isory officer coordinate w i t h the execu-

tives. T h e duties of this staff officer are 

those of a specialist w h o advises the ex-

ecutives, f r o m the chief a d m i n i s t r a t o r 

d o w n to the l o w e s t supervisor, on all ques-

tions a f f e c t i n g personnel . T h e personnel 

a d m i n i s t r a t o r is a centra l c l e a r i n g agent 

f o r a i d i n g al l d e p a r t m e n t s in c a r r y i n g out 

their responsibilities. H e advises in es-

tabl ishing personnel policies and ad-

ministers the procedures resu l t ing f r o m 

these policies, b u t he does not execute any 

decisions. 

S u c h an officer w a s f o u n d in only three 

of the l ibraries studied, and it is possible 

that in one of these the personnel ad-

minis t ra tor is m o r e of a l ine than a staff 

officer. T h e most f r e q u e n t f o r m s of cen-

t r a l i z a t i o n f o u n d are those in w h i c h the 

chief e x e c u t i v e himself assumes a l l re-

sponsibil i ty f o r personnel w o r k or in w h i c h 

the chief execut ive delegates to an asso-

ciate or assistant the personnel w o r k 
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a m o n g the l o w e r g r a d e s . 

P r a c t i c e s in the U n i v e r s i t y of I l l i n o i s 

L i b r a r y a n d S y r a c u s e U n i v e r s i t y L i b r a r y 

a p p e a r t o h a v e been p a t t e r n e d a f t e r pro-

c e d u r e s w h i c h h a v e p r o v e d v a l u a b l e in 

business. A t I l l i n o i s the w o r k is ad-

m i n i s t e r e d by the assistant l i b r a r i a n f o r 

personnel , w h o devotes t h r e e - f o u r t h s t i m e 

to the w o r k w i t h the h e l p of t w o h a l f -

t ime assistants. T h i s off icer advises in 

e s t a b l i s h i n g policies, sees t h a t these pol ic ies 

a r e c a r r i e d out , acts as a c l e a r i n g house 

f o r a l l p r o b l e m s a n d decisions a f f e c t i n g 

p e r s o n n e l , a n d c a n w o r k i n d e p e n d e n t l y 

w i t h o u t w a i t i n g f o r an a d m i n i s t r a t i v e re-

quest if i t becomes necessary . 

A t S y r a c u s e the assistant l i b r a r i a n is the 

p e r s o n n e l off icer. H e d e v o t e s o n l y h a l f 

t i m e to the w o r k a n d has no assistants, 

since the l i b r a r y staf f is r e l a t i v e l y s m a l l . 

H e has the same a u t h o r i t y as the one at 

I l l ino is . I n both of these cases the a u t h o r -

i ty is c l e a r l y def ined a n d t h e posit ion is 

a l m o s t , if n o t e n t i r e l y , t h a t of a staf f 

off icer. 

T h e t h i r d l i b r a r y , w h i c h w i s h e s to be 

a n o n y m o u s , c e n t r a l i z e s a u t h o r i t y in the 

associate l i b r a r i a n . H e r e the scope of t h e 

w o r k is n o t so c l e a r l y def ined, and it seems 

p r o b a b l e t h a t it is d o n e m o s t l y f r o m the 

s t a n d p o i n t of an e x e c u t i v e off icer r a t h e r 

t h a n as a personnel a d v i s o r . T h e same 

a s s u m p t i o n ho lds t r u e in the c u s t o m a r y 

l i b r a r y p l a n w h e r e the chief e x e c u t i v e , 

a lone or w i t h the associate or assistant 

l i b r a r i a n , assumes the dut ies . T h e ad-

v i s o r y f u n c t i o n s of the staff off icer are 

l i k e l y to b e c o m e i n t e r m i n g l e d w i t h the 

e x e c u t i v e f u n c t i o n s of the l ine off icer . 

T h i s d u a l role t h e o r e t i c a l l y m i g h t c o m p e l 

t h e e x e c u t i v e to advise h imsel f a n d t h e n 

t o t u r n q u i c k l y a n d e x e c u t e his o w n deci-

sion. 

