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t he import ance of role m odel s: “On the fe w occ as i ons when leade rs of the profes s i on have t aken 



Volume 1 | ISSN: 1523-4320 
 

 

4 School Library Media Research | www.ala.org/aasl/slr 
 

rel at ed to interp e rs o n al relat i o n sh ip s with clien ts, coworke rs, supervi s ors, and the work 
envi ronm ent. 

Naurat i l re co gni z ed burn out as a growi n g phenom enon amon g human servi ce prof es s i onal s. She 
chara ct eri z ed burn o u t as a manifes t at i o n of alien at i o n. While noti n g that the most effe ct i v e 
intervent i on occur red at l evel s be yond the libra ri a n, she sugges t ed that indi vi dual copi ng coul d 
also be useful.  

Of part i cul a r interes t be c aus e of refe renc es to cen sors hi p as a stres s or are t he findi ngs o f Caput o. 
Caput o’s focus on stres s and burnout was bas ed p art i cul arl y on t he resea rc h of stres s res ear cher 
Hans Sel ye and Sel ye ’s theor y of thre e react i on st ages to long- term stres s. In sta ge 1, the al arm 
stage, th e bod y re co gni z es a stres s or and responds to the stres s or both ph ysi ol ogi cal l y and 
ph ysi cal l y. In sta ge 2, the resi s t ance sta ge, the stre s s or is either remove d o r remai ns. If the 
stres s or remai ns, the bod y sta ys al ert at sta ge 1 level s, and moves event u al l y to sta ge 3, the 
ex haus t i on stage, that if not reli eved, resul t s in deat h. Sel ye ’s studi es sugges t ed that stres s wa s a 
cumu lat i v e proces s o f increas i n g str es s level s with o u t appro p ri at e redu ct i o n s after init i al alarm s. 
Caput o also descri bed p e rsonal and work envi ron m ent causes of str es s. Caput o cited rese arch 
that sugges t ed th at the ca uses of stres s we re found withi n t he person as wel l as withi n the work 
envi ronm ent. 

Caput o provi des a list of stres s ors that ar e speci fi c to the librar y envi ronm e nt. Censors hi p is one 
of ni ne stres s or s list ed. Noting that the mos t car efu l l y select ed materi al s cou l d be cons i dered 
cont rovers i al b y someo n e, and havin g no limi t of time in which a chal l en g e migh t or mi gh t not 
occur (in cludi ng chal l en ges to titl es owned for de c ades without compl ai nt), the most stres s ful 
censors hi p ef fort s repo rt e d were those hi ghl i ght ed in the medi a, those ongoi ng fo r long p eri ods, 
and those pres ent ed dire c t l y to a governi n g bod y with no prior noti fi cat i on to the librari an. In 
these cas es, librari ans fel t that the y were forc ed to act as crus ade rs for free dom of choi ce wh et her 
the y p ersonal l y support e d the materi al s or not. They felt unfai rl y attacked, and felt that 
censors hi p ch al l enges su gges t ed th at the y we re br ingi n g harm to the comm uni t y. Caput o ended 
b y of feri n g su gges t i ons t o mana gers fo r ef fe ct i ve stres s mana gem ent and b urnout reduct i on. 
Supervi s or y suppo rt incl udi ng ment ori n g was su gges t ed. Peer support and acti ve staff dis cus s i on 
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M uch of the resea rch on stres s is relat ed to job str es s. When this is taken into account, anothe r 
defi ni t i on emer ges. Job stres s is a condi t i on in which job- relat ed fact or s int eract with the wo rker 
to chan ge (di srupt or enh ance) her or his ps yc hol ogi c al or ph ysi ol ogi c al co ndi t i on such that the 
person (mind, bod y, or both) is forced to devi at e from norm al funct i oni ng (Haack, Jones, and 
Roose 1984, 6–7).  

