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The Relationship 
Of Technical Writing 
And Library Functions 

KARL A. BAER, Chief Librarian 
National Housing Center, Washington, D.C. 

IBRARIANS and technical writers, as L exponents of technical and scien- 
tific communication, cannot only help 
each other, they are actually depend- 
ent upon each other. While not every 
organization employs individuals desig- 
nated as "writers," "librarians," "infor- 
mation specialists," "editors," or "publi- 
cation officers," functions indicated by 
these titles are performed by some staff 
member. This may well be done in the 
most rudimentary fashion, e.g. as a part- 
time assignment of an administration 
assistant. 

These functions are part of the effort 
to satisfy the never-ending need for 
communication. The life of civilization 
is based on communication and so is 
the life of every organization devised 
by mankind to preserve and enrich that 
civilization. Within an organization, be 
it an industrial company, a financial 
institution, a trade association or a place 
of higher education, communication has 
an endless circular character that can 
be clarified by the following diagram. 

Parenthetically, this circular charac- 
ter applies to directional or administra- 
tive communication as well as to sub- 
ject communication. The activities of a 
writer and a librarian, when considered 
as parts of a circular organizational 
communication process, are identical in 
character, if not in amount of time ap- 
portioned to each of the three compon- 
ents of the communication effort, i.e. 

Paper presented May 27, 1957, before the 
Metals Division, at the SLA Convention in 
Boston, Massachusetts. 

receiving information, interpreting in- 
formation and disseminating informa- 
tion. I t  is only the emphasis given each 
of these activities that varies. 

#+ I ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ n  
Receives 

Information 

Disseminates 
Publications ~nformation I) 
Department I 

I 

1 Library 

*Disseminates Receives 
Information Information 

C Interprets 
Information 

Here, then, is added proof of what I 
have pointed out at an earlier occasion,l 
viz. that librarians and technical writ- 
ers are, for all practical purposes, in- 
terchangeable: they are brothers under 
the skin. An interesting sidelight upon 
this statement is the fact that, quite re- 
cently, the Florida State University Li- 
brary School initiated a specific course 
aimed at developing, in the field of 
journalism, an 'editorial librarian," i.e. 
a librarian who, according to the cat- 
alog, "supports with information the 
production of news and feature stories, 
articles, radio and TV programs and 
does some actual editing, writing and 
producing." I should mention also the 
places occupied by federal librarians 
on the Interdepartmental Publications 
Committee. 
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I t  is obvious, then, that both librari- 
ans and writers share in the communi- 
cation process. Two questions, there- 
fore, arise: are they indispensable to it 
and, if so, has management recognized 
their indispensability. 

Importance In Communication Process 

The first question, concerning the 
need for librarians and writers, cannot 
be answered categorically because it 
has to do with a problem of economics 
rather than logic, of practice and con- 
venience rather than theory. Strongly 
indicative of the need is the fact that 
writers as well as librarians have been 
active at least 2,000 years. Marcus 
Vitruvius Pollio. who flourished in the 
days of Augustus, has been cited as 
one of the first practitioners in the long 
history of technical writing. In turn I 
may point to Callimachus, the librarian 
of the Museum of Alexandria, and just 
mention incidentally that he preceded 
Vitruvius by 200 years-very much in 
the same manner in which professional 
librarianship preceded the now rapidly 
developing profession of technical writ- 
ing. These historical antecedents, added 
to the present day actual employ of 
librarians and writers as communication 
specialists in profit-making and non- 
profit-making organizations, constitute a 
powerful argument for their necessity. 

Their presence is based on what 
G. K. Zipf2 calls the "primary principle 
that covers our entire individual and 
collective behavior of all sorts;" that is, 
the "principle of least effort." The em- 
ploy of writers and librarians is another 
expression of "the basic incentive for 
gaining information" which serves to 
minimize the efforts of the organization 
as a whole by "procuring an easier situ- 
ation or by avoiding a more difficult 
one." In  other words, librarians and 
writers both derive their right of exist- 
ence from the fact that they actually 
facilitate and speed communication. 

