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This 1992 survey explores the effects that computerization of libraries has had 
on the work and job satisfaction of over 200 support staff employed in academic 
libraries in Wisconsin. Among the questions addressed are period and area of 
employment, type of automated systems used, percentage of time spent at 
computer terminals, adequacy of training, change in overall effectiveness since 
computerization, and change in job satisfaction. Responses to open-ended 
questions reveal that many support staff are concerned not only with the 
specifics of their jobs but also with larger questions facing academic libraries. 

he computerization of librar
ies has changed and continues 
to change the positions of aca
demic library support staff. A 

growing body of literature addresses other 
library support staff issues. In "The Role, 
Status, and Working Conditions of Para
professionals," Larry R. Oberg et al. pro
vide an excellent review of the literature 
on support staff as well as information on 
paraprofessionals in academic libraries 
based on administrators' responses to a 
nationwide survey.1 In "Job satisfaction 
among Support Staff in Twelve Ohio Aca
demic Libraries," Coleen Parmer and Den
nis East explore support staff satisfaction in 
five job dimensions (supervision, co
workers, work, benefits, and pay), but they 
do not isolate computerization as a factor 
in job satisfaction.2 In 1987Dorothy E. Jones 
surveyed support staff in three academic 
libraries to determine their attitudes 
toward technology in what she terms the 
"the technology-acquisition period."3 The 

impact of computerization on support 
staff, both in the work they do and in their 
attitudes toward their jobs, has not been 
explored across a large number of aca
demic libraries or since the use of comput
ers in libraries has become widespread. 

The purpose of this survey was to ex
plore the effect computerization has had 
on Wisconsin academic library support 
staff.4 The resulting objective data are 
reported. In addition, a sample of the 
statements written by support staff in 
response to the questionnaire is quoted. 
This approach provides the reader not 
only with the percentage response to 
questions but also with an indication 
of the outpouring of comments written 
by support staff. From these written 
comments, the picture of support staff 
which emerges is that of a vital and 
vocal group of individuals who wish to 
express themselves and to be heard on 
issues relating to the computerization of 
libraries. 

Cathleen C. Palmini is a Library Services Assistant II, Government Publications Department, Univer
sity of Wisconsin-Stevens Point, Stevens Point, Wisconsin 54481. 
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SURVEY METHODOLOGY 

This survey was supported by the 
University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 
and the Support Staff Roundtable of the 
Wisconsin Library Association. The six
teen-question survey instrument was 
developed to elicit information from Wis
consin academic library support staff on 
their library background, working condi
tions (especially with regard to computer 
use), attitudes toward the computeriza
tion of their positions, and causes of job 
satisfactions and frustrations. In addition 
to objective responses, eight questions al
lowed for written comments from the re
spondents and the final three questions 
were open-ended. Librarians and support 
staff at the University of Wisconsin
Stevens Point reviewed the questionnaire 
and support staff at four academic librar
ies pretested the questionnaire. 

The picture of support staff which 
emerges is that of a vital and vocal 
group of individuals who wish to 
express themselves and to be heard on 
issues relating to the computerization 
of libraries. 

Since no statewide directory of sup
port staff existed, contact people in each 
of the University of Wisconsin System 
Libraries (with the exception of Univer
sity of Wisconsin-Madison) distributed 
the questionnaire in January and Febru
ary of 1992. These contact people on 
campuses statewide were support staff 
known by the author or officers of the 
Wisconsin Library Association Support 
Staff Roundtable. Contact people agreed 
to distribute the questionnaires to mail
boxes of support staff, refer questions 
back to the author, have questionnaires 
returned to their mailboxes, and ·mail 
questionnaires back by a specified date. 
University of Wisconsin campuses at 
Eau Claire, Green Bay, La Crosse, Mil
waukee, Oshkosh, Parkside, Platteville, 
River Falls, Stevens Point, Stout, Super
ior, and Whitewater were involved in 
this method of distribution. 
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Because of its widespread system of 
general and specialized academic librar
ies, questionnaires were sent in February 
1992 to the University of Wisconsin cam
pus using personnel lists through cam
pus mail. The questionnaires were 
returned to a library contact person. 

