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ABSTRACT

The devolution of the library profession is well documented. It is the topic of countless conference speeches and academic papers, and the hottest of discussion points in a myriad of professional networks.

The information age is challenging on all borders. The profession is being strangled slowly by the continual evolution of technology and the unprecedented access to information that it provides. Society has been handed an ‘access all areas’ pass and our positions as gate keepers are quickly becoming defunct.

And yet, in the face of this adversity we gather together in mutual admiration and discuss this threat as we would a passing fad. We convince ourselves that society will come to its senses and recognise the necessity of our noble profession. Of course we may need to sex our image up a bit, add a dash of flair perhaps, but ultimately we find comfort in the belief that librarianship is an ancient and sacred path and as such our existence into the future is assured.

Can the library profession continue to be this arrogant? How long can we console ourselves by proposing purely cosmetic changes in order to improve our supposed relevance? 

The time has come for the library profession to look past it’s own emotive justifications and ask the tough questions of itself before it’s too late. Are we relevant anymore in the information age? Is society now self-sufficient in it’s information needs? Will our noble intentions and blind faith eventually lead us to our professional deaths?

INTRODUCTION

The devolution of the library profession is well documented. It is the topic of countless conference speeches and academic papers, and the hottest of discussion points in a myriad of professional networks.

The information age is challenging on all borders. The profession is being strangled slowly by the continual evolution of technology and the unprecedented access to information that it provides. Society has been handed an ‘access all areas’ pass and our positions as gate keepers are quickly becoming defunct.

And yet, in the face of this adversity we gather together in mutual admiration and discuss this threat as we would a passing fad. We convince ourselves that society will come to its senses and recognise the necessity of our noble profession. Of course we may need to sex our image up a bit, add a dash of flair perhaps, but ultimately we find comfort in the belief that librarianship is an ancient and sacred path and as such our existence into the future is assured.

Can the library profession continue to be this arrogant? How long can we console ourselves by proposing purely cosmetic changes in order to improve our supposed relevance? 

The time has come for the library profession to look past it’s own emotive justifications and ask the tough questions of itself before it’s too late. Are we relevant anymore in the information age? Is society now self-sufficient in it’s information needs? Will our noble intentions and blind faith eventually lead us to our professional deaths?

THE PROFESSION – THE LEGEND

For those outside of the profession, the Library as a concept is a somewhat mythical place, an institution full of knowledge, a window to anything that the heart desires. When it comes to the individuals that work within them, by default they have become quite mysterious themselves. Their skills are obvious, and when asked for assistance the results that they deliver are comprehensive, even wondrous to the receiver. 

This perception of Libraries and their custodians is romantic for most, intimidating for some, but on the whole a wonderfully positive portrayal. As a profession we have been more than happy to perpetuate this imagery; after all having an almost legendary status within society certainly helps, more so than hinders, our various causes. In fact its perpetuation even assists us in our day-to-day work; every customer that comes to us for assistance already holds us in such high regard that we have the upper hand before the interaction even begins. The Librarian as the human ‘oracle’; those that seek will find through us.

At one time this imagery was more fact that fiction. The traditional library institution was indeed the only place that contained infinite knowledge, and due to its purely physical nature a group of individuals with extensive technical training was required to administer it. As Brophy describes it:

“The library as a collection of books provides perhaps the most enduring model of the library and one that is probably the most common in the popular mind – represented by the image of lofty rooms lined with bookshelves on which books are carefully arranged in rows. Its essence is the physical collection in its own, dedicated building. The great library of Alexandrina …. is the archetype. The collection of such a library, whether it consists of clay tablets, papyrus scrolls, wooden blocks, parchment codices, bound paper, microform or digital media, is representative of the recorded knowledge of human kind.” (Brophy, 2001).

Trying to contain infinite knowledge in physical form, in a format that was accessible to any seeker, has most certainly required what can be best described as a form of intricate science. Over hundreds, even thousands of years organising knowledge has evolved to become a finely crafted art. We cannot underestimate the incredible impact that the library profession has had on the preservation and provision of knowledge to society. It has such a long and legendary history that it is often joked that it is second in age only to prostitution. 

Over this expanse of time the profession has faced all sorts of challenges, many of which have been predicted to be the end of library life as we know it. These challenges have all been conquered, the doomsayers all but silenced. Through all the changes and technological advancements in information provision, society has always realised that the existence of libraries, and librarians to organise them, is an essential requirement.

