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Abstract

The stereotypical librarian ranges from an older lady wearing her hair in a bun to a rather mousey person shushing people in the stacks to someone who loves silence, likes books, and suffers people. How do graduates feel about these stereotypes?


This paper addresses the question by bringing new librarians together in focus groups to discuss and analyse stereotypes that exist about librarians and to consider the effects of stereotypes on the profession. Of particular interest are the different stereotypes new graduates have encountered and whether these are perceived as barriers. Possible solutions to perceived barriers resulting from stereotyping librarianship will be presented. In addition, and based on rankings developed from the focus groups’ discussions, the paper will consider other barriers faced by new librarians, including those relating to employment, promotion and professional development issues.


Our paper will provide a valuable insight into how new librarians view the stereotypes that come with their profession and whether they perceive them as barriers. It will also determine the degree of importance new librarians attach to the stereotype issue compared with other issues new librarians encounter. Importantly, these findings include recommendations about how the barrier of stereotypes could be overcome. 

Introduction

Breaking barriers was chosen as the theme of the 2008 ALIA New Librarians Symposium, and stereotypes were, apart from employment, professional development and promotion, named as one among the “issues that affect new graduates” and one of the aims of the conference is to answer the question of whether delegates are trying to break through the stereotype barrier (ALIA, 2008). 


The purpose of this paper is to establish whether new librarians actually perceive stereotypes as a barrier; where the term barrier is being understood as a difficulty that new librarians feel they have to face and overcome. The study intends to find out what these stereotypes are, how new graduates feel about them and how this particular barrier can be defeated or at least lessened. Although stereotypes are the focus of the study, additional issues that concern new graduates will be raised and briefly expanded upon, which will serve two ends; to establish the importance of stereotypes in relation to other potential barriers, and to hopefully encompass the separate, varied issues that are relevant to new graduates.
Literature Review

When reviewing the literature on the topic of stereotypes about librarians it becomes immediately obvious that this is still a topic that is widely discussed within the profession. 


There is no shortage of authors who state that the existing stereotypes about librarians are indeed a problem (see Alderman, 2001, Crisp, 2002, Radford and Radford, 2003, or Stout, 2004, to name but a few). Crisp writes for instance that the image of the profession is a clear concern to librarians (2002, p.27). In addition it can be said that the fact that stereotypes were one of the barriers chosen as a topic for the ALIA New Librarians Symposium 2008 indicates this is still very much considered a topic worthy of discussion.


Almost all of the articles written on the topic of stereotypes about librarians analyse the same stereotypes: The librarian as an older woman with her hair in a bun and glasses, conservatively dressed and wearing comfortable shoes, who can be described as shy, introvert and old-fashioned (see for example Adams, 2000, or Stout, 2004). In terms of stereotypical activities of librarians, shelving, checking books in and out, stamping them and shushing are also referred to by most authors (see Crisp, 2002, or Majid and Haider, 2008). Martin writes that there is a perception of librarians that irretrievably links them to books (1997, p.5). Most of the articles found describe these stereotypes in a negative way; they are perceived as a problem or barrier for the profession that need to be overcome.


Majid and Haider state for example that the topic of stereotypes about librarians is important because the profession would be able to attract more and better students if the stereotype was more attractive (2008, p. 230). Alderman agrees when she states that librarians need to make the profession more interesting to school leavers and potential students (2001, p. 13). 


Stout also sees these stereotypes as an issue for the profession; she says that it is obvious from all the activities and voices on various online discussion lists that librarians have a problem with the stereotypes that exist about their profession (2004).


More related to the stereotypes that describe activities of librarians, Crisp writes that the stereotypes suggest that there is generally a lack of knowledge about what librarians actually do, and how well qualified many of them are. She also mentions the fact that simpler duties like shelving and stamping are most visible to the general public, thus explaining where some of these stereotypes might originate from (2002, p. 27).