In addition, a small sample of support 
staff employed at private academic li
braries was obtained by distributing 
questionnaires at the April 1992 state
wide Support Staff Conference in Madi
son, Wisconsin. 

The overall response rate from the ap
proximately 400 support staff employed 
at University of Wisconsin system librar
ies was 50 percent. The response rate from 
the two largest University of Wisconsin 
campuses, University of Wisconsin-Madi
son and University of Wisconsin-Mil
waukee, was 30 percent. The relatively 
large size of their library systems and the 
lack of personal acquaintance of respon
dents with the contact person may ac
count partially for the response rate. The 
response rate from the other twelve Uni
versity of Wisconsin system campuses 
(listed above) was 80 percent. 

SURVEY RESULTS 

Length of Employment 

When asked about longevity on the 
job, library support staff in Wisconsin 
proved to be a stable group. Sixty percent 
reported working in a support staff posi
tion in a library for over ten years, and 
nearly one-third of the total group has 
been employed in a support staff posi
tion for over fifteen years (see table 1). 

One might suspect that such long
term employees would have difficulties 
adapting to the new procedures brought 
on by computerization or express less 

TABLEt 
YEARS EMPLOYED IN A LIBRARY 

SUPPORT STAFF POSITION 

Years Employed 

1-5 
11-15 
16-20 
20+ 

% o£ Support Staff 

22 

18 

15 
17 



job satisfaction. However, in response to 
other questions, most support staff did 
not report this to be the case. 

Area of Employment in the Library 

When asked of what their work con
sisted, the largest percentages of respon
dents reported working primarily in 
Circulation (24 percent) or Cataloging 
(21 percent). The next largest areas of 
employment were Serials and Acquisi
tions, each at 11 percent. If support staff 
worked in more than one area (and over 
one-third did), they were asked to indi
cate the percentage of time worked in 
each area. For the numbers in table 2, 
support staff were counted in the area in 
which they worked the most. 

For example, only 5 percent of support 
staff reported working primarily in Ref
erence, but another 14 percent worked in 
Reference as a secondary part of their 
job. Several of the support staff working 
in a combination of areas mentioned the 
difficulty of mastering computer appli
cations in more than one area. Onere
spondent commented: "Because of the 
variety of computers I work on in a day, 
there are times I sit down at a screen at 
the end of the day and draw a blank as 
to what protocol, codes, passwords and 
system I'm on." 

Years of Library Automation 

Most support staff are no longer 
newcomers to using computerized sys-

TABLE2 
PRIMARY AREA OF 

EMPLOYMENT IN THE LIBRARY 
Area Employed % of Support Staff 

Circulation 24 
Cataloging 21 
Serials 11 
Aquisitions 11 
Other 11 
Administrative area 9 
Interlibrary loan 5 
Reference 5 
Government documents 3 
Reserve 1 

37% worked in a combination of areas. 
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terns in libraries. At the time of the sur
vey, 89 percent of support staff reported 
their library had been using computer
ized systems for three years or longer. 
Only 11 percent reported that their library 
had been using computers less than 
three years. These support staff worked 
in private academic libraries or small, 
specialized libraries in the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison library system. 

Support Staff Use of Automated Systems 

When asked which automated sys
tems were used on their job, 75 percent 
of respondents reported using an online 
catalog regularly. Those support staff em
ployed by the University of Wisconsin
Madison or Milwaukee used the NLS 
system (as the online catalog is known), 
while other University of Wisconsin sys
tem libraries used the LS2000 online cat
alog system at the time of the survey. 

11Because of the variety of computers 
I work on in a day, there are times 
I sit down at a screen at the end 
of the day and draw a blank as to 
what protocol, codes, passwords 
and system I'm on." 

Nearly two-thirds of support staff 
used word processing programs and 
two-thirds also made regular use of e
mail. Nearly half did cataloging/ search
ing on OCLC. Nearly half also used an 
automated circulation system. Automated 
cataloging systems, such as NOTIS or 
LS2000, were used by 37 percent of sup
port staff. Use of CD-ROM databases 
was reported by 22 percent of support 
staff and use of automated acquisitons 
systems was also made by 22 percent 
(see table 3). 