Their activity becomes more impor- 
tant with the growth of an organization. 

As Ulman3 says: "The complexity of 
an organization increases exponentially 
with its size. And as the complexity 
goes up, so too does the need for written 
records and communications." Why are 
they so important? Dederich4 gives a 
pithy answer: Decisions are "made by 
the information, not by the executive 
. . . He is actually nothing more than a 
focal point of information." And it may 
be remembered, in this context, Kelly's5 
definition of reference librarianship : "to 
place the reader at the focal point of 
the situation." 

This leads to the second question: 
does management-the decision-making 
organ whose decisions are nothing but 
information transformed into action- 
recognize the need for these informa- 
tion specialists called librarians and 
technical writers? The tremendous de- 
mand for librarians and writers, the 
consequent gradual fattening of their 
pay checks, management's active inter- 
est in providing special training courses, 
and many similar facts present a telling 
answer to this question. 

Recognition by management, I hasten 
to add, also applies to documentalists. 
Let me forestall the accusation that I 
neglected them by quoting from a re- 
cent paper by the Director of the Unit- 
ed States Department of Agriculture 
Library where much "documentation" 
has been going on for decades. Mr. 
Mohrhardt said:8 "Librarians who have 
analyzed the efforts of documentation 
point out that a distinction between 
documentalists and librarians may be 
helpful in areas outside the United 
States." Therefore, when this paper 
mentions librarians it refers to librarians 
including documentalists. 

Staff Organizations 

How does management fit these hard- 
to-get writers and librarians into an 
effective staff organization? While there 
is no such thing as a typical staff organi- 
zation, the most common form of staff 
organization, according to Brech,' is "a 
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general manager or managing director 
responsible to the board of directors, 
and in turn having responsible to him a 
number of senior and assistant man- 
agers falling into four or five categories. 
These categories, if built up along the 
lines of the latest fashion, are labelled 
production, distribution, personnel, ac- 
counting and secretarial." 

To ascertain how writers and librari- 
ans fit into the scheme of things, a ques- 
tionnaire was prepared and mailed to 
1820 members of SLA's Metals and 
Biological Sciences Divisions, and the 
Engineering and Pharmaceutical Sec- 
tions of the Science-Technology Divi- 

sion. A serious shortcoming of the in- 
vestigative method used may be that 
writers were bypassed as sources. In- 
cluding them was technically not feas- 
ible and it was not felt that their non- 
participation deprived me of facts; it 
did, however, deprive me of their valu- 
able opinions and comments. A similar 
investigation under the auspices of 
STWE might well be undertaken some 
day to complement the results pre- 
sented here. 

In evaluating the answers, it was kept 
in mind that the questionnaire was mail- 
ed to institutional and personal members 
of SLA. Large companies where SLA 

1816 questionnaires sent 
7 13 replies received (39 % ) 
64 not usable 

I. Please check those of the following activities which are carried on at your 
organization : 
288 1. Abstracting for a library bulletin-done at library-publications de- - 

partment 

307 2. Abstracting for library bibliographies - 
171 3. Editing of reports - 
189 4. Editing of other publications, such as brochures, preriodicals - 
22 1 5. Preparation of papers and talks - 

Other writing or editing activities and any comments you may have 
(the more the better) 

11. Check the organization chart similar to your own: 

316 1. - Administration -- 
I 

Publications ' Department ~ i b r \ a r ~  

184 2. - Administration -- 
I 

~nformatidn Services 
(or similar title) -- 

Publications Department ~ i b r a r ~  

149 3. If your organization chart is different, will you sketch it here (or 
P 

enclose a copy): 

4. Comments you may want to make on your organization chart, its 
advantages and drawbacks: 
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may have institutional and possibly 
several individual members are repre- 
sented in the tabulation by several re- 
plies. I believe, however, that this con- 
tributes to the validity of the investiga- 
tion rather than falsifies it. In other 
words, the organizational setup and ac- 
tivities of large businesses was con- 
sidered of particular importance be- 
cause organization, that is orderly ar- 
rangement and distribution of functions 
and responsibilities, gains added rele- 
vance in geometrical proportion to the 
increasing size of companies and asso- 
ciations. 

