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This guest-authored column, from the perspective of a stu-
dent who is new to the profession, focuses on stress factors 
related to reference librarianship and includes suggestions 
for managing the demands of new technologies, the growing 
expectations of users, and myriad responsibilities.—Editor

T he concept of change has become a thoroughly fa-
miliar theme in librarianship. The knowledge that 
the purpose and position of a librarian is constantly 
evolving has become more of an accepted phenome-

non than it was even ten years ago. This acceptance, however, 
could be considered an internal knowledge recognized only 
by those within the profession itself. The external popula-
tion appears to have a more difficult time acknowledging the 
steady advancement of librarianship. To the general public, 
the most popular perception of a librarian might consist of 
a bespectacled elderly woman who is short-tempered and 
dresses in ill-fitting clothes. On the opposite end of the spec-
trum is the objectified female who, thanks to Carmen Electra, 
is labeled as the “naughty librarian” and can be identified by 
her plunging neckline and schoolgirl skirt.

Due to ancient stereotypes and commercialized sex, 
the general public often has a poor perception of a librar-
ian’s actual job. According to Les Kranz’s Jobs Rated Almanac, 
piano tuners and file clerks are employed in a more stressful 
environment than librarians, allowing librarianship to be a 
comparatively undemanding and stress-free occupation.1 
Contrary to the perceptions established by this job-ranking 
list, the modern librarian is expected to be up-to-date on 
the latest technological developments, information sources, 
and service management. Librarians have come a long way 
in the last decade and have learned to embrace change in 
order to meet patrons’ needs. As technology advances and 
expectations increase, so too must a librarian’s abilities, but 
it is becoming evident that this acceptance of change does 
not come without its share of stress and potential burnout 
on the job. A buildup of stress can produce eventual dissat-
isfaction at work, and this can often lead to negative physical 
and emotional health, tardiness, absenteeism, and turnover, 
and may eventually result in complete burnout.2 Although 
workplace stress and burnout are not synonymous, the fact 
that burnout is a consequence of chronic stress is an indica-
tion that being susceptible to the one (unless managed) is an 
eventual path to the other. 

Workplace stress is hardly limited to the library profes-
sion. Many other public service–oriented occupations, such 
as those in the healthcare, childcare, and teaching fields, 
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often experience the same feelings of stress for many of the 
same reasons. Clients in these professions do not often com-
municate gratitude to professionals who are trying to help 
them and will sometimes communicate quite the opposite 
attitude, creating a hostile and unappreciative environ-
ment. Recent studies, however, have found that causes for 
workplace stress begin at a much more foundational level. 
A study of mental healthcare workers found that stress re-
sulted from poor leadership, lack of staff autonomy, and an 
incongruent vision of job objectives.3 Experienced teachers 
blame stress on growing workloads and responsibilities as 
well as a general lack of support from both the administra-
tion and the community.4 Similarly, social workers are often 
stressed by societal expectations, an excessive workload, 
inadequate resources, and a degree of disconnect between 
themselves and their supervisors.5 It is evident that although 
there is no single definitive cause and therefore no one so-
lution, the reasons contributing to a stressful environment 
hold distinctive similarities throughout the public service 
sector, including librarianship. 

Although the matter of stress for reference librarians, par-
ticularly in the areas of technology, user expectations, and per-
sonal responsibilities, is addressed throughout the literature, 
there is no definite consensus determining the extent to which 
this stress exists. But there is compelling agreement through-
out most of the literature about the remedy for this potentially 
demanding occupation, regardless of its stress levels. 

THE	dEMAndS	OF	nEW	TECHnOlOGy
One of the most important professional competencies estab-
lished by a RUSA task force is to maintain responsiveness to 
the user community and to regularly conduct environmental 
scans of the current developments in library services in or-
der to provide relevant and useful information to patrons.6 
During the mid-twentieth century, however, the ability to be 
aware of current sources and services was both limited in 
scope and simplistic in nature. Janes writes that the majority 
of literature from that era deals with defining the sources and 
materials as well as establishing and operating reference ser-
vices.7 During that time, reference librarianship was focused 
on inventing reference services rather than expanding it to 
new and diverse forms. Since the 1970s, however, reference 
librarians have been challenged to create new and innova-
tive ways to improve reference services. For the most part, 
this includes the construction and maintenance of a library’s 
website, blogs, and wikis, as well as an advanced knowledge 
in online communication such as e-mail, chat reference, and 
even virtual worlds such as Second Life. The literature records 
the many ways reference librarians have responded to these 
advances in technology, ranging from acceptance and integra-
tion to confusion and rejection.8 These developments in rela-
tion to stressful behavior was named “technostress” by Brod 
in the early 1980s and defined as “a modern disease of adap-
tation caused by an inability to cope with the new computer 
technologies in a healthy manner.”9 In light of this definition, 