The interes t in stres s in the workpl ac e is compou nded in light of adv ers e effect s that stres s pl a ces 
on empl o ye e beh avi or. These ef fect s incl ud e neur os es, corona r y hea rt dise as e, aliment ar y 
condi t i ons such as ulcers, canc ers, asthm a, h ype rt e ns i on, backach es, and the use of alcohol and 
drugs. For the past two decad es , an esti m at ed $45 billi on doll ars in lost econom i c product i vi t y 
has been attri but ed to str es s each ye ar. Another in di cat or of stres s ’s import ance is work er 
com pens at i on l aws that i ncl ude ment al as well as ph ysi cal illnes s due to or made more sev ere b y 
emp l o ym ent (Beehr and Bha gat 1985).  

Social support is the term used most often withi n soci ol og y, ps ychol o g y, an d comm uni cat i ons 
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approach th at acknowl ed ges and buil ds upon, rath er than sep arat es, th e res earch o f ot her 
disci pl i nes (Tard y 1985).  

Of these resea rch app roa ches, the soci ol o gi cal p er spect i ve is said to be the earl i es t. Earl y 
soci ol ogi cal rese arch inv es t i gat ed suppo rt ’s rel at i ons hi p to heal t h as prom ot ed through s o ci al 
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Al br echt and Adel m an u se thei r defi ni t i on of soci al support to summ ari z e current rese arch 
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The words “p erc ept i on” and “copi n g” o ccur frequ ent l y in res ear ch discus s i ons of stres s and 
soci al support. Both ar ea s repres ent speci al, interd ependent inter es t s that ma y appl y to librar y 
medi a speci al i s t s ’ respon s es to chal l en ges to mate ri al s.  

Perceptions 

Of part i cul a r interes t to resear chers conc erned wit h those ex peri enci n g stre s s is the indi vi dual ’s 
percept i on of suppo rt ava i l abl e to them or rec ei ved b y them (Albrecht and Adel m an 1987; 
Winnubs t, Buunk, and Marcel i s s en 1987; Sar ason, Sarason, and Pier ce 1990). The per cept i on of 
soci al support is closel y relat ed to heal t h outcom es, for ex am pl e (Sarason, Sarason, and Pie rce 
1990). Resear ch shows t hat perc ept i ons of both the need fo r soci al support and its avai l abi l i t y 
aff e ct the amount of stres s that is ex peri enced. Thus, the manner in which s upport is offer ed is 
less import ant than the percept i on of value ex peri enced b y the indi vi dual i n need.  

Support offered b y a si gn i fi cant other ma y not be as eff ect i ve in reduci n g u nce rt ai n t y as that 
offer ed b y a co worke r. Support ma y b e full y re al i z ed onl y b y those shari n g the organi z at i onal 
cont ex t, for peopl e in the workpl ace sh are comm on organi z at i onal refe rent s which incl ude a 
shared cod e and v alue s yst em. Supervi s ors and co workers  are likel y in a bett er posi t i o n than 
nonorgani z at i onal members to provi de support (Ray 1987).  

Values held b y the refe re nt group also impact perc ept i ons. Such values infl uence wh et her event s 
or behavi ors are lab el ed as seri ous probl em s. Gender ma y also inf l uen ce pr obl em percept i on. In 
resea rch b y Fisher and others, women were mor e l ikel y than men to re ga rd thei r diffi cul t i es as 
probl em at i c, ackno wl ed ge a ne ed for support, and actual l y seek aid (1988). Demographi c 
vari abl es such as age and soci oeconom i c stat us an d the personal i t y of the st res s ed indi vi dual ma y 
also affe ct her o r hi s pro bl em -solvi ng beh avi or (ibid). 

An indi vi dual ’s ex peri ence of stres s d epends upon the interact i on of her or his own percept i on of 
the envi ronm ent with indi vi dual skil l s, needs, a nd chara ct eri s t i cs (Wells 1984). Thus, somet hi ng 
that produces stres s for o ne person ma y not produ ce stres s fo r anot he r. An indi vi dual ’s respons e 
to stres s ma y allevi at e th e stres s or provok e even more stres s.  