Hours of Work at Computer Terminals 

Widespread use of such systems means 
hours spent working at computer termi
nals for support staff. Half of support 
staff spend more than 50 percent of their 
working day at a terminal. Twenty percent 
of total support staff work over 75 percent 
of their time at a computer (see table 4). 
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TABLE3 
AUTOMATED SYSTEMS 

USED ON THE JOB 
%of 

Support 
Automated System 

Online catalog 

E-mail 

Word processing 

Circulation system 

OCLC 

Cataloging system 
Other (spreadsheet, data-

manager, graphics, etc.) 

CD-ROM databases 

Acquisition system 

Serials system 

Interlibrary loan system 

TABLE4 
TIME SPENT AT A 

COMPUTER TERMINAL 

Staff 

75 
66 
63 
46 
46 
37 
31 

22 
22 
13 
13 

% of Time at Terminal % of Support Staff 

0-25 

26-50 

51-75 

76-100 

19 

31 

30 

20 

Such long hours at computers led 
some respondents to comment about 
health problems related to computer 
use, including eyestrain and the prob
lems caused by repetitive motions. Some 
support staff believed that their manage
ment showed indifference to the working 
conditions that cause computer-related 
health problems. 

Other comments indicated that support 
staff were not unhappy with computers, 
but with the amount of time they were 
expected to work at computers. One wrote: 
''I'll admit, my first reaction to inputting on 
a computer is 'this is fun.' But eight hours 
a day? Not good for anyone." 

Training for Computer Use 

In responding to a question on train
ing for computer use, 62 percent 
believed that training was adequate and 
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38 percent found training inadequate for 
the use they made of computers. Since 
over one-third of support staff said they 
were inadequately trained for computer 
use, this response indicates a problem 
area for academic libraries. 

Some support staff believed that their 
management showed indifference to 
the working conditions that cause 
computer-related health problems. 

While some support staff stated they 
enjoyed the challenge of learning on 
their own computer applications neces
sary for their job, more said they felt 
dissatisfied with having to learn on their 
own and cited poorly written manuals as 
part of the problem. In both cases many 
voiced frustration with the lack of time 
to learn new systems. 

Computer Background in Hiring 

Will some computer background be 
necessary for future applicants for sup
port staff positions? Of the 47 percent 
responding yes, one person stated: "Li
brary schools should emphasize that if 
you don't like computers, stay out of the 
library field!" Only 13 percent re
sponded that no computer background 
would be necessary, and 41 percent 
checked the answer "possibly'' computer 
background would be necessary. Most of 
these support staff were trained on the 
job themselves because they were hired 
before the computerization of their li
braries. Several felt as this respondent 
did: "I think it is necessary for applicants 
to be willing to learn, not necessarily 
have specific knowledge. There are so 
many programs, etc. that knowledge of 
one does not mean you will know all 
others-it will make you more com
fortable learning new systems, however." 

Computer background for student as
sistants was not addressed on the ques
tionnaire but was an issue brought up by 
support staff answering the question
naire. In addition to training new stu
dent assistants in the usual tasks, 
support staff now must train them also 



on one or more computer systems. The 
staff of one Acquisitions Department 
believed that students stayed with them 
too short a time to make it effective to 
train students in computer functions. 

Effect on Job Satisfaction 

Over half of support staff reported 
feeling more job satisfaction since the 
computerization of their libraries. They 
cited such factors as the opportunity to 
learn new skills, better ways to find 
things for patrons, and the streamlining 
of procedures. 

Thirty-two percent felt about the same 
job satisfaction before and after comput
erization. Many explained that they felt 
about the same because new satisfactions 
and new frustrations balanced out, as this 
respondent expressed: "I feel very 
satisfied when I accomplish a major task 
on the computer. I also feel very frustrated 
when things don't work right-especially 
after several attempts." 

