Routine and Innovation in Libraries

John Bednarz Jr.

ibraries are formal organizations of a particular type.

In the language of Blau and Scott, they are “service
organizations,” which have been formally established for
the explicit purpose of achieving certain goals,” primarily
for the benefit of their client group.! This distinguishes
libraries from other types of formal organizations that
achieve their goals in different ways and for the benefit of
other groups. It is also this particular type of formal orga-
nization that determines what constitutes innovation for
libraries and distinguishes their kind of innovation from
the innovation of other types of formal organizations.

Innovation is a very popular concept in formal organi-
zations. Nowhere is this perhaps more evident than in the
case of business concerns. A business is another type of
formal organization, whose owners are those who benefit.?
In this case, the benefit is expressed in terms of profit
from the sale of goods and services, so it is not difficult
to see why innovation is a central concept in commercial
enterprises. Businesses are constantly faced with competi-
tion that may reduce or even surpass their market share.
For businesses that produce goods, for instance, there is
a constant impetus to improve the product in order to
preserve or increase market share. A product that lasts
longer, performs better, does something not done by any
other product before it, or even costs less, is considered an
improvement over the one that does not. If this is a result
of research and development, then it is considered a tech-
nological innovation.® Therefore, in the case of business
concerns, innovation is expressed in terms of a product, of
a tangible commodity.

Service Organizations

Service organizations such as libraries are not of this type.
They are not established to achieve their goal for the ben-
efit of their owners, nor do they produce goods. Instead,
they are established to provide services for the benefit of
their clients (patrons). Their concept of innovation has to
reflect this difference and be sought on a different basis. In
this case the basic concept is service, and service has to do
with behavior, not products. Innovation in service organi-
zations, therefore, has to focus on behavior in these orga-
nizations. Nelson and Winter provide a helpful definition

John Bednarz Jr. (jabjnr@yahoo.cm) is librarian at Morris Hills
High School, Rockway New Jersey.

22, no0.2 Spring 2008

in this regard because for them, “Both in customary usage
and in our technical use of the term, ‘innovation’ involves
change in routine.”* This provides a behavioral definition
of innovation and at the same time avoids that circularity
often found in definitions of innovation.’ Routine, on the
other hand, comprises, “All regular and predictable behav-
ioral patterns . ..”® This places routine at a tenuous border
between behavior and action.”

Action and behavior can be used interchangeably
because both are identifiable in terms of an external rela-
tionship and the change it produces there.® The environ-
ment of action consists of both nonsocial (i.e., physical)
objects and social objects (actors). The first kind is what
Luhmann calls “social” action and merely requires that one
“keeps in mind what others would think of it.”® This kind
of action is solitary. It includes, for example, “acts of bodily
hygiene that are not observed by others . . . waiting alone
in a waiting room, being home alone in the evening, read-
ing, writing, (or) going for a walk alone.”!” Even though
these are social insofar as they involve a reference to others
in some way, they are different from the kind of action that
refers to others that engage them. The latter is not mere
social action, but interaction.

Parsons and Shils define interaction in terms of com-
plementarily expectations between the actors, “not in the
sense that the expectations of the two actors with regard
to each other’s actions are identical, but in the sense that
the action of each is oriented to the expectations of the
other.”!" Another way of saying this is that the possibil-
ity of interaction is based on a double contingency: for
example, each actor must be able to anticipate or expect
what the other anticipates or expects. And so contingency
in this case does not refer to actions, but to the expecta-
tions themselves. This double contingency also informs
social structures.'?

Social Structures

This concept of social structures is not to be understood
statically in terms of constancy, but functionally, in terms
of performance. They “reduce the extreme complexity of
the world to a rigorously narrowed and simplified range
of expectations that are assumed and normally not ques-
tioned.”’® The need for this interpretation is rooted in the
concept of disappointment. If interaction is possible only
in terms of the expectations, and if expectations can be
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disappointed, a mechanism is needed to absorb this dou-
bly possible disappointment. Social structures do this by
restricting the range of expectations to certain ones that
can be assumed or taken for granted.