Coping 

The act of copi n g is an import ant respons e to stre s s. Wells provi des a basi c defi ni t i on: “Sim pl y, 
coping is wh at peopl e do, either behavi o ral l y or ps ychol o gi c al l y, to de al with stres s in thei r lives, 
and soci al support is wha t others do to help peopl e cope” (1984, 137). Draw ing on res ear ch, 
cop ing h as been mor e sp eci fi cal l y de fi ned b y Sch ul er as a “proc es s of an al ys i s and ev al uat i on t o 
deci de how to prot e ct on esel f agai ns t the adve rs e effe ct s of an y str es s or an d its associ at ed 
negat i ve outcom es, and at the same time take adv a nt age of its posi t i ve outcom es ” (1984, 46).  

Several asp ect s of copi n g are asso ci at ed with Schu l er’s defi ni t i on:  

• C opi ng is an intent i onal, cogni t i ve act of an al yz i n g the p erc ei ved qual i t i es or condi t i ons 
in the envi ronm ent that are associ at ed with a stres s ful ex peri ence.  

• The d e gr ee to which the stres s or is ident i fi ed, unc ert ai nt y ov er the out com es, and its 
import ance dete rm i ne the chal l en ge and ef fort invol ved in copi ng.  
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• S t res s can be tied to posi t i ve or ne gat i ve outcom es, as long as the y ar e import ant to the 
indi vi dual, and the proce s s of copi ng can tak e pl a ce in either circum s t anc e. In n egat i ve 
outcom es, an indi vi dual copes in order to prot ect. In posi t i ve outcom es, an indi vi dual 
cope s to take adv ant a ge.  

• The select i on of a copi n g strat e g y is infl uenced b y an eval uat i on and ana l ys es of the 
personal envi ronm ent al resources and const r ai nt s in addi t i on to personal va lues and 
needs. Select i on is also infl uenced b y the immedi at e and futur e cost s and b enefi t s. The 
pot ent i al effe ct i venes s of vari ous strat e gi es is also taken int o accoun t. 

While simil ar in approac h to Schul er, Rosenbaum (1988, 1990) emphas i z e s learned 
resourc eful nes s, which h e sugges t s is a set of beh avi ors and skil l s b y whic h indi vi dual s self -
regul at e intern al respons es that interfe re with the smoot h ex ecut i on of an ongoi n g beh avi or.  

Rosenbaum beli eves that an y effo rt to cope with s tres s ful event s invol ves attem pt s at self -
regul at i on in three ph ase s of repr es ent at i on, evalu at i on, and acti on. In repr es ent at i on, the 
indi vi dual ex peri ences an autom at i c emot i onal or cogni t i ve  re act i on or both to real or ima gi ned 
chan ges withi n hers el f or himsel f or withi n the envi ronm ent. The re act i ons trigge r autom at i c 
thought s about one’s s elf -







Volume 1 | ISSN: 1523-4320 
 

 

12 School Library Media Research | www.ala.org/aasl/slr 
 

The school librar y medi a speci al i s t ma y s eek to id ent i f y ot he rs who ha v e fa ced ch al l en ges in 
order to compa re not es, venti l at e fea rful emot i ons, learn that the situat i on is not unique, and learn 
or reinfor ce copi ng skil l s. Howeve r, persons with simi l ar ex peri ences ma y not be sought if the 
chal l en ge cre at es much s tres s and t he beli e f that the condi t i ons are ir reve rs i b l e, in whi ch case 
suppor t from ot hers who faced simi l ar chal l en ges ma y onl y ex ac erbat e th e librar y medi a 
speci al i s t ’s feel i n gs of he lp les s n es s (Gottlieb 1985).  

