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18. Camaraderie

Food Time! Nothing can be more fun or nurturing than the gathering of food dishes prepared by a group of highly intelligent cooks. Most libraries I’ve been associated with have specific food routines, or rituals, that help tie the group together as well as feed us for a few days.

Some celebrated the season, having special recipes according to whether it’s fall, winter, spring or summer. Some just have semi-annual events. Some can just be someone’s surprise! But regardless of scheduling, these organization-wide food events are great for morale. They’re good for giving everyone a little extra time off the line, and offer a chance for de-compression time with members of work units they might not usually get into contact with. 

A library food event was actually one good part about working on the horrible day of 9/11. I had gone to the grocery store early in the morning to get ingredients for a salad recipe someone there had given me (I’m not really a good cook outside of the grill and microwaves), and was driving when I heard the first plane’s report. All through the morning I watched like the rest of the nation, shocked and angry and almost feeling powerless. Luckily, I had a chore to do that was important to me: assemble a meal for my co-workers. Something I especially had to focus on, given my lack of cooking experience. Something positive, nurturing, good for the body. It helped assuage the anger, and brought me into work with a motivated attitude. 

It was to be a two day affair, over Tuesday and Wednesday, so many of the full and part time staff could participate and enjoy it. Participation was heavy, and the food lasted for a longer time than two days because, frankly, appetites were down. But just the extra food on the table gave everyone something else to talk about, gave us reasons to stay inside with each other and enjoy one another’s company, because as we’d just seen, the comfortable real world could change in an instant.
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18. Camaraderie, continued

Patrons and co-workers wanted to know, throughout that day, what new events were happening at every moment.  As librarians who are connected to the Internet, we have to be mentally prepared to be the bearer of tidings in tragedies, even though at most times this task is concerned with lighter things such as sports! 

But dealing with scared, confused or curious patrons in times of crisis can be stressful; the pressure of trying to confirm information before spreading it is a natural part of most librarian’s instincts, but still tough to do sometimes. 

And that is when the support from your comrades comes through. On 9/11, we had a back room to retreat to and reenergize among our co-workers, a few minutes of quality time when all was quiet and good things were within reach. We learned that many libraries around us had closed, but no one seemed to mind, or even to want to go home. Aside from some jokes about inheriting all the others libraries’ patrons for a night, our food event gave us a special, strengthening bond on one of the bleakest nights in America’s history.

That evening I was scheduled to do an introductory computer class. The only two who showed up were a couple in their late seventies. They’d seen the news all day, but they had their minds made up and weren’t going to let any terrorist stop them from their plans to learn something new that evening. It was encouraging to see them and an honor to give them extra special one-on-one instruction. I covered far more than I would’ve with the normal class size of 10, and with only two students I had extra time to coach them on the mouse skills and screen details they needed to be aware of. 

We watched, through a computer, a live speech by the President. Their awe over the first introduction to streaming video overcame the sorrow of the day. Fascination with knowledge pushed back fear caused by ignorance. A story I shared with co-workers the next day, as we gathered around the heavily laden tables again.

***

Camaraderie frightens ignorance. It knows it will have a harder time against a group, rather than an individual. Unit meetings, no matter what size, should be regular, positive, challenging, entertaining and diligently recorded. Likewise, staff efforts, especially those that are successful, but even ones that aren't, need to be recorded and shared. 
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18. Camaraderie, continued

Camaraderie and communication work side-by-side. The momentum built by good cheer can overcome ignorance, no matter how bad the odds seem to appear.  Camaraderie is the brave mount that discipline rides out into battle with against ignorance. It helps a unit weather a storm like strong mortar keeps bricks in place against any wind. 

Developing camaraderie has to be an active process. In the book, Fighting Spirit: A Study of Psychological Factors in War author F.M. Richardson cites that one of the galvanizing motivation factors for soldiers under the high stress of combat isn't love of country or family back home. 1 It's the soldiers right next to them that make risking everything seem worth it. In the combat zone that is the public library, it is even more important to develop good team spirit, because the smiles created inside are worn on the outside, and patrons see excitement and enthusiasm which can help overcome the fear in their own battles against ignorance.

Library staffs are made up of a wide variety of age groups. How to tie everyone, from 16 to 60, who work at a library, together? Joan Gieskcke, Dean of Libraries for the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, spoke at a 2003 ALA Annual conference on motivation among the various demographic groups employed at a library-- The Greatest Generation, The Boomers, Generation X and the Millennials-- and she pointed out the various needs and expectations of the various groups. 2 Gieskcke suggested instilling pride in all your library employees. Everyone responds to different incentives, but the main motivator running through all these groups is pride.

I believe recognition, responsibility, and reason are approaches to instilling pride that all four of the groups can be nurtured with. 

The three R's:

Recognition - your creativity, problem solving, heroism. These things have to be highlighted, broadcast through the organization as well as the community.

Responsibility - your role, your contribution, your duty. Understanding of what happens when things go right, as well as when things go wrong.