As an explanation as to why exactly stereotypes are perceived as a problem it can be said with Crisp that stereotypes are important as they affect working conditions, recruitment and funding/salaries (2002, p.27). 


In terms of possible ways to solve the problem of stereotypes, different approaches are suggested in the literature: Luthman for instance proposes that every librarian can assist in overcoming the stereotype by simply acting in a friendly and professional manner all of the time (2007, p. 778). Another author who supports this opinion is Crisp, who states that "doing a good job" (2002, p. 28) will help in overcoming the stereotype. 


Another strategy would be working towards a more accurate and positive representation of librarians in the mass-media, which according to Adams is an approach outlined most commonly (2000, p. 289). Simply using humour and parody against stereotypes is another possible way to overcome negative stereotypes, also suggested by Adams (2000, p. 292). The American librarian Nancy Pearl is mentioned in that context too, she uses the stereotype to her advantage to deliver her message of literacy and libraries to the communities. 


Changing the name of the profession is a solution suggested by Alderman; instead of the term "librarians" professionals should call themselves "information- or knowledge managers" (2001, p.13). This idea of overcoming the stereotype by simply marketing librarians as information specialists is closely linked to the idea of changing the perception people have of libraries and everything they offer their users. Balling et al suggest for example organising digital reading groups in public libraries to change the negative image of libraries and librarians (2008).

Alderman suggests that the profession appears to be engaged in a dialog amongst themselves about themselves (2001, p. 13). Luthman agrees when saying that there is a degree of paranoia surrounding the self-image and that the profession "maybe worries too much"(2007, p. 779). 


Balling et al. also explain the possible positive potential of the stereotype: according to them, the profession needs the stereotype to signal specialised knowledge and professionalism (2008, p. 57). 

MethodOLOGY

The method selected to gather information relevant to the project was focus groups. This methodology was agreed as the most suitable because it would allow in-depth discussion of the perception of stereotypes by new librarians and the generation of related ideas. Literature was studied and formed the basis of our understanding of focus groups, which can be considered under three headings; the participants of focus groups, the discussion guide and being a moderator.


Concerning the number of participants in focus groups, Wilkinson (2003) suggests that four to ten people are the ideal number but to over recruit by fifty percent because it is common for participants to cancel. Regarding selection of participants, it is important to set “appropriate recruitment parameters” (Beyer, 2008, p. 32), which in this case were decided to be librarians who have graduated in the last two years, the end of 2005 being the earliest date accepted. This parameter was set to find librarians with a fresh perspective of stereotypes in the workplace. Emails that included information on the purpose of the focus groups were chosen as the method of communicating with prospective participants. These were sent using new graduate and library lists to reach the widest audience. The participants chosen to take part in the focus groups were seen as a representative sample of new graduates in the profession, as they came from public, academic and special libraries and vary in terms of age groups. The focus groups were held in Perth and Melbourne to gain a wider perspective according to location as well.


Most of the literature on focus groups suggests having a “road map” (Henderson, 2008) so that the moderator knows where the session is going and when to move on. This took the form of a discussion guide, which outlined the questions that would be asked during the focus group. 


The first question established what stereotypes existed to ensure the discussion would evolve around the same topic in each group; immediately afterwards participants were asked if they had encountered any of the stereotypes listed. To discover the perception of stereotypes and whether they were seen as a barrier or not, the focus groups were then asked how they felt about the stereotypical image of librarians. If some or all of the participants agreed on stereotypes being an issue the question of whether there were any other problems new librarians have to face was raised.  The moderators did mention the barriers of promotions, employment and professional development, if the groups had not raised them themselves, as these are issues that are included in the “Breaking barriers” theme for the ALIA New Librarians Symposium. 


A subsequent rating exercise was used to measure if other issues were perceived as more or less important than stereotypes. The last set of questions revolved around the topic of possible solutions to the barrier of stereotypes; again this question was only brought up if the participants acknowledged that stereotypes could be described as a problem. 