Only 13 percent of support staff re
ported feeling less job satisfaction since 
computerization. While this was a small 
group, they voiced strong feelings in 
their written comments. One com
mented: "Before computerization, I felt 
like my workload was reasonable and 
procedures were relatively stable. Since 
computerization, the workload is im
possible and because of the ever-chang
ing procedures, staff have trouble 
digesting everything, resulting in incon
sistent work and frustration." 

Computers as Timesaving 

In the opinion of many, computeriza
tion of support staff's work load has not 
been a big timesaver. When asked about 
the portion of their job which was com
puterized, only 39 percent reported it 
had become less time-consuming, while 
36 percent reported that it was more 
time-consuming and 26 percent said it 
had remained about the same. 

One group of support staff, catalogers, 
mentioned having to perform too many 
steps to complete a single task and said 
that they found some procedures 
laborious on the computer. Another 
group working in serials areas noted 
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that working on serials with their title 
changes and frequency changes did not 
adapt efficiently to computerized sys
tems. Support staff from other areas 
responded more positively to the time
saving aspects of computers. In circula
tion, a support staff member emphasized 
the freedom of letting the machine 
generate overdues and statistics. 

Over half of support staff reported 
feeling more job satisfaction since the 
computerization of their libraries. 

Support staff pointed to poorly de
signed systems as being part of the prob
lem of the lack of efficiency of computer 
use. One respondent, after first identify
ing herself as a computer enthusiast, 
stated: "I'm very frustrated by what li
braries put up with in poor quality sys
tems for the tremendous expense." Also 
mentioned were software changes that 
made procedures different, but not bet
ter as promised: "It seems obvious that 
users are not consulted in software up
dates." Another support staff member 
stated: "Some things are facilitated but 
there is a lot more equipment to trouble
shoot and explain. There should be 
standards in writing software so that a 
person needn't have to remember five or 
six ways to do the same operation de
pending on the system." 

Effectiveness 

In a related question, support staff 
were asked: "Has automation increased 
your overall effectiveness on the job? 
(Are you getting more done?)." Of those 
responding, 64 percent said yes to an 
increase in overall effectiveness, 18 per
cent no, and 18 percent about the same. 
These results seem somewhat contra
dictory to the results of the previous 
question, but comments written by re
spondents indicated that this question 
was often interpreted in a larger sense of 
what computerization means to the 
overall functioning of the library. Thus, 
many support staff felt that because of 
automation, they were providing better 
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overall service or providing better cata
loging records or making the library eas
ier to use for patrons. 

When responding to this question, 
some support staff pointed out that in
creased efficiency should not be viewed 
alone. In Interlibrary Loan, one respon
dent wrote that yes, she was getting 
more done but the volume had increased 
almost 600 percent since automation. 
Another staff member was unsure 
whether she was getting more done: 
"There seems to be more I should have 
done than ever. Maybe the expectations 
have increased faster than my ability to 
complete them." Comments of several 
support staff echoed this statement: "I'm 
getting more done, but working much 
harder. Stress levels are much higher." 

Causes of Job Frustration 

One of the open-ended questions 
asked: "What part of your job causes you 
the most frustration?" Note that this ques
tion did not indicate that the frustrations 
were to be solely computer-oriented. Sim
ilar written-in responses were grouped in 
categories. Percentages were calculated 
using those similar responses appearing 
five or more times (see table 5). 

Computer-related frustrations totalled 
62 percent of all responses. The biggest 
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single source of job frustration was when 
the computer was down (26 percent of 
all responses). Because of the extensive 
use of computers by support staff, this 
means that staff will experience inter
rupted workflow or perhaps accomplish 
nothing until the computer is function
ing again. Other respondents mentioned 
the lack of computer support or repair 
staff as a major frustration. 

The computer being down creates 
even more stress among the many sup
port staff who felt there was not enough 
time to do their job. The second-largest 
group of responses (21 percent) men
tioned that the workload was too great, 
that their libraries were understaffed, 
and that they did not have enough time 
to complete their work. While most re
spondents did not indicate whether this 
lack of time was primarily computer-re
lated, some mentioned the lack of time 
to learn new systems. 