I n severa l l i b r a r i e s the u n i v e r s i t y per-

sonnel office assists in p r o b l e m s in the 

l i b r a r y . T h i s m i g h t be s a t i s f a c t o r y f o r 

c ler ica l w o r k e r s a n d s tudents , b u t it is 

d o u b t f u l if it c o u l d be of v a l u e in d e a l i n g 

w i t h the profess ional s ta f f . I n t h e o r y , 

since the l i b r a r y is a d e p a r t m e n t of the 

u n i v e r s i t y , its personnel p r o b l e m s s h o u l d 

be h a n d l e d u n i f o r m l y w i t h those of o t h e r 

d e p a r t m e n t s . T h e o t h e r d e p a r t m e n t s , 

h o w e v e r , c o m m o n l y d o n o t h a v e the 

h i e r a r c h i c a l scheme of a d m i n i s t r a t i o n 

w h i c h p r e v a i l s in most l ibrar ies , a n d conse-

q u e n t l y their personnel p r o b l e m s m a y n o t 

be ident ica l . I f a q u a l i f i e d m e m b e r of 

the u n i v e r s i t y personnel staff c o u l d be as-

s igned to w o r k w i t h the l i b r a r y , t o s t u d y 

its p r o b l e m s , a n d to a d m i n i s t e r t h e m 

separate ly , such a scheme w o u l d be prac-

t ical . H o w e v e r , this is n o t done so f a r 

as c o u l d be ascer ta ined f r o m the replies. 

S o m e l ibrar ies fee l t h a t s ize of staff is 

a f a c t o r in d e t e r m i n i n g the p l a n of m a n -

a g e m e n t . O n e a d m i n i s t r a t o r w i t h a staff 

of a l m o s t t w o h u n d r e d states t h a t he has 

i n t i m a t e e n o u g h k n o w l e d g e of his staff 

to m a k e a personnel a d m i n i s t r a t o r unneces-

sary . H o w e v e r , the f a c t t h a t S y r a c u s e 

U n i v e r s i t y L i b r a r y , w i t h a staf f of 44, 

a n d I l l inois , w h i c h has a staff of 282, b o t h 

f ind a c a r e f u l l y w o r k e d o u t scheme feasi-

ble a n d u s e f u l , tends to s h o w t h a t s ize is 

n o t a decis ive m a t t e r in p e r s o n n e l ad-

m i n i s t r a t i o n . 

I n the a d m i n i s t r a t i o n of policies estab-

l ished by the execut ives , w i t h the a d v i c e 

of the p e r s o n n e l off icer, the w o r k is d i v i d e d 

r o u g h l y into f o u r m a i n d i v i s i o n s — e m p l o y -

m e n t pract ices , f o l l o w - u p r e c o r d s and 

t r a i n i n g p r o g r a m s , f a c t o r s a f f e c t i n g h e a l t h 

and eff ic iency, a n d a d m i n i s t r a t i o n — s t a f f 

re lat ions . I n al l of these, a c c o r d i n g t o 

a p p r o v e d business pract ices , the personnel 

off icer advises, supervises, or a d m i n i s t e r s 

the p r o c e d u r e s . 

SEPTEMBER, 1944 323 



Employment Practices 

In business one of the main duties of 

the personnel officer is to take the employ-

ment load off the chief executive. In 

most cases all applications are received in 

the personnel office, all interviews except-

ing those for executive officers are con-

ducted there, and the majority of decisions 

as to employment and dismissal are made 

there. Even in f i l l ing executive positions, 

the personnel officer advises the adminis-

trator. 

In the libraries studied, however, the 

general practice is for the chief librarian 

to interview and appoint the professional 

staff, whi le the associate or assistant li-

brarian performs that function for the 

lower grades. U s u a l l y the head of the 

department involved is consulted before 

the appointment is made. T h e librarian 

of the Univers i ty of T e x a s writes that 

. . it is our practice to have persons 

applying for . . . positions, or under con-

sideration for them, to be interviewed by, 

or their records inspected by, the associate 

librarian as wel l as by myself so that the 

benefit of t w o opinions is available. Fre-

quently this is extended to unit heads." 

