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Every current or formerly employed librarian has had the experience of entering a 
brand-new workplace. The prospect of learning the ropes, acclimating to a new environment, 
and making your own place in it can be daunting. Library schools focus on the practice and 
theory of librarianship, but do not necessarily teach nascent librarians the nuts and bolts of 
how to be an employee in an organization. The concepts, theories, and tools in the field of 
organizational behavior provide an excellent path towards attaining those skills. 

 
Organizational behavior is the study of how and why employees act within an 

organizational context, and it covers motivation, stress, engagement, politics, and all the ins 
and outs of any organization (Organizational Behavior, 2017, pp. 6–7). There are many ways to 
approach this topic, but a good systematic approach is available through this open textbook 
from the University of Minnesota: 
https://open.umn.edu/opentextbooks/textbooks/organizational-behavior 

 
Reading through this textbook or auditing a full class on the subject are excellent ways 

to absorb these concepts, but they also require a large investment of time and energy that may 
not be feasible. Accordingly, this article will distill these concepts into three major precepts to 
hold in mind when entering any organization: Know thyself, Grok your environment, and 
Construct your reality. 
 
Know Thyself 

One of the most important goals for you as you begin your career is to explore your 
sense of self: your capabilities, weaknesses, and dealbreakers, and where to set your personal 
boundaries. This can be difficult information to define, as these elements often shift when you 
enter a new environment or context (not to mention shifting over time); accordingly, self-
definition is a process, one that should be approached mindfully, if possible. There are several 
tools in organizational behavior that assist in classification and defining your boundaries and 
capabilities. 

 
Two motivational theories are particularly helpful in this regard: Herzberg’s two-factor 

theory and McClelland’s acquired needs theory (Organizational Behavior, 2017, pp. 173–177). 
Herzberg defines two types of factors: Motivators, which are positive reinforcements that when 
applied spark greater effort and engagement; and hygiene factors, which impact motivation 
only when they move into negative territory (p. 173). Hygiene factors (such as salary, working 
conditions, and office policies) are crucial elements to consider when figuring out personal 
boundaries. Keep track of what negatively impacts your motivation when it is taken away or 
reduced and build an internal list of boundary factors that you can use to either fix your 
environment or to keep in mind when you move into a new position. Motivators (such as 

https://open.umn.edu/opentextbooks/textbooks/organizational-behavior


recognition or advancement opportunities) are important in defining your capabilities and what 
you enjoy in a job and tie in with McClelland’s acquired needs theory. McClelland argues that 
there are three major types of needs that all individuals have in varying quantities that drive us: 
“the need for achievement, the need for affiliation, and the need for power” (p. 174). In short, 
achievement is the need to accomplish things, affiliation is the need for respect and affirmation 
from your coworkers, and power is the need to influence and control your environment (pp. 
174–177). Once you understand which needs drive you, you can work toward building them 
into your position and consciously seek satisfaction in your environment. 

 
Application of these theories can be as complex or as simple as you want. On the simple 

end, you can get a large portion of the way there by figuring out several major components: 
What elements of your job do you enjoy? How do you de-stress or center yourself in a 
workplace environment? What aspects of your job do you excel at? Knowing the answers can 
potentially allow you to seek out more of the things that cause you to thrive while finding 
workarounds and mitigations for the factors that increase stress and dissatisfaction. With that 
said, your ability to do these things, and your ability to set both personal and professional 
boundaries, depend in large part on the environment in which you are ensconced. This brings 
us to the second precept: “Grok your environment.” 

 
Grok Your Environment 

To “grok” something is “to understand intuitively or by empathy, to establish rapport 
with” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2020). Coined by Robert Heinlein in his novel Stranger in a 
Strange Land, the complex term includes shades of merging with the thing being grokked, both 
entities and people giving aspects of themselves to the other (McGiveron, 2001, pp. 144–145). 
When you are entering into your workplace, one of your major goals should be to evaluate 
every aspect of the climate to the point where you can react naturally within it without having 
to overthink your moves; essentially, to grok it. As with knowing yourself, this is more of a 
process than a defined state, but there are several active steps you can take to improve and 
speed up that process. 

 
The first step is to know your official organizational chart. This is easier in some 

organizations than others, but it is important to know both who you report to and to whom 
every other employee reports. This is helpful to avoid alienating people by going over their 
heads in their areas of responsibility. It also allows you to know who to talk to when you have a 
project or idea that crosses disciplines. Apart from the official lines of responsibility, it is always 
a good idea to discover the shadow organization chart. Organizations, being made up of people, 
are never going to completely configure themselves to the official chains of communication and 
reporting. There are friendships, mavens that pass information in a department, established 
figures with more authority than their job descriptions officially grant them, bosses who choose 
to delegate authority or to bypass official chains of command and micromanage, and that is just 
scratching the surface. The lines of the shadow organization are vital elements to discover; they 
are often the best path for getting things done in the workplace, as a word in the right ear can 
bypass multiple layers of red tape for your initiatives. 



