
A Hybrid Approach to Management 

Introduction 

When considering management theory as it applies to information 

professions, two frequently mentioned aspects of the field are particularly 

relevant. One is the human aspect of the work. Not only the customer service end 

of the job, but also the human interpretation needed to appraise, catalog, and 

curate collections. Collections cannot be categorized and made accessible or 

searchable for public use without the interpretation of a skilled professional. A 

second, related aspect of the information field is that libraries and archives do not 

always know what is in store for them. Whether it be the surprise of the contents 

of a recently donated collection, the research requests of the day, a demanding 

customer, or dealing with applying new digital technology to analog materials, it 

is often stated that librarians and archivists never know what is in store for them 

when they get to work; no two days are the same. Workflow, policies, procedures, 

and skillsets must remain fluid.  

With these two aspects of the field in mind, this paper asserts that a hybrid 

approach to management is necessary in libraries and archives. Structurally, 

information organizations should approach management from a contingency 

approach. On a human resources level, a humanistic behavioral management 

style, specifically that of participatory management, seems most applicable to 

maximize both efficiency and effectiveness within an organization.  

 

 

 



Contingency Theory 

Contingency management theory focuses on situational factors, 

emphasizing flexibility and rejecting rigid, unchangeable organizational 

structures. In Images of Organization, Gareth Morgan states that “effective 

managers and professionals in all walks of life have to become skilled in the art of 

‘reading’ the situations they are attempting to organize or manage” (Morgan, 3). 

The way in which tasks are carried out is “contingent” on external and internal 

influences; functions and decision-making factors are interrelated.  To manage a 

successful organization, structures, including policies and practices, “ought to be 

aligned with the nature of the technology of the organization's work and the 

environment in which the organization operates” (Kirk, 36).   

The environment of an organization encompasses both its internal and 

external environments, as defined by the organization’s function. The functions 

include task management internally and an organization’s role within a larger 

organization, institution, or system externally.  Allowing information 

professionals to consider both internal and external environments when creating 

programs or systems for the institution could largely benefit an organization. For 

example, when processing collections, an archivist should be encouraged to 

consider the descriptive work he or she is doing not only in the context of internal 

use, such as aiding other employees in locating or working with the materials, but 

also in how these collections will function externally. Could language be chosen 

that will create access points for students of all ages that may use materials for 

projects in public schools in the community? Are the access points useful for the 

organization’s website which brings in a wide range of new users that are perhaps 



not the scholarly researchers that archives typically serve? Could the materials in 

the collection aid the work of another institution? These types of external 

considerations affect the perceived value and reputation of an organization, 

which can, in turn, affect its budget when funding is distributed or the caliber of 

potential employees and researchers it attracts.  

The technology on which contingency theory rests is not “technology” as 

we commonly understand the word to mean today, such as digital or computer 

technology. Instead, this technology is that of the tasks performed, categorized as 

either low technology or high technology. Low technology refers to routine tasks 

such as cataloging, indexing, scanning documents, or processing. These are 

defined tasks with strict procedures and established guidelines to follow. High 

technology, on the other hand, is work that must be interpreted, including public 

service, research requests, reference interviews, or creating programs or systems 

for access (Kirk, 35). As demonstrated by the aforementioned examples, the 

information field involves both high and low technology and therefore lends itself 

to contingency management. Structurally, a library or archive could benefit from 

assessing the technology tasks of the organization and assigning them to 

maximize human resources, perhaps allowing paraprofessionals to complete low 

technology tasks, thereby freeing up time for more highly trained professionals to 

take on high technology tasks that require the application of their expert 

knowledge. With such a broad variety of tasks for which an institution is 

responsible, “a policy that gives increasing discretion to employees can improve 

effectiveness and efficiency . . . by giving staff greater flexibility in responding to 

task demands” (Kirk, 36).  



Behavioral Management 

 While it may seem simplistic, there is still value in the golden rule of “treat 

others the way you would like to be treated.”  Because most humans appreciate 

being respected and valued, this approach to management often yields positive 

and productive work environments where employees feel invested in projects and 

that their work is valued. Following behavioral management theory, managers 

lead by example, rely on relationships of trust and earned respect, and no 

employee is underestimated; the “collective workforce continuously yields more 

than the sum of its productive parts” (Alire, 39-40). In the information field, 

which emphasizes public service and community, behavioral management is 

especially appealing to employees. 

Participatory management is one type of behavioral management that 

encourages employees “to share their thinking and opinions of the work and how 

it should be performed, (Alire, 39). In his article, “An Examination of the Role of 

Participatory Management in Academic Special Collections Department,” Garth 

G. Reese Jr. examines the work of Kurt Lewin, an early management theorist who 

was integral in pioneering participatory management. Lewin found that research 

participants were much more responsive when presented with a problem and 

asked to come up with a plan, rather than being lectured on how they should 

solve a problem (Reese, 161). In organizations like libraries and archives, the 

majority of the employees are on the “frontlines” at reference or information 

desks, and managers often stay behind the scenes. Managers rely on staff to 

“carry out the service that [they are] responsible for,” and many managers find 

that “the most effective circumstances are when [they] can work with staff 



members to develop shared service values” (Porter, 199). Unlike machines, 

humans are capable of responding to reason and take pride in a process or 

solution to which they contributed. This contribution is motivation for employees 

to follow through on their work and ensure its quality. 

 In addition to the humanistic side of behavioral management, 

participatory management style is also appealing to knowledge workers, such as 

librarians, archivists, or information architects, because their input is highly 

valued. Knowledge workers often know more about their jobs than their 

administrative managers (Reese, 162). Knowing that their expert opinions are 

considered when decisions are made can prevent a good deal of frustration for 

workers and leads to better decision-making for the institution. Managers should 

gather input from staff in order to use human resources to their fullest potential, 

“mining [workers] for the skills that made them so essential to the organization 

in the first place” (Reese, 40). 

 

Conclusion 

 Information organizations are complex institutions, often with staff 

members who possess diverse and specialized knowledge.  Managing the internal 

functions of these organizations while still serving the public is often 

complicated. An approach to management  that incorporates both contingency 

and participatory management theory allows staff to have a stake in problem 

solving and project development while maintaining a flexible structure that 

considers the organization’s environment and task technology.  
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