Other res ear ch su gges t s t hat the school librar y me di a speci al i s t ma y seek o r be infl uenc ed b y 
pe rsons beli eved to hav e higher st at us, such as dist ri ct librar y supervi s ors, or repr es ent at i ves of 
stat e and nati onal intel l ec t ual freedom associ at i ons or agenci es (Fiske 1959; Gottlieb 1985). In 
addi t i on, famil y member s and friends outsi de the school or pr ofes s i on mi ght also offer support. 
Their supp o rt ma y be emoti o n al, rather than info r m at i o n al. Libr ar y media speci al i s t s are also 
likel y to seek and value s upport from those with whom the y are not close. Such noni nt i m at es can 
also provi de posi t i ve ben efi t s, includi ng emot i ona l support (Tard y 1985).  

Thus, who gives suppor t to the school librar y med i a speci al i s t ex peri enci n g chal l en ges va ri es 
dependi n g on seve ral fa c t ors. Support ers ma y be other librari ans incl udi n g librar y medi a 
speci al i s t s who ha ve had chal l en ges them s el v es. Support provi ders ma y be teache rs, the 
princi pal, or the dist ri ct librar y dire ct or. Support er s ma y also b e fami l y me mbers or frien ds. 
Support ers ma y be well known to the librar y medi a speci al i s t or known b y reput at i on or stat us.  

It is als o possi bl e that the librar y medi a spe ci al i s t ma y not se ek the support of others. Sever al 
reasons are su gges t ed for wh y this might oc cur. The cost s of seeki n g suppo rt ma y outw ei gh th e 
benefi t s, or the ch al l en ge ma y not view ed as a pro b lem. Speci al i s t s ma y f ail to seek support 
becaus e th e y beli eve th at stres s condi t i ons are irr e vers i bl e (Gottlieb 1985). It is also possi bl e that 
the librar y media spe ci al i s t ma y not beli ev e th at suffi ci en t supp o rt ex ist s (Price and Robert s 
1987). In these cases, it seem s import an t to comm u n icat e full y the ben efi t s to the scho o l librar y 
medi a speci al i s t of recei v i ng support (Fisher and others 1988). Libra ri ans ma y not se ek support 
becaus e th e y alr ead y hav e a sens e o f cont rol and conf i dence. The y ma y be abl e to 
ps ychol o gi c al l y cal l upo n support strengt hs b ased upon previ ous ex peri enc e with succes s ful 
support (Gottlieb 1985). 

What 

Al t hough ther e ar e seve r al possi bl e sources of sup port, each is not equ al l y effe ct i ve in deal i n g 
with chal l en ges to materi al s. Int era ct i ons between who pr ovi des the support, the support itsel f, 
who rec ei ves support, an d chara ct eri s t i cs of the pr obl em are all import ant.  

The t yp e of support that i s provi ded to the school librar y medi a spe ci al i s t is likel y to be one or 
more of the foll o wi n g: emoti o n al, instru m ent al, inform at i onal, or app rai s a l. In emot i onal support, 
carin g is shown throu gh empat h y, trust, and love. In inst rum ent al support, helpi ng beh avi ors ar e 
demons t rat ed b y the givi ng of time, skill, or even mone y. In inform at i onal support, advice is 
given, and in apprai s al, feedba ck is provi ded (House 1981).  

Neutral stat em ent s intend ed to provi de support see m to be less effe ct i ve tha n those offeri n g 
assi s t ance, indicat i n g con cern, or givi n g advi ce (Tard y 1985). Support ma y have posi t i ve or 
negat i ve ef fe ct s o n librar i ans rec ei vi ng it (Burles o n and others 1994). It is i nfl uenced b y both 
object i ve and pe rcei v ed ct.
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feel i n g valued ma y b e m ore import ant than the ki nd of support that is offer ed (Saras on, Sarason, 
and Pierce 1990). How support is comm uni cat ed is also import ant, for it is onl y when it is 
effe ct i vel y comm uni cat e d that uncert ai nt y can be reduced (Ra y 1987).  