Examples of social structures, as they are meant here,
include persons, roles, programs and values.!* The “per-
son” is not meant, however, as either a psychical entity
(consciousness) or even a physical individual (body), but
what is constituted when the person “attracts and binds
expectations to himself (that is, expectations about himself
and expectations about others). The more and different
types of expectations that are individualized in this way,
the more complex the person.”’® So that in the person,
expectations are accrued both for himself and for others.
These expectations do not have to be the same, but they
always, “distinguish and regulate what can be expected”
and thereby make interaction possible.!®

Attaching and binding expectations to oneself in
this way, that is to say, as a person, distinguishes oneself
individually as a whole. What is expected of a “person”
is unique to the person. In this way the expectations are
always understood from a concrete, total perspective. This
distinguishes the person from roles, which, on the other
hand, “serve to identify abstracter perspectives of contexts
of expectations.”!” In contrast to the person, where expec-
tations are addressed to the entire individual, roles are
concerned “only with a section of the behavior of an indi-
vidual, which is expected as a role, and with a unity that
can be perceived by many, interchangeable individuals: with
the role of a patient, a teacher, an opera singer, a mother,
a medic, etc.”!® The expectations addressed to roles can
be filled by different individuals, which is not the case for
persons. And they do not address the individual as a whole.
Otherwise, they function similarly in conditioning action,
which is not limited to the perspective of the individual
person or role.?

Programs

It can also be approached from the higher level of abstrac-
tion that Luhmann calls “programs.”? In this case behav-
ioral expectations of more than one individual are the
focus of interest. The situation is accordingly more abstract
because the identification of expectations occurs here in
terms of the conditions of the correctness of behavior.?!
In other words, expectations at this level are no longer
addressed to a single individual, but to the behavior of
those of individuals.?? Programs do this by specifying the
conditions for this (correct) behavior. They “start from two
(and only from two) points. (They can) stipulate certain
information as signals that trigger the choice of commu-
nication. And conversely (they can) fix certain communi-
cation in order to ascertain relevant information from it.
The first case refers to the state of affairs commonly called
routine.”?®

Accordingly, programs are divided into two kinds. They
are either what Luhmann calls “conditional programs” or
“means-ends programs.”?* It is the conditional programs
that describe routine. Fixing (prescribing) the conditions
of correct behavior in this case is then a matter of iden-
tifying the information that will cause a certain action.?®
In this way, routines form general expectations through a
program that is defined as independent (of circumstances)
and invariant. As examples Luhmann provides the case of
a traffic cop who “has to direct traffic at an intersection
every time an already defined critical situation occurs,
whenever it occurs, and regardless whether this involves
delivery trucks, bicyclists, wedding limousines, a lecturer
on his way to school, or the President’s chauffeur on the
way to the gas station. What remain are entirely different
episodes for the traffic is transformed by the traffic cop
into the regular, reliable execution of a program.”?¢ The
program identifies (singles out) certain information from
an uncontrollable and unpredictable environment and con-
nects it with certain responses, thereby creating regularity.
So, when Luhmann talks about programs establishing
the conditions of the correctness of behavior, he has in
mind the information that is identified for correlation
with corresponding behavior that constitutes routine. As a
social structure, routine is not just the mere repetition of
individual action, which would be the case if routine were
restricted to an individual or even to systems of production.
In this case it involves the identification of a causal correla-
tion.?” One event (information) out of a plurality of other
possible events (information) is specified as the cause of a
specific response. The correlation is not tied idiosyncrati-
cally to a person or a role, but to information that works
as a cause of specific action. The routine that results pos-
sesses this causal structure.

We can add clarity to this abstract analysis by relating
it to communication. According to Luhmann, communica-
tion is a process of selection that constitutes information.?®
This means that the identification (singling out) of certain
information is then correlated with specific behavior consti-
tuting routine. In other words, routine occurs when certain
information (communication) is the trigger of action specif-
ically correlated with it. Of course, this routine in this sense
occurs only in those organizations that are constituted as
systems of communication, not as systems of production.