Kupersmith identified four particular components of tech-
nostress. These components consist of performance anxiety, 
information overload, role conflicts of professional identity, 
and burnout.10 Ennis explored this concept further by study-
ing the evolution of technostress over a ten-year period. She 
concluded that stress levels in relation to technology were 
similar to those from a decade before in terms of an increasing 
workload and the pace of technological change but also found 
that, although some difficulties still exist, librarians are now 
able to manage their stress in a positive manner.11

The growing use of the Internet has issued its own effects 
on librarianship as well. In 2000, Curry and Harris reported 
that many librarians were still wary of the Internet and its 
many features due to its disorganized format and countless 
unreliable sources.12 The latest job satisfaction survey car-
ried out by Library Journal in 2007, however, found that the 
number of librarians who find technology intimidating has 
plunged 50 percent in the last thirteen years.13 Although 
librarians of an earlier generation are still adapting to new 
technology and are not adjusting to its changes as quickly, 
there are also reports that librarians are providing better ser-
vice with the help of technology.14

Although there is growing acceptance of new technolo-
gies in librarianship, Van Fleet and Wallace add that the 
declining numbers of face-to-face reference encounters are 
affecting librarians in terms of the loss of personal identity, 
indicating that a number of librarians only communicate 
through a computer.15 This can create a very distant and es-
sentially nonexistent relationship, leaving some librarians 
with an unfulfilled sense of accomplishment. Cardina and 
Wicks acknowledge that the emergence of electronic refer-
ence has been one of the biggest changes that librarianship 
has experienced.16 However, they perceive the change as an 
evolving reality that has been developing slowly over the last 
two decades, which has allowed librarians time to improve 
their knowledge alongside this growing trend. 

The observations of Placzek are in disagreement with 
this notion of continual technological education. She writes 
that the learning curve expectations are very high and many 
reference librarians are often required to teach patrons how 
to use a resource not long after being first introduced to it.17 
Chan and Auster agree by noting that a librarian’s heavy 
workload often poses a short time limit on a librarian learn-
ing the concepts of new technology or resources.18 Although 
the Internet offers a wealth of training information online, 
Ennis points out that the opportunity to improve techno-
logical skills is hardly useful if a librarian has no time to 
complete them.19

To some reference librarians, it would appear that tech-
nology is adding to the workload rather than alleviating it, 
which is contradictory to its original intent. In addition, 
although none of the literature condemns technology’s intro-
duction as a negative infliction on reference services, there 
is an understanding that the expectations of “too much, too 
soon” can seriously upset a librarian’s self-assurance of re-
source awareness. The overwhelming nature of technology 
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can, at times, leave librarians feeling frustrated and helpless 
in the face of constant change and therefore generate a high 
level of stress.

USER	ExPECTATIOnS
Among the many changes occurring within reference librarian-
ship, a proverbial shift in focus has also occurred. Rather than 
concentrating on internal matters such as collection develop-
ment and the physical structure of libraries, the library as an in-
stitution has shifted its focus toward providing a user-centered 
service.20 Presently, the object and motivation of a reference 
librarian’s work is concentrated on meeting the users’ needs 
and expectations. Although this appears to be a noble cause in 
itself, the intricacies of such an occupation are extensive and 
diverse. Caputo goes as far as to state that reference librarians 
in particular are at the highest risk of total burnout.21 Due to 
their central location within the library and a growing encour-
agement for interaction between librarians and patrons, refer-
ence librarians have to deal with users’ expectations for instant 
information where the patronage can be very numerous and 
their questions varied in scope.22