Reason - our mission, why we are here. The impact on our community, our culture, the future of the world as we shepherd minds through the stacks. 
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18. Camaraderie, continued

Promoting work-place pride is a technique that will lead to making libraries solid educational environments. Like a propeller pulls a plane. 

When an employee understands and buys into an organization’s goals, when they comprehend what kind of contribution is expected of them, and when they are rightfully recognized for accomplishing or improving upon the required action, you have an employee who will provide excellent personal service and protect the essential framework of the educational environment. 

Here are some examples of categories of actions that can build pride in librarians: conserving and maintaining the tangible assets of the library that preserve and extend knowledge, or creating print tools that work to reduce ignorance. Nasty things like clutter, noise, and malfunctioning equipment are a blow against the pride of a librarian. They should be given priority to be resolved. 

Likewise, opportunities to preserve local history, build up the business community, or improve school and entrance exam scores can enhance librarian pride; the effort to secure space, signage and maintain an organized, accessible collection needs to be actively nurtured through a sense of pride as well.

Our profession stands for some of the most cherished values we have as a nation, and is also blessed with a creative and sometimes wickedly funny membership. Another asset we have is the Internet, which through web sites and mailing lists allows for the sharing of information, experiences and humor for anyone not wanting to feel isolated in their profession. 

One of the tactics one can employ to foster camaraderie is the art of storytelling. Richard Stone of the StoryWork Institute delivers lectures on the power of storytelling to enhance leadership effectiveness and knowledge sharing.3 Stories are great to put abstract concepts into reality. They're good to use when people make mistakes, for teaching new people the ropes, and for reinforcing the profession's values among staff who may not have much formal training. 
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18. Camaraderie, continued

One last point on camaraderie. Be aware of the use of humor in the workplace. If a joke is funny, laugh. If it's not funny but not offensive, at least smile-- the person is trying! If it's offensive, racist or sexist, don't respond to it at all, and let your silence make that kind of talk extinct. That kind of humor is harmful, and helps only ignorance.4 A good leader doesn’t have to be a comedian. But instead of having depressing issues of the day drain your team of energy, focus and perseverance, good humor can cause an increase in enthusiasm, goal orientation and grit, which are key factors in any victory when your castle is under siege.

Exercises:

1. Compare/contrast "Fighting spirit : a study of psychological factors in war" (A study of morale) with factors in current or past work places.  Especially focus on the three key areas of morale:

The soldier's personal or individual morale

His morale as a member of a small group--e.g. platoon

The morale of the unit as a whole

If you cannot secure a copy of the book, still consider what affects these 3 areas in your own work environment.

2. Alone or in a group, decide on three key training or policy points you want to reinforce, and come up with stories to go along with them. Develop characters, setting and dialogue to stir emotions as well as thought.

Notes and Selected Resources Of Interest:

1. Richardson, Frank. Fighting Spirit :A Study of Psychological Factors in War. 

New York, NY: Crane, Russak, 1978.

2. Turner, Bill. “Motivating Employees: A Challenge for Library Managers.” Cognotes, 2003 Annual Conference Highlights, page 13.

3. Story Telling: A Time-Tested Communication Strategy. Speaker: Richard Stone. Presented at the 28th Annual Betty Burrows Seminar, Cleveland Chapter, Special Libraries Association, April 11, 2003.

4. Metcalf, C. W. Lighten Up: Survival Skills for People Under Pressure. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1992.
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18. Camaraderie, continued

Of Interest:

Auld, Hampton ed.“Perspectives Column - Unions in Public Libraries.”

Public Libraries 45 (March/April 2006): 21-23

This column contains feedback from various people about an earlier article on unions, "The Benefits and Deficiencies of Unions in Public Libraries" (PL May/June 2002). It gives both management and labor's views on the issues. In my opinion, camaraderie does NOT have to be sacrificed in this environment; as some of the perspectives speak about, having a fair workplace where everyone is valued actually enhances camaraderie.

Eberhart  George M. ed. The Whole Library Handbook 4: Current Data, Professional Advice, And Curiosa About Libraries And Library Services (Whole Library Handbook). 4th ed. Chicago, IL: American Library Association,  2006.

Serious and not-so-serious sides of librarianship are covered here.

Gordon, Rachel Singer. "Next Generation Librarianship" American Libraries 37 (March 2006): 36-38

An excerpt from a forthcoming book, this article examines the careful balance that needs to be drawn between understanding the differences and similarities of various generations working in libraries. Wisely highlights the fact that new entrants into the profession are a combination of people in their 20's, as well as 40+ second career folks, how in some ways they can’t be separated. The author recognizes the need to acknowledge and put both groups' assets to good use, which I say to do by building pride, unit cohesion.

Manley, Will. "Will's World - Is Love's Labor a Loss for Libraries?"

American Libraries  37 (February 2006): 64

To be, or not to be, using volunteers in a library. A light-hearted, but well rounded look at the issue.

Pergander, Mary. "Working Knowledge Column - The Road Taken-Eventually"

American Libraries 37 (January 2006): 81

Her debut column, which contains her personal career path description and a call for contributions for articles about career paths and other items from the readers.