Although the literature strongly advised using a professional moderator for the focus groups, this was not deemed necessary. The literature suggested that a professional moderator be used to maintain neutrality but as the opinions gained from participants would not be used for marketing purposes, this did not seem an adequate reason for not running the focus groups ourselves. Also, it was felt that that the purpose of the paper would be served better if the two authors of the paper personally observed the focus groups. The moderator practices suggested in the literature were adhered to, such as, summarising regularly to show active listening (Cook, 2005).

Findings

Question 1: Brainstorm list of stereotypes

The participants were asked to list as many stereotypes of librarians as they could in a short time period; stereotypes that occurred frequently in all three focus groups are listed below:

· Old

· Hair in bun

· Loves books

· Female

· Very quiet

· Conservative

· Glasses/cardigan

· Stamps books

· Shhh-ing

· Strict

· Orderly/organised

· Boring

· Lacking social skills

· Secretly sexy

· Dowdy/mousy

· Technology savvy

· Knowledgeable

· Pedantic

· Helpful

Question 2: Which of these stereotypes have you encountered?

The participants across the three focus groups agreed that they had encountered most of the stereotypes listed. One group also noted that none of these stereotypes were surprising.
Question 3: How do you feel about these stereotypes?

Having established that the participants had encountered a majority of these stereotypes, the discussion focused on how participants felt about them. A shared attitude between the majority of the participants was that people are unaware of the role of librarians.

"You feel you need to constantly explain that being a librarian is so much more than just sitting there and reading books all day,"

“ …a lot of it is behind the scenes,”

One focus group felt that librarians want to be seen as professionals who had to do a degree to get their jobs, a fact which some people still find surprising, as well as having their work recognised. One participant said s/he was embarrassed to say s/he was a librarian because it was not very exciting, another one stated being annoyed at being perceived according to the stereotype. Another participant felt that when s/he told people that s/he was a librarian, people either stated that they had thought about being a librarian or looked down at you.


Coming back to the topic of roles, it can be said that some of the participants felt that people are not aware, especially at public libraries, of all the work going on in the back room. Half the participants said that when they did tell people they were librarians, they felt they were educating people on their activities.


One focus group felt pressure from the public because of stereotypes, such as librarians being booklovers and being patronised for not having read all the books in the library, which implies librarians read all the time.

“… booklover pressure by clients,”


The focus groups also discussed what stereotypes they would prefer. One focus group agreed it would be nice if the public realised you have to be computer savvy and know about new technologies. Another focus group agreed that there were certain stereotypes they would prefer - smart, sexy, good with technology, helpful, more equal balance in gender, knowledgeable and knowing resources. One participant felt it was nice to have librarians who “break the mould.”

“Librarian for me is information seeker, information manager and information judge,”

“I would prefer to be thought of as good with technology, and having a life outside the library as opposed to the older stereotypes,”

The majority of participants felt that stereotypes were a problem for various reasons. One focus group agreed that stereotypes, mostly the ones that concern the roles of the librarian, are a problem for the profession as a whole, even if they might not perceive them as a barrier personally, because they affect how the profession is valued.


Another focus group felt that the stereotypes are an issue because some of them are true, especially being conservative and traditional. As new librarians, they felt frustrated that they graduated with knowledge of exciting new resources and technologies but when entering the workplace, are told “this is the way it is”. This attitude was shared by two focus groups regarding the stereotype of female librarians. One participant stated “unfortunately stereotypes do follow that pattern” in the profession, of librarians being female and over the age of 45. Another participant felt that because it is dominated by women the profession is undervalued and underpaid, which does not mean the profession should attract more men but the profession should match the patrons, who differ in age and gender. Most of the participants agreed that every profession probably struggles with stereotypes.


A focus group also felt that the stereotypes regarding appearance are not an issue because,

"people can see I don't look like that,"

"who cares what we look like,"

and another participant stated that “stereotypes are just that...stereotypes.”

Question 4: Apart from stereotypes, are there other barriers librarians have to face?