Follow-up Records and 

Training Programs 

Personnel administrators in business 

keep careful fo l low-up records of new 

employees and on the basis of this can 

recommend promotion, transfer, or dis-

missal. T h i s is done in an objective w a y 

to balance the often too subjective ap-

praisals made by the immediate super-

visors. T h e importance of a fo l low-up 

record is that it enables the personnel offi-

cer to keep a constant check on the 

worker . A s Isabella Brandow, instructor 

in personnel training at N e w Y o r k U n i -

versity, said at the Conference of Eastern 
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worker always has a feeling of elation, of 

enthusiasm, on beginning a job. T h a t 

elation is bound to subside later and may 

be replaced by a feeling of having been 

forgotten or ignored. I f , however, a 

fol low-up system is maintained, such de-

moral iz ing factors can often be avoided. 

v Fol low-up records for the entire library 

staff are kept by the personnel officer at 

I l l inois; by the librarian, acting as per-

sonnel officer, at Indiana U n i v e r s i t y ; and 

by the university civil service committee 

at Minnesota. T h e associate librarian at 

T e x a s maintains a fol low-up of clerical 

and student assistants and pages. In the 

other twelve libraries, it is kept by divi-

sion or department heads, if it is done at 

all. 

T o g e t h e r wi th a fo l low-up system, a 

good training program is an incentive to 

the worker and makes him feel that he is 

of value to the organization. T h i s has 

long been recognized in business, w h e r e 

much time and effort is spent on such pro-

grams. Another aspect of the matter w a s 

w e l l brought out by M i s s B r a n d o w , w h o 

pointed out that the salary of even an un-

skilled worker w i l l soon exceed the value 

of a typewriter. A typewriter generally 

is kept careful ly covered and cleaned, and 

it fo l lows that the worker , w h o represents 

a much greater investment, should not 

be neglected. Business organizations do 

not limit their training programs to be-

ginners but continue to train workers as 

they progress to higher jobs. Department 

heads are also taught h o w to train those 

under them, since it is a recognized fact 

that a good department head is not neces-

sarily a good teacher wi thout supervision. 

In most libraries the training program is 

not supervised by the personnel officer, al-

though at Illinois he advises on training 
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for promotion and transfer. A t Johns 

Hopkins and the University of W a s h i n g -

ton the librarian himself advises in the 

program for training new assistants, 

whi le some other libraries have careful ly 

worked out programs which are put into 

effect by department heads. 

Factors Affecting Health and Efficiency 

Health of employees is recognized as of 

great importance in business and industry. 

Physical examinations are frequently re-

quired at time of employment, and 

through these many mistakes in placement 

can be avoided. Fat igue studies and care-

fu l ly controlled experiments have been 

made by many personnel departments to 

determine under w h a t conditions employ-

ees are most efficient. Poor l ighting and 

ventilation, crowded w o r k i n g conditions, 

and lack of rest periods, all have been 

proved to affect efficiency; and business 

generally is quick to correct adverse con-

ditions. 

Libraries do not appear to have any 

careful ly thought out plans for solving 

these problems. Physical examinations are 

required in only five of the libraries ques-

tioned. Does this mean they are considered 

of no importance? Library buildings are 

notoriously bad in lighting, ventilation, 

and w o r k space. W i l l i a m E . Mosher , in 

discussing personnel policy in libraries,1 

suggests that fatigue studies and tests of 

l ighting and humidity w o u l d show ap-

pall ing conditions. T o w h a t extent the 

personnel officer tries to alleviate these 

conditions is not clear from the replies re-

ceived, although in eight libraries super-

vision or control over physical w o r k i n g 

conditions is vested in the librarian or per-

sonnel officer. 