As a matter of fact, many replies 
express the conviction that in a small 
company organizational problems make 
little difference. In some of these estab- 
lishments the librarian or the library 
actually assume the work of writers or 
publications departments. One reply 
said: "The librarian is unofficially the 
technical editor of the bulletin which 
officially is being handled by the pub- 
lications committee." The librarian of 
another small organization, a pharma- 
ceutical advertising agency, said: "As- 
tually I am both technical writer and 
special librarian." 

Short Chain Of Command 

Exactly 500 out of 649 usable re- 
plies (77YA) show one basic type of 
treatment of libraries and publication 
departments. Both are on the same ad- 
ministrative level, i.e. both exist at the 
same distance from top management. 
Whether they report directly to the 
top frequently depends upon the size of 
the organization. In general, this ar- 
rangement of library and publications 
departments being on the same level 
meets with the approval of those who 
have it and it is pointed out as desirable 
by some of the have-nots. 

And now a closer look at  those or- 
ganizations where librarians and writ- 
ers are directly responsible to the ad- 
ministration (11, 1, of the question- 
naire; 3 16 or 49 @/c of the total). Several 

replies falling into this category pointed 
out that the library should, structur- 
ally, be considered management be- 
cause it essentially is management.8 

A typical comment read: "Working 
directly under the administrative level 
places the library and the librarian in a 
very good position communicationwise 
and enables the library to direct its 
services to all departments rather than 
concentrating them towards the inter- 
est and needs of only one department." 
Another librarian points out that this 
arrangement leads to the library being 
"regarded as an autonomous center 
service agency to the entire organiza- 
tion." A third wrote: "Direct communi- 
cation on library procedures. No 'red 
tape' connected with carrying out proj- 
ects, etc. All library requests are an 
administrative affair. Therefore, possess 
dignity and security. No drawbacks." 

On the other hand, there were a 
minority who did find drawbacks, e.g., 
from a medical school library: "The li- 
brary is directly under the president of 
the college. I t  gives the library much 
freedom but one often hesitates to con- 
sult with the president because he is so 
very busy." 

The same comment came from an in- 
dustrial librarian who reports directly 
to top administration. There the fault 
may lie in the fact that too many de- 
partment heads report directly, thus 
overburdening the executive. 

Long Chain Of Command 

Only three of the many users of 
scheme 11, 1, indicated, however, a de- 
finite preference for the scheme out- 
lined on the chart as 11, 2. This scheme 
calls for one or more intermediate levels 
between the top and the library, while 
at the same time librarians and writers 
are coordinated in one department call- 
ed information services or something 
similar. 

Here we find few orchids and much 
criticism. From one of the smaller or- 
ganizations came the following com- 
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ment: "Our information service unit 
also contains patent review, mail serv- 
ice, central files and files of engineering 
drawings. Pretty complete information 
service; includes things not mentioned. 
We're quite enthusiastic about coordi- 
nated information services." Another 
one: "We have a technical writer for a 
department head. Librarian reports to 
him. Perfect situation, if he is as inter- 
ested in what to happens to written 
matter as he is in writing it." Satisfac- 
tion seems to be expressed in the fol- 
lowing lines: "Currently our library is 
one division of what is known as the 
Technical Information Center. In charge 
of this Center is a professionally trained 
librarian who, in addition to supervising 
the Center, also serves as document 
custodian." 

The reverse side of the medal is 
shown in the following statements: 
"The great disadvantage is that the 
head of the information services office 
is not ordinarily one with a library 
background, is more often interested in 
public information and editorial work 
and is an additional hurdle for the libra- 
ry to surmount." Another: "We hope to 
move up the organizational chart closer 
to the administration. However, our 
present organization is divided into re- 
search and production divisions. We 
come under research, but way down the 
line. How to integrate the work of both 
in one library without placing it under 
research services (where we now stand) 
is a problem." And: "Weak position; 
chain of command too long." Still an- 
other: "I would much prefer that the 
engineering library be under the direct 

supervision of the chief engineer as he 
should know better the actual require- 
ments of a specialized library, and also 
be in a better position to aid me in the 
selection of engineering books." Or just 
briefly and plainly: "The library is too 
remote from top management." 