In answering this question, the groups came up with the following list of other barriers new librarians have to face:

· Money/Economic barrier 

This issue new librarians have to face was brought up by all three groups. Different aspects of money/economic barriers were discussed:


One aspect was the salary new librarians earn in comparison to other professionals, but some participants also pointed out that that obviously this did not stop them from becoming librarians; however, one participant questioned whether she was "going to stay in the profession" because of low salaries. Generally, the participants perceived this barrier more as a problem for the profession as a whole. One group found that this is linked to the stereotype concerning the role of librarians.

"It is difficult to negotiate pay when your role is unclear/undervalued/unimportant."

On the other hand, the money/funding available to the librarian/the library as an institution to spend was discussed. One group found that this aspect was linked to the barrier of stereotypes:

"Libraries are obsolete because there is the Internet/Google now; why spend money on the library if information is available for free elsewhere"

A third aspect of the barrier of money is the cost of education. One participant stated the following: 

"Why pay for a degree when you can earn a decent salary without one, or why become a librarian when you can study towards a different degree and earn a lot more"

· Employment / Breaking in 

About half of the participants found that they had not encountered employment as a barrier themselves, whereas others found there to be a lack of positions. All agreed that certain aspects can make it difficult for new librarians to gain employment:

· Location: especially a barrier when new librarians try to find employment in remote areas

· Field: one participant thought that it was especially difficult for teacher librarians to find a job 

· Age: one participant pointed out that it is more difficult to gain employment for more mature new librarians, other participants felt that young graduates are not being taken seriously

· Experience: Some participants agreed that having limited experience could prevent new graduates from finding suitable positions; but another participant found that this barrier might become less problematic as there seem to be more and more job advertisements that encourage new graduates to apply. Experience can also be a problem when more experienced librarians tend to not have enough faith in new librarians because they don’t have a lot of experience, as one participant pointed out. Experience was also mentioned as an issue by one participant in terms of not being able to apply skills and knowledge acquired during studying. 

· Lack of networks 

This barrier is closely linked to the lack of experience that new librarians sometimes have to deal with, it can be a problem according to one participant, with whom others agreed, that new librarians have hardly any networks they can rely on.

· Professional development 

This barrier was actually not brought up by any of the groups. When specifically asked about it, about half of the participants could see it as a potential barrier, especially for new librarians who do not receive support from their work places. Being employed on a casual or part time basis can also make it difficult to receive funding and support for professional development, as one participant pointed out. Funding professional development themselves can be an issue as 

"new librarians don't necessarily earn enough to pay for it themselves".

Another group found that they were supported by their employer in terms of professional development, and said that librarians just need to be proactive about it and maybe invest their own time. One participant also thought that ALIA is very good about organising/offering opportunities for professional development.

· Promotion 

This was another barrier that was not brought up by any of the groups until prompted. Most of the participants could see how promotion could be a potential problem for new graduates when asked though. 


"There is a limit to how far you can go if you want to stay a librarian".

Participants thought that libraries were very hierarchal, and that “snobbery” between positions existed, as well as the fact that this barrier was related to the lack of positions in the library field and the employment barrier. 


One participant thought that this might not be as much of a barrier in public libraries, as there are more opportunities in acting positions and public libraries might be more flexible. Another participant stated that librarians themselves should be more flexible to overcome this barrier, and use their transferable skills. 

· Internet/Google

The Internet was brought up by one participant as another barrier, as it dramatically changed the way information can be found, and "libraries are all about information."

· New Technologies - technology fatigue

As librarians need to always be up to date with new technologies, according to one participant, they can become a barrier if librarians get "tired of learning new things".

· Politics / Expectations of employers and users

A few participants talked about politics as another barrier for new librarians, referring for example to not being able to demonstrate benefits of new technologies or simply implement new technologies due to organisational structures or political battles. 

Question 5: Please rate these barriers. Which one is more important to you?

When asked which of all the barriers discussed was the most important, about half of the participants named stereotypes. A few participants named either employment, professional development or lack of experience, and one named promotion. 