The majority of students entering post-secondary educa-
tion today are classified as “Millennials” and have grown up in 
a multitasking environment complete with immediate feed-
back and high expectations.23 Whether it is through instant 
coffee or instant messaging, their expectations have changed 
from “as soon as possible” to simply “now,” and this includes 
answers from the reference desk. In 1987, Bunge conducted a 
survey of librarians and found that 41.4 percent of the public 
service librarians surveyed named patrons as a primary cause 
of stress, with one participant commenting, “patrons expect 
miracles.”24 Malamud and Rosenstein observed in 1991 that a 
25 percent increase in the workload at the reference desk for 
one biomedical library was one of the main causes of stress.25 
A report by Van Fleet and Wallace states that since virtual ref-
erence is now available 24/7, users will expect the same avail-
ability from other forms of reference offered by the library.26 
Furthermore, Ennis points out that “user expectations of what 
is and is not possible and what librarians could and could not 
do remain[s] a source of frustration.”27 Although librarianship 
is often perceived as a simple and uncomplicated occupation, 
the expectations from users are often beyond a librarian’s daily 
capabilities. As a result, the knowledge that he or she is not 
living up to users’ expectations could potentially bring on feel-
ings of guilt or stress. 

Another form of stress in relation to user expectations 
can occur when a reference librarian is obligated to answer 
questions that are outside of his or her scope of knowledge. 
Morris-Knower exemplifies this situation through his own 
experiences working in a science library with a strong edu-
cational background in the humanities.28 In these circum-
stances, both the patron and the librarian might become 
aggravated by either the lack of knowledge or of consid-
eration, resulting in a stressful situation for both parties. 
Reenstjerna, however, explicitly denies the idea that user 

expectations are a base for the fundamental problems of 
stress in reference service and names them “superficial.”29 
Instead, he blames the limits of the traditional paradigm 
imposed on the library. Despite this somewhat absolute 
perspective, many studies have acknowledged the fact that 
user expectations have been climbing, with patrons count-
ing on round-the-clock reference service and instantaneous 
answers. With that premise in place and a relatively limited 
budget for additional staff, reference librarians are liable 
to experience many stressful situations where expectations 
surmount their knowledge capabilities. 

A	GROWInG	nUMBER	OF	RESPOnSIBIlITIES
It could be argued that the main cause of stress for reference 
librarians is the ever-increasing number of responsibilities 
alongside a declining period of time for personal and pro-
fessional development. A study conducted by Cardina and 
Wicks found that the jobs performed by reference librarians 
in a ten-year period had grown from 10.65 to 14.07 and 
that the time spent on professional development had been 
cut almost in half, plummeting down to 6 percent from 13 
percent.30 Reference librarians are no longer simply respon-
sible for answering questions and locating books. They are 
expected to instruct, reach out, teach, promote, and advertise 
alongside their traditional duties.31 Extra duties that have 
been mentioned ranged from as blasé as minding a bookstore 
to unrelated positions such as being an audiovisual assistant. 
Placzek points out that there are also many additional activi-
ties carried out by a reference librarian that could be consid-
ered obligatory but are difficult to define, such as creating 
informative handouts or subject guides and lending students 
a sympathetic ear. She writes, “Being a reference librarian is 
sort of like being a bartender without the sticky beer mess 
and the drunks.”32 There are additional tasks for a reference 
librarian to undertake that are time consuming but are diffi-
cult to identify and record. As Butcher points out, “librarians 
are overworked. It’s not as if they have too much to do, but 
rather that they are pulled in too many directions.”33 Financial 
restrictions and budget cuts are often to blame for these addi-
tional tasks, and although funds are declining, the escalating 
expectations of the patron must be met. 

With new responsibilities constantly being added to the 
list, it is assumed that measures are being taken to encourage 
professional development. But a study by Chan and Auster 
indicates that, for many libraries, the absence of a policy on 
this issue disables anyone, save a lucky few, from receiving 
further training.34 Altogether, the combination of escalating 
responsibilities and inadequate training points toward a po-
tentially stressful position for reference librarians to occupy. 
Placzek fully places the blame on a crammed schedule and 
associates stress and burnout with a librarian’s realization of 
the insufficient amount of time to carry out these duties.35

On the other hand, Cardina and Wicks found no correla-
tion between the number of jobs performed and the level of 
job satisfaction, indicating that perhaps the increasingly busy 
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nature of the job has no affect on the stress levels of refer-
ence librarians.36 Ennis appears to support this perspective 
by reporting that 83 percent of the librarians in her survey 
felt positive about the future of reference librarianship despite 
the increasing workload.37 Therefore it appears that although 
reference librarians are steadily adding to their schedule, they 
are embracing the challenges that these changes are creating, 
thus proving the resourcefulness and passion that many li-
brarians display through their work. 