Research su gges t s that the most effe ct i ve soci al su pport is that which most enhanc e s the librar y 
medi a speci al i s t ’s sense of cont rol and effi c ac y o ver her o r his life (Albr ec ht and Adel m an 
1987). Thus, the best sup port encour a ges the libra r y medi a speci al i s t to be self -accept i n g and t o 
feel a mast er y of the situ at i on. Research also sugge s t s that the earl i e r supp o rt is recei v ed, th e 
bett er. Messa ges of cla ri t y and inf orm at i on can ai d in how librar y medi a s peci al i s t s perc ei ve 
them s el ves and how the y interpret simi l ar or pe rt i nent future ev ent s. Such support can de cre as e 
stres s (Gottlieb 198 5). Librar y medi a sp eci al i s t s can gain a sens e of reli abl e alli ance with ot hers 
and the y ma y be com e co ndi t i oned to beli eve other go al s can b e ac com pl i s hed throu gh coll ect i ve 
resourc es. Thus, social s upport provi des resour ce s for copi n g with stres s (Bun ge 1987; Caput o 
1991; Schul er 1984).  

The kind s of comm u n ica t i o n s that are most help fu l are those that assi s t libr ar y media spe ci al i s t s 
with anx i et y and unce rt ai nt y, and enabl e them to cope independent l y with s tres s and per cei ve 
some personal cont rol (Albrecht and Ad el m an 1987; Bun ge 1987). It is like l y that whe re soci al 
support is effe ct i ve, both reci pi ent s and provi d ers benefi t. It is also possi bl e that, where suppo rt 
has been suc ces s ful l y giv en, the strat e gi es the libr ar y medi a spe ci al i s t learn s and t he sens e of 
wort h that she or he rec ei ves will under gi rd respon s es to future stres s ful situ at i ons (Gottlieb 
1985). 

The Library Media Specialist Who Experiences the Challenge 

Bec aus e each s chool librar y medi a spe ci al i s t is unique, consi deri n g the libr ar y medi a spe c i al i s t 
who migh t seek supp o rt is comp lex. Research tell s us that librar y m edia spe ci al i s t s can be 
ex pect ed to respond in differ ent wa ys wh en a ch al l enge to materi al oc curs. Indivi dual s va r y in 
thei r need fo r support. Respons e to stres s ors is a product of t he indi vi dual ’s own per cept i on of 
the envi ronm ent as d fe8lronpnt as d fe8l(t)-2(y)22 0 Td
D t
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Th e ref er en t grou p with whom the librar y media s peci al i s t iden ti fi es is impo rt an t, for the rea ct i o n 
of the ref er ent group to the stres s or can au gm ent or dimi ni s h confi dence i n overcom i n g the 
stres s or (Wilcox and Ver nber g 1985; Fisher and others 1988). The ref erent group can also 
infl uence wh et her an eve nt is viewed as a seri ous probl em. In school librari ans hi p, librar y medi a 
speci al i s t s have two likel y refe rent groups. One gr oup consi s t s of those withi n the school itsel f  
who are the p rinci pal and teache rs. The othe r re fer ent group can b e said to be the librar y 
profes s i on, which incl ud es both librari ans in the i ndi vi dual ’s life and prof e s s i onal tenet s 
under gi rdi n g the prof es s i on. The re act i ons of the s chool ref erent group and the profes s i onal 
refe rent group ma y dif fer, and this differen ce ma y height en confl i ct for th e librari an. For 
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In the p ath, the school lib rar y medi a sp eci al i s t ex ist s in a school envi ronm e nt feat uri n g vari ed 
profes s i onal relat i ons hi ps and level s of work str es s. The stat e of the libra r y medi a speci al i s t ’s 
ph ysi cal o r mental heal t h also  vari es. A chall en ge to materi al s occur s. The l ibrar y medi a 
speci al i s t ’s resp o n se relat es to these ex ist i n g cond it i o n s. The librar y media speci al i s t consi d ers 
whet her the chal l en ge is a probl em. If the chal l en ge is not cons i de red a pr obl em, action i s taken  
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