Question 6: How can we overcome the barrier of stereotypes?

In order to answer this question, the participants came up with the following possible solutions:

· Educating people

Librarians would need to communicate to the wider public what exactly it is that librarians are doing. One participant suggested not addressing stereotypes that deal with appearances:

"Going out there telling people we are not old ladies with buns would be addressing the issue at a very superficial level, the critical thing is we might be little old ladies with buns but ones who can find you all the information you are after"; 

Most participants agree that if people had a better understanding of what it is librarians do, it would matter less what librarians look like. The opinion that generally people are more aware that the stereotypes that deal with appearances are a cliché was accepted as well by most of the groups. 

· Marketing campaigns (via Internet, TV and/or radio)

Two groups came up with the idea of marketing campaigns to address the barrier of stereotypes; all participants agreed that these would have do be organised by ALIA. 

· Change how librarians are portrayed in popular culture

One participant stated that, “as one could only get to a certain amount of people through ALIA, the rest would have to be addressed through popular media,”

· Promoting oneself internally/ raising awareness

The idea was also brought up that librarians should promote what they do more within their organisation:

- most librarians do a good job but hardly anyone knows or hears about it -

and in addition explain what they do to people they have contact with.

· Change of name of profession

Two participants thought that a change of name could help overcome the stereotypes about librarians, as different titles, for example knowledge manager or information professional would reflect the broad range of roles better. 

Conclusion

The goals of this paper were to discover if recently graduated librarians perceive stereotypes of the profession as a barrier to focusing effectively on their jobs and to find out about other barriers new graduates experience. It also aimed to uncover solutions, if stereotypes were found to be barriers. 


Firstly, it can be said without doubt that the existing stereotypes of librarians were confirmed by all focus groups in response to the first question. The groups also shared the experience of having encountered most of these stereotypes.


When asked as to how the participants felt about the stereotypes, the reactions ranged from being annoyed or embarrassed, to feeling pressured or that they were sadly close to reality. Most participants saw stereotypes as a problem or barrier; they also largely agreed on the fact that new librarians and the profession as a whole would only benefit if that barrier could be overcome. 


Various reasons for the opinion that stereotypes are problematic were brought up: stereotypes are seen as a barrier because they affect how the profession is valued; new librarians think that they might not be perceived as the educated professionals they are due to stereotypes and they also believed stereotypes prevented them from being recognised in their efforts and roles. One group also thought that stereotypes are problematic simply because some of them are true, especially when it comes to the profession being perceived as conservative and traditional and being dominated by women, which leads to the profession as a whole being undervalued and underpaid. 


To some extent, the groups also agreed on the fact that stereotypes that concerned the role or activities of librarians were more of an issue than those which exist about the appearance or characteristics of librarians. 


In terms of other barriers that new librarians have to face, all groups stated that money was a problem, whether it was salaries, funding for the institution or the cost of education. According to a few participants, some of these can be linked and therefore could be overcome jointly with the barrier of stereotypes. Employment/breaking into the profession was another barrier that was brought up by all groups. All participants agreed that there were circumstances including lack of experience, age or location that could make gaining employment difficult for a new graduate. Promotion and professional development, which are both named as barriers at the ALIA New Librarians Symposium, were not introduced into the discussion until prompted, and about half of the participants agreed that these could be potential issues for new librarians as well. Other barriers that were named were lack of networks, politics or technology fatigue. It  should be recognised that further research into these other barriers could be helpful for new librarians.


When asked which of all the barriers discussed was the most important, about half of the participants named stereotypes; a few participants named either employment, professional development or lack of experience. It therefore can be stated that stereotypes were perceived as the barrier that is most important to new librarians.


The question as to how the barrier of stereotypes could be overcome was answered with a few different suggestions. Most participants agreed that educating people about the role of librarians would be the best strategy. Marketing campaigns, which according to a majority of the participants should be organised by ALIA, and attempts to change the perception of librarians in popular culture were other ideas presented. Another method proposed by some participants to overcome the barrier of stereotypes was to change the name of the profession. 