1 Mosher, William E. "Imp'ications of an En-
lightened Personnel Policy." Library Journal 62: 
849-52, Nov. 15, 1937. 

Policies on rest periods and sick leave 

are usually determined by the university, 

although in three libraries the library per-

sonnel officer advises on these problems. 

T h e matter is handled in some libraries by 

the staff associations, as is true at the U n i -

versity of Washington, where the associa-

tion has worked out a policy on rest pe-

riods and sick leave. Six libraries failed 

to answer the questions concerning the 

above subjects, which might lead to the 

conclusion that the matter receives little 

attention. 

Closely allied wi th physical health is 

mental well-being. A s bearing on this, the 

personnel officer in business is in a position 

to advise on savings and pension plans 

leading to financial security, which is an 

important factor in making a satisfied 

worker . H e is also the adviser on vacations 

and leaves of absence. T h e s e matters are 

beyond the control of most libraries, since 

in the majority of cases the policy is es-

tablished by the university. 

Administration—Staff Relations 

T h a t human beings do not always agree 

is a fact readily accepted in business, where 

in many cases there are definite channels 

through which problems of maladjust-

ment, grievances, and disciplinary matters 

pass to the personnel officer. T h i s officer, 

from his position on the sidelines, as it 

were, can render a more impartial judg-

ment than can an executive under w h o m 

disputants w o r k . O n l y a somewhat de-

tached observer can determine whether it 

is the supervisor, the type of work , or 

some other factor which causes the worker 

to operate inefficiently. 

T h e personnel officers at Illinois and 

Syracuse, if they are staff officers, as it 

would seem, are in a position to arbitrate 

differences judicially. A l l complaints, 
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grievances, and cases of maladjustment 

are cleared through their offices. A l -

though most of the other libraries report 

that such cases are referred to the officer 

in charge of personnel, it w o u l d appear 

from the replies that it is because he is an 

executive rather than a personnel officer. 

T h i s puts him in the position of being both 

judge and jury , and often prosecutor as 

wel l . T h e lack of grievance machinery 

would seem to indicate that librarians con-

sider their staffs to be happy families, 

wi thout human frailties. 

O n e library reports that the university 

personnel office is a lways ready to listen 

to grievances and problems. If this office 

is effective, it must be far enough removed 

to avoid any suspicion of interest in the 

cases. It seems probable, however, that 

only the most serious matters w o u l d be 

carried that far. 

Should Libraries Adopt 

Business Methodsf 

F r o m the foregoing summaries, it would 

appear that only t w o libraries have taken 

ful l advantage of the experience of busi-

ness and industry in personnel administra-

tion, although many of the others have 

taken parts of the industrial system and 

fitted them into the traditional l ibrary 

organization. W h i c h method produces 

the better results is not within the prov-

ince of this paper to determine. 

Conversations w i t h librarians have 

shown that there is a general belief that 

the library staff, because of its training, 

interests, and general cultural background, 

does not need any kind of personnel sys-

tem. In the f e w cases where a need has 

been conceded, it has always been limited 

to clerical and student assistants. I t seems 

apparent that in some of the libraries con-

cerned in this study the same attitude 

prevails. 

W h y should libraries not need a per-

sonnel system to assist in administration, 

to promote efficiency, and to smooth staff 

relations? Physical and psychological fac-

tors influence librarians as they do other 

types of workers. Purely personal dis-

agreements between staff members may 

affect the work , and if one of the disturb-

ing elements is a supervisor and the other 

one an assistant, serious difficulties can 

result. Librarians often w o r k under pres-

sure, especially at the present time, and 

nervous strain respects neither a college 

degree nor a cultured and bookish back-

ground. T h e r e are doubtless as many 

cases of maladjustment in libraries as in 

the w o r l d of business. 

T o adjust these personal relations, as 

wel l as other conditions which govern the 

efficiency of administration, it would seem 

advisable for libraries generally to re-

examine their personnel practices. If pro-

cedures used successfully in business seem 

useful, consideration might wel l be given 

to the possibility of incorporating them in 

the postwar reconstruction of libraries 

which seems inevitable. 
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