Therefore, routine in libraries is this special kind of
social structure that translates an irregularity of possible
information (communication) into a regularity of response
(action). It does this by singling out (selecting) that informa-
tion (communication) that is relevant and correlating this
with meaningful, responsive action. The full importance of
routine in organizations is reflected in the fact that they
“structure a large part of organizational functioning at any
time.”? Even if it is not possible to determine a percent-
age of organizational functioning that is routine, without
them, “organizations would not be efficient structures for
collective action.”?’
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Normally, organizational functioning is governed by
standard operating procedures (SOPs), which are rules
for effective cooperation within organizations that pro-
vide goods or services. These rules are explicitly written
in advance, which distinguishes them from routines, but
they are not environmentally sensitive, or at least not in
the way that routines are. SOPs function by default: they
are in effect at all times, unlike routines that take effect
only under specific conditions. Furthermore, routines are
of limited duration. They take effect as episodes in the
functioning of organizations.?! SOPs continue to func-
tion without termination, unless they are rewritten. As
episodes, routines do not replace SOPs, nor are they in
conflict with them. Routines function within the broader
context defined by SOPs, under specific conditions. They
allow for programmed responses to uncertain and unpre-
dictable events (for SOPs) in the organizational environ-
ment.?? In this way they contribute a flexibility that is
absent in the case of SOPs. As environmentally sensitive,
routines are emergent properties of organizations, com-
ing into being in a response to environmental events. As
emergent properties they are also subject to spontaneous
change, which may, as Nelson and Winter indicate, “require
modification.”3?

Innovation in Libraries

When routines are modified in this way they introduce
innovation into the organization.?* This is a departure from
interpretations that emphasize the connection between
technology and innovation.® But it is departure that is
understandable in light of an absence of clarity and agree-
ment about innovation. Helen Howard was perhaps the
first to deal systematically with innovation in libraries.?®
She notes that a plurality of definitions has frustrated
research in this direction.?” The problem here results from
the fact that for organizational research, innovation can
be an idea, a practice, or an object.3® New technologies
in libraries have changed them dramatically, so that talk
about innovation has found a focus here.

At the same time, however, Howard notes that inno-
vation also extends to “organizational structural innova-
tions.”®? This comes much closer to the position of Nelson
and Winter, but also relies on a hierarchical conception
of organizational structure.’’ The difference here is that a
study of routine focuses on organizational structures, not
on the hierarchical structure of organizational positions.
When routines are approached from the perspective of
the social structures or organizations that establish the
conditions of (correct, acceptable) responses to specific
stimuli (causes and effects), both their effectiveness and
their ubiquity become apparent. With Luhmann we can
speak of them as “emergent” (organizational) properties
that come into being as all social structures, because social
action or interaction “cannot be spontaneously initiated in
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every instant anew.”*! Instead, structures regulate organi-
zational relations by making “particular lines of selection
(of actions) . . . more probable than others (and) improve
sensibilities in certain directions and deter them in
others.”*?

In complex organizations such as libraries, these
structures are indispensable. They “reduce” the ever-
present complexity of interaction by fixing expectations.
In the case of routines, the expectations are fixed in terms
of the establishment of a conditional relationship between
an occasion for action and the action itself. At the same
time, as emergent properties of organizations, routines
provide an unambiguous and imminent organizational
basis for innovation. They are unambiguous insofar as they
establish a unique basis for innovation. They are imminent
insofar as they embody the activity of organizations them-
selves. Innovation is not found in technology, but in the
way in which, for example, librarian and patron interact.
This approach satisfies the organizational conditions of
libraries. It focuses attention on that organizational aspect
where libraries can productively introduce innovative
change and highlights how, as service organizations, they
depend on routine in order to do this.

Editor’s note: Unless otherwise noted, all translations are
the author’s own.
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