In conclusion it can be said - although the authors suggest further research on a bigger scale to confirm this - that new librarians are ready to fight stereotypes, have some ideas about how to do this and would like support from the profession to put them into effect. Many see other barriers which need to be overcome but the consensus is that stereotypes are without question the area that needs to be addressed first. 

References

Adams, K. C. (2000) Loveless frump as hip and sexy party girl: a reevaluation of the old-maid stereotype. Library Quarterly, 70, 3; 287 – 299.

Alderman, B. (2001) Marketing our image. Teacher librarians, 15, 12-15. Retrieved August 29, 2008, from Informit.

ALIA (2008). 4th ALIA New Librarians Symposium – Melbourne 2008. Retrieved September 3, 2008, from http://conferences.alia.org.au/newlibrarian2008/About.html

Balling, G. et al (2008) Digital reading groups: renewing the librarian image. New Library World, 109, 56-64. Retrieved August 5, 2008, from Proquest.

Beyer A. M. (2008) The beauty of focus groups. Global Cosmetic Industry, 176, 32-33. Retrieved July 18, 2008, from Proquest.

Cook, S. (2005) Focus groups. Training Journal, 24. Retrieved July 18, 2008, from Proquest.

Crisp, T. (2002). Image is everything. Australian Bookseller and Publisher, 82, 27-28. Retrieved August 20, 2008, from Informit.

Henderson, N. (2004) Focus groups : a four course meal. Marketing research, 16, 42-45. Retrieved July 18, 2008, from Proquest.

Henderson, N. (2008) So you want to be a moderator? Marketing Research, 20, 36-36. Retrieved July 19, 2008, from Proquest.

Luthmann, A. (2007) Librarians, professionalism and image: stereotype and reality 
Library Review, 56, 773-780. Retrieved August 5, 2008, from Proquest.

Majid , S. & Haider, A. (2008) Image problem even haunts hi-tech libraries: stereotypes associated with library and information professionals in Singapore: Aslib Proceedings, 60, 229-241. Retrieved August 5, 2008, from Proquest.

Martin, B. (1997) The Future of Librarianship. LASIE: Library Automated Systems Information Exchange, 28, 5-12. Retrieved August 15, 2008, from Informit.

Radford, M. L. & Radford, G. P. (2003) Librarians and party girls: cultural studies and the meaning of the librarian. Library Quarterly, 73, 54 -69.

Stout, N. (2004) Profession on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Serials Librarian, 47, 45-55. Retrieved July 18, 2008, from Proquest

Wilkinson, S. (2003). Focus groups. In J. A. Smith, Qualitative psychology : a practical guide to research methods (pp 184-204). London: Sage, 2008.
Brief Biography of Presenters

Petra Dumbell holds a Bachelor of Arts in Literature and Linguistics from the Karl-Franzens University Graz, Austria, as well as a Graduate Diploma in Teaching German as a Foreign Language from the same institution. She has recently obtained another Graduate Diploma in Library and Information Studies from Curtin University of Technology, and is currently employed as the librarian responsible for monograph acquisitions, print and electronic, at Curtin University Library.
Vivien Lim completed a Bachelor of Arts (Communication Studies) at the University of Western Australia in 2004. At the end of 2007, she graduated from Curtin University with a Graduate Diploma in Library and Information Studies. Over the summer 2007-08, she successfully completed the Chevron Vacation Student program in the area of Information Management. She is currently employed by Port Phillip Library Service as a Library Team Lead.


Breaking Barriers – 4th ALIA New Librarians Symposium 

5th and 6th December 2008, CQ Functions Melbourne, Melbourne, VIC Australia

1


Breaking Barriers – 4th ALIA New Librarians Symposium 

5th and 6th December 2008, CQ Functions Melbourne, Melbourne, VIC Australia

12