STRESS	MAnAGEMEnT
Even though there is disagreement in the literature about the 
central cause of stress for reference librarians, the fact that all 
of the writing discusses remedial solutions to potential stress 
indicates that it does, in fact, exist. The literature offers the 
following three remedies to stress in reference librarianship: 
personal time management and development, coworker coop-
eration, and upper management support. Placzek is a strong 
supporter of organization and time management to help al-
leviate stress and also suggests that a sense of humor and an 
open perspective create a more stress-free environment in the 
workplace.38 Ennis as well as Chan and Auster advise reference 
librarians to take time for training and outside instruction.39 
Spires recommends that all librarians take a moment to step 
outside of the library during the work day and take a breath of 
fresh air.40 Finally, Landry suggests that librarians cultivate an 
interesting and enjoyable life outside of work.41 

In terms of relationships within the staff itself, Ennis 
recommends a support system between coworkers in order 
to realize that other staff members share the burden, which 
will help manage stress.42 Spires highlights colleagues as one 
of the most valuable resources available, and Quinn suggests 
that reference librarians engage in positive reinforcement in 
which coworkers act in a supportive manner that encourages 
cooperation.43 Placzek also mentions that communication 
within the workplace is a key factor in creating supportive 
networks such as a buddy system at the reference desk where 
coworkers can function as a tag team in a stressful situation.44 
In this, librarians are being encouraged to implement a form 
of peer mentorship in order to create interconnectedness and 
support at the reference desk. 

The final form of stress management illustrated through-
out the literature is the implementation and continuation of 
strong support from upper management. Chan and Auster 
found that this support system in particular contributes to 
a positive influence on employees’ job satisfaction. They ar-
gue that opportunities in professional development are not 
enough and that a manager should take an active interest in 
the professional ambitions of their staff.45 To accomplish this, 
Bennett recommends a number of effective communication 
techniques such as active listening and working lunches.46 
Landry also points out that there should be close communi-
cation between staff and administration in order to maintain 
patron services but also to improve operating conditions 

for the reference librarians.47 Therefore it appears as though 
none of the literature calls for a lighter workload or for a re-
treat to the traditional methods of librarianship. Instead, it 
advises reference librarians who are undergoing stress in the 
workplace to maintain their inner sanctum through a sense 
of humor or hobbies outside the workplace, to reach out to 
others in the staff for encouragement, and to look to upper 
administration for guidance and support. 

THE	FUTURE
The recognizable premise that has been discussed throughout 
librarianship at its present stage has been based on the fact 
that librarianship is no longer a static occupation. Both Ennis 
and Placzek reference this fact.48 Janes points out that many 
people entered this profession thirty years ago for the simple 
reason that it was not expected to change.49 In this light, it is 
quite obvious why there is the potential for stress and burnout 
at the reference desk due to the unexpected change of pace. Al-
though there are no current studies focused on the differences 
between stress levels of new librarians compared to those near-
ing retirement, it could be argued that librarians entering the 
field today are more prepared for the expectations that await 
them and are therefore less prone to stress. Newly graduated 
librarians have been taught that librarianship now requires 
acceptance, creativity, and ingenuity. The reason why none of 
the literature demands a decrease in the workload could be 
because the authors have recognized the current expectations 
of librarians and are encouraging those in this field to work 
toward accepting this new phase of librarianship. Although it 
is obvious that stress is still present, as it is in any occupation, 
both the stress itself and its causes have been recognized and 
therefore can be managed. Any individual who has future as-
pirations of becoming a reference librarian should be advised 
that this job will demand a great amount of technological skill, 
patience with the users, and will be increasingly time demand-
ing for additional discrete tasks. 

COnClUSIOn
Reference librarians are often viewed as the face of the library. 
Their service to individual patrons and diverse user groups 
represents a great sense of responsibility toward both the pa-
trons and the library itself. These responsibilities are based 
on meeting numerous expectations, and this could invariably 
lead to a high level of stress in a workplace that lacks a support 
system or a cooperative staff and manager. Because of financial 
restraints and legal restrictions, few libraries can provide refer-
ence librarians with the opportunity to have the time to meet 
user expectations fully, master and introduce new technologies, 
and take on an increasing number of responsibilities. Despite 
this, the majority of the literature also indicates that many li-
brarians are accepting the time-bound and interruptible nature 
of their profession and are willing to meet the challenges that 
this new era of librarianship might impart. 
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