Apart from chains of communication, you will also want to develop a mental map of 
fault lines, boundaries, and limits within your organization. One excellent interview question to 
that effect is to pose a hypothetical to your prospective employer of a patron using abusive 
language: What is the policy? Can you ban them from the library? Are you expected to endure 
and help them regardless of behavior? You will want to develop a clear picture of the limits to 
your activities and compare them to the boundaries that you set for yourself. Fault lines are 
important as well: knowing who in the library is feuding with whom, or where the cliques are, 
allows you to identify potential roadblocks to your initiatives. If Heinrich is not speaking to 
Jorge, and you need their input on a project, you will have to approach that situation differently 
than with Chen and Suzette, who are close friends. Of course, it is important to test boundaries 
and fault lines to see if they are really there or are the result of misapprehensions and 
miscommunications. One of your greatest assets as a new hire to an organization is that people 
will often give you the benefit of the doubt, which you can use to open new pathways of 
communication and collaboration. 

 
Once you have developed an understanding of your immediate environment, move on 

to forces outside the library that impact your job. Find out what forces are acting on your 
supervisors. What are the motivations and strategic goals of their superiors? What outside 
forces push against those goals? This can be difficult knowledge to obtain, and should be 
gathered circumspectly, but it takes your managers’ actions out from being incomprehensible 
acts of nature and contextualizes them as responses to greater forces. Knowing the constraints 
that managers are operating under allows you to tailor your pitches to the situation (it won’t 
cost anything!), making it more likely that you can accomplish what you set out to do. 

 
With that said, the final element of grokking your environment is to know the signs of a 

toxic workplace. There are a plethora of listicles online enumerating those signs, but humans 
are powerfully adaptive creatures. When you are awash in the excitement of your first 
employment or a new dream job it is easy to excuse things that can add up to creating a hostile 
environment. The key to avoiding this is to remember the first precept: Know thyself. You must 
decide what your personal boundaries are and what your worth is as a worker and a human 
being, and then contrast those boundaries with what is going on in the environment around 
you. If you identify a conflict, take steps to either resolve the conflict or remove yourself from 
the situation. This leads directly to the final precept: “Construct your reality.” 

 
Construct Your Reality 

This step is possible by combining the first two precepts into actionable information. 
Once you know what you want, what you will and will not do, what you are capable of, and the 
constraints, opportunities, and pathways of influence in your environment, you can start to 
work out solutions to issues using the tools and channels available to you.  

 
To make the most of this precept, you will need to collaborate with your supervisors, as 

they often literally define the job that you are doing. Knowing their motivations and goals 
allows you to construct win-win scenarios that will appeal to them. Similarly, knowing their 
boundaries and the limits of your rights by law and contract will let you know when to cut your 



losses and stop fighting, or even to be the voice of reason to help others see when a battle is 
lost. By having a clear understanding of the possibilities (both legal and social/informal) around 
you, you can advocate for improvements to your working environment while maintaining 
positive ties to your co-workers and superiors. 

 
Similarly, knowing your weaknesses and triggers allows you to create workarounds to 

maintain motivation through necessary tasks that you hate and to utilize cognitive tricks to 
maintain morale, focus, and engagement. To some extent, your reactions to the things 
happening around you are within your control, and there are ways to rationalize, ignore, or 
contextualize those events to reduce their negative effects on you. You should be careful in 
doing so, as it can lead you to become further enmeshed in a genuinely abusive situation, but 
for small stressors these techniques can be invaluable. 

 
Combining those two elements also allows you to figure out excellent and useful 

programs for your constituents. One tool from business literature for scanning your 
environment is a SWOT analysis: Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. For a 
library, Strengths are the services most beloved by the community, the things you do well. 
Weaknesses are areas where there are complaints or dissatisfaction from your patrons. 
Opportunities are potential needs in the community that the library could fill, while Threats are 
the constraints you face in achieving your objectives. Once you scan your environment in this 
context, you can tailor your programs to fit the needs of the people around you. Knowing how 
to pitch the ideas to your boss allows you to implement them, knowing your bandwidth and 
capabilities allows you to not bite off more than you can chew, and knowing your environment 
allows you to attract patrons to make your program a success.  

 
Beyond shaping your job and responsibilities, it is helpful to define long-term career 

goals, including management. One of the advantages to cultivating an organizational behavior 
mindset is that you will be able to observe how you are being managed and can learn which 
techniques work and which produce bad results. Taking control of your environment as a boss 
can grant new power to change your work context or reality; however, it also puts you into a 
new context with new restrictions. Ultimately, having something specific to work toward in 
your career can be a motivating force towards growth beyond “I have to stay current with the 
field.” 

 
Final Words 

The major insight that organizational behavior grants is that everything within an 
organization is interconnected. Knowledge is power and learning the connections allows you to 
affect your environment. That learning process often happens by osmosis through existing 
within an organization over time. Grokking comes naturally by virtue of being enmeshed in an 
environment, and this is one reason why institutional memory and long-standing employees 
are vitally important. The true value of mentors is that they are shortcuts to developing a full 
understanding of your environment and the levers that make it run. Learning about 
organizational behavior as an early-career librarian is another shortcut; it gives you the tools to 
speed up the grokking process and to position yourself for success. 
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