Other respondents indicated frustra
tion with computer problems: slow re
sponse time of computers (9 percent), 
not enough terminals (7 percent), too 
many different systems to learn (6 per
cent), not enough training (5 percent), 
health problems related to computers (5 
percent), and too much time on comput
ers (3 percent). It should be remembered 

TABLES 

%of Support 
Staff Responding 

26 

21 

9 

7 

7 

7 

6 

5 

5 

4 

3 

PRIMARY CAUSE OF JOB FRUSTRATION 
(ONE RESPONSE PER SUPPORT STAFF) 

Cause of Frustration 

The computer is down. 

Work load, being understaffed, lack of time. 

Slow response time on computers. 

Not enough terminals. 

People, problem personalities. 

Management/librarians and their attitude toward support staff. 

Too many different systems to learn. 

Not enough training (38% of total respondents on the adequacy training 
question). 

Health problems related to computer use. 

Computers, too much time on computers. 

Other staff. 



that this was an open-ended question 
asking for one response (what part of the 
job causes the most frustration). It did 
not provide respondents with a list to 
check several causes of frustration. 

Comments of several support staff 
echoed this statement: "I'm getting 
more done, but working much harder. 
Stress levels are much higher." 

The remaining 17 percent of respon
dents mentioned people-oriented frustra
tions (counting lack of time responses as 
neither computer- nor people-oriented), 
such as coping with problem patrons (7 
percent) and other staff (3 percent). 
Another group of respondents cited the 
main source of frustration as administra
tors (or librarians) and their attitudes 
toward support staff (7 percent). 

One Circulation support staff member's 
frustration was: "unhappy patrons
whether with the computer system, our 
library policies-or whatever they decide 
to take out on the staff at the desk." One 
cataloger mentioned: "Cataloging posi
tions now leave little contact with other 
patrons/staff. We're glued to a terminal 
whereas with the card catalog, we knew 
there was life through the cataloging 
doors." Several support staff mentioned 
stress levels on the job: "Life is more 
stressful because of the tremendous 
quantity of details which now must be 
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addressed, plus there is a constant pres
sure to upgrade technical knowledge
always adding more and more to do." 

Sources of Job Satisfaction 

The question on job satisfaction was 
similarly open-ended: ''What part of 
your job gives you the most job satisfac
tion?" Responses were tallied using the 
same method as the question above (see 
table 6). 

A total of 60 percent of the responses 
on the primary source of job satisfaction 
were people-oriented. Of these re
sponses, the largest number (43 percent 
of the total) came from support staff who 
indicated that their greatest job satisfac
tion came from dealing with patrons or 
working with people. Other people
oriented satisfactions came from work
ing with other staff members (10 percent) 
and supervising students (7 percent). 
One support staff member wrote her 
greatest satisfaction "continues to be the 
patrons who express satisfaction or 
appreciation for 'a great service."' 

Computers as a primary source of 
sa tis faction were cited in 11 percent of the 
responses (accuracy and speed of com
puters, liking computers, job more 
interesting since computers). Finding 
satisfaction in computer use, one sup
port staff member stated that comput
erization "has offered new challenges 
and opportunity for personal growth, 
making my position more stimulating." 
Another wrote: ..,1 enjoy the challenge and 

TABLE6 

%of Support 
Staff Responding 

43 

18 

11 

1(} 

7 

5 

4 

PRIMARY CAUSE OF JOB SATISFACTION 
(ONE RESPONSE PER SUPPORT STAFF) 

Cause of Satisfaction 

Helping patrons, working with people, being thanked. 

Getting the work done, doing a good job, completing a challenge. 

Accuracy and speed of computers, like computers, job now more 
interesting. 

Other staff. 

Supervising students. 

Diversity of the job. 

Working in cataloging, making materials more easily accessible. 
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excitement of using computer products 
and services." 