Other Types Of Organizations 

As was to be expected, the most in- 
teresting replies were those presenting 
different, and usually rather complicat- 
ed, organization charts (XI, 3, of the 
questionnaire). They included many of 
the larger organizations which respond- 
ed. Still, it must be remembered that 
their total represents only slightly more 
than one-fifth of the replies received 
(149 out of 649). 

There is too much variety among 
these replies to do justice to the ma- 
terial submitted; also, many of the 
charts are too complicated for fruitful 
discussion in the space available. 

Three types of organization, however, 
do occur too frequently to be neglected. 
The first type seems to be acceptable 
to librarians only when the head of 
Publications is a librarian; otherwise 
the fact that the "policy of the library is 
formulated by a non-librarian, super- 
visor of technical information" is re- 
sented. Strangely enough, librarians are 
not at all displeased to have Publica- 
tions under their supervision. We may 
well wonder how writers feel about 
that. As to the third type, a quote from 
the reply of a large industrial firm is 
telling: "When publications and library 
are joined as they are here, it requires 

NON-COORDINATED ORGANIZATIONS 

Administration 

Administration 

I 
Publications Department 

I 
Library 

Unhappy Librarian? 
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a rather large staff to avoid one's suf- 
fering at the expense of the other." But 
the idea of a larger coordinated system, 
a "hypothetical R & D Information 
Center" and its advantages, as set forth 
by Herman Skolnik in a persuasive 
article," was also expressed. 

In no more than five of the replies was 
the library-plus or minus publications 
-under personnel or finance depart- 
ments. I t  does seem, however, that the 
few librarians so organized are well 
satisfied with their situations. Still, their 
number is too small to be statistically 
important. 

Many colleagues took the trouble to 
draw, for this investigation, detailed 
charts of their individual organizations 
which give a better idea of the complex- 
ity of the problems considered in this 
paper. Additional charts may be found 
reproduced in Mrs. Strieby's a r t i ~ l e . ~  

From all these, certain conclusions may 
be drawn. First consider these quotes 
from two replies to the questionnaire: 
"There is danger in an organization 
chart-danger that it be mistaken for 
an organization;" and "Interplay of ideas 
and projects of greater significance than 
direction of command. Organizational 
charts often fail to emphasize this point." 

Still, a chart is the one way of "pic- 
torial representation after the schedule 
of executive responsibilities has been 
prepared."'" The human element, of 
course, is an important factor in all 
these organizational relations; it is the 
contents giving life to the form depict- 
ed in the chart. (I t  may, as a matter 
of fact, be interesting here to note that 
life itself has been poured into the 
form of a chart 1500 years ago by the 
great Indian philosopher Buddha.) 

Conclusions 

My meaning, then, is that charts are 
valuable when and as long as their 
limitations are recognized. In this case 
-discounting special human ("person- 
ality") and organizational problems- 
the replies to the questionnaires pro- 

vide overwhelming pragmatic or factual 
(not deductive) evidence in favor of 
these points: 
1. Librarians and writers are part of 
management. When their activities cover 
an entire organization rather than a 
division or department, they belong 
with those parts of the organization 
that are in charge of the main opera- 
tional ("line") activities rather than 
with the service or staff ("functional") 
departments. 
2. Librarians and writers may advan- 
tageously be coordinated, i.e. occupy 
the same organizational level. Coordi- 
nation of the two groups alone under a 
special "head of technical information" 
seems less desirable than coordination 
directly under a regular line executive 
in charge of several divisions. 
3. Where the library is under the edi- 
torial department, there is usually little 
writing of any kind done in the library. 
With this one exception, no significant 
correlation was found to exist between 
the types of activities, such as abstract- 
ing, report writing, periodicals, editing, 
etc., going on and a specific organiza- 
tional type. 
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