Other responses may be based on 
satisfactions related to computer use but 
were not clearly stated by support staff 
as such: getting the job done or doing a 
good job (18 percent), the diversity of the 
job (5 percent), cataloging work or 
making materials more easily accessible 
for patrons (4 percent). "Seeing an empty 
cart after it was full!" was how one re
spondent expressed herself. 

Additional Comments 
on Computerization 

The final question asked for addi
tional comments on how computeriza
tion has affected the support staff 
member's position. Most support staff 
wrote a response to this and other open
ended questions. The comments here 
ranged from some very positive com
ments about computerization to a few 
very negative. Many support staff wrote 
at length and many thoughtfully con
sidered both what has been gained with 
computerization and what problems it 
has caused. A sample of the written re
sponses follow. 

"Computerization has been an inter
esting and stimulating addition to my 
job. The only frustration has been that 
there often is not time to 'play around' 
and learn new applications and systems." 

"Overall, I believe that computeriza
tion has increased the workload of my 
job. In some instances it has made te
dious tasks much less time-consuming 
and deadening; but in other respects, 
there is greater pressure to use all the 
latest technological advances and there 
does not seem to be adequate time to 
familiarize oneself with all the programs 
one needs to know." 

"I've found that patrons seem to ex
pect the sky now .... These expectations, 
not based on what can realistically be 
provided, can cause a lot of stress at a 
public service point." 

"Library administration is not fully 
tuned in to the time demands of the pro
cedures expected." 

"I used to be a cataloger on OCLC and 
disliked all the time I had to spend in 
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front of a VDT screen; since moving to 
Reference, all is different. I'm checking 
into many different databases searching 
for the right one for each question and I 
feel I'm using it, rather than being used 
by the machine." 

"As far as I'm concerned, either you 
roll with the punches or you get left be
hind, and it can be great fun!" 

''There are days you can't live with it 
[computerization], but most days you 
don't want to live without it either." 

For those support staff spending 
large amounts of time working on 
terminals, the need is expressed to 
spend less time in that area, to have 
more people contacts or more variety in 
the work involved in their positions. 

"It's important to remain flexible and 
open to change. My position will prob
ably change as much in the next ten years 
as it has in the previous ten. These are 
exciting times in the information field 
and I look forward to the innovations 
which are sure to come." 

CONCLUSION 

The comments of three support staff 
respondents help to summarize the find
ings of this survey. 

"Although learning the new methods 
has been challenging, the old methods 
were more peaceful." In recent years, 
most support staff have moved from the 
comfortable into the unknown. Learning 
the new methods and ongoing work 
with computers have been stressful for 
many support staff. Changes suggested 
by the respondents of this survey would 
help alleviate part of this stress. More 
adequate training on computers is con
sidered essential by many support staff. 
The need for administrators to recognize 
and take action to eliminate computer
related health problems (such as better 
designed workstations) is cited by some 
support staff. For those support staff 
spending large amounts of time wo~g 
on terminals, the need is expressed to 
spend less time in that area, to have more 



people contacts or more variety in the 
work involved in their position~. Support 
staff see themselves as good sources of 
information on the better design of sys
tems on which they spend long hours. 

"Things seem to be happening almost 
faster than even reasonably extraordi
nary people can keep up with them." 
Support staff have been "reasonably ex
traordinary" in adapting to the comput
erization of their positions. Most have 
been successful in adapting to radically 
different procedures in a relatively short 
period of time. Despite computer
oriented frustrations, most support staff 
feel that overall their effectiveness has 
improved and that their job satisfaction 
has improved or not been affected. An 
often-expressed feeling was that there is 
not enough time to keep up, either with 
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the present work load or with the chang
ing technology. 

"Access to information is so much 
greater now and users appreciate the 
power and relative ease of use." This 
writer helps to put the use of computers 
by support staff into perspective. In li
braries, support staff aid in the process 
of getting information to the library 
user, and most support staff find their 
greatest satisfaction in working with 
these library users as well as working 
with other staff members. While sup
port staff are frustrated with comput
ers when they are down, are poorly 
designed, or have other problems that 
interfere with completing work, staff 
laud computerization of libraries as an 
improvement in providing this access to 
information. 
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