So as we come together as a profession in the infancy of a new millennium why shouldn’t we be confident in our ability to again conquer the challenge that the information age presents? Surely the profession has a right to feel confident, with a ‘thousand year’ foundation it will not crumble now in the face of these new technological advancements. To even entertain this thought is considered almost laughable, is it not? 

JUSTIFICATIONS OF A PROFESSION

A review of current literature on this subject reflects this confidence. There are several arguments that the profession turns to when a new threat rears its ugly head. They are our ‘go tos’, the pillars of thought and debate that we turn to when the time comes to justify our existence, a common occurrence and something that we are well practiced in as individuals and as a profession.

The most prominent of these arguments is that the efforts of the profession are simply invisible to those who administer the facilities we work within, and to those who utilise the extensive fruits of our labour. Lee & Ngatai attempt to press this point home by portraying our existence as ‘invisible librarians’. They argue that:

“Our clients do not realise the amount of effort and expertise required for locating, retrieving and evaluating the information that we provide to them” 

(Lee & Ngatai, 2003).

They continue on these themes by stating that:

“Librarians are the keystone species in the information ecology; we are facilitators, translators, navigators, mediators, mentors and teachers. A lot of our work is invisible; keystone species don’t wear their indispensability on their sleeves.”

And again:

“We are amazing and indispensable and our efforts are largely unrewarded and unacknowledged by our clients because what we do is too complex to explain.”

So in short, we are legends.  Our work is essential and complex, and all that we must do to ensure that we remain is to enlighten our administrators and customers to the fact that we are indeed a ‘big deal’. When it comes down to it the problem is not with the profession, but rather how those outside perceive it, and a simple exercise in public relations is most likely all that is required to guarantee our future once more. 

This is but one example of a vast swathe of academic material that exudes supreme confidence in its justifications for the continued existence and necessity of the profession despite today’s challenges. But at what point does confidence become over-confidence? Or worse, out and out arrogance? In the end once decisions have been made based upon these justifications, and courses of action are taken and followed, only the passing of time and the retrospective review that it brings will show whether they are right or wrong.

In the end the question must be asked, particularly to those of us who are new to the profession; Are we prepared to continue with this theme? Do we trust in the confidence of the statesmen and women of the profession, even though there is a very real possibility that it is a ‘smoke and mirrors’ act? Or do we take up the challenge and question the very foundations of our roles?

QUESTIONING OUR CORE

To question the very foundations of such a long standing profession is a monumental task, and something that those of us who are new to the field may feel a little tentative about. We are cautious in coming forward to challenge our right to professional status for fear of being dismissed as the young upstarts of Gen X, Y and others of the late alphabet. 

And yet, the key to our continued existence surely lies with these alphabetised generations. The massive technological advancements society has experienced just in that last decade have seen the skills particular to our profession become severely diluted. Information is now accessible anywhere at anytime, and therefore just to exist in today’s society individuals require the skills that in the past we have coveted for our own.

Let us for example analyse the key skills of the profession as outlined by the Australian Library and Information Association. On their website they provide a simple yet comprehensive list of skills that define us as information professionals:

Knowledge of the broad context of the information environment, demonstrated by the ability to:

· understand and interpret the contexts in which information is originated, stored, organised, retrieved, disseminated and used; 

· comprehend the ethical, legal and policy issues that are relevant to the sector; 

· envision future directions and negotiate alliances for library and information sector development aligned with corporate, social and cultural goals and values. 

Information seeking, demonstrated by the ability to:

· understand and investigate how information is effectively sought and utilised; 

· identify and investigate information needs and information behaviour of individuals, community groups, organizations and businesses. 

Information infrastructure, demonstrated by the ability to:

· understand the importance of information architecture to determine the structure, design and flows of information; 

· forecast, plan, facilitate and evaluate appropriate resource management to library and information services. 

Information organisation, demonstrated by the ability to:

· enable information access and use through systematic and user-centred description, categorisation, storage, preservation and retrieval.

Information access, demonstrated by the ability to:

· provide and promote free and equitable access to information and client services; 

· facilitate the acquisition, licensing or creation of information in a range of media and formats. 

Information services, sources and products, demonstrated by the ability to:

· design and deliver customised information services and products; 

· assess the value and effectiveness of library and information facilities, products and services; 

· market library and information services; 

· identify and evaluate information services, sources and products to determine their relevance to the information needs of users; 

· use research skills to provide appropriate information to clients. 

Information literacy education, demonstrated by the ability to:

· understand the need for information skills in the community; 

· facilitate the development of information literacy and the ability to critically evaluate information. 

Generation of knowledge, demonstrated by the ability to:

· systematically gather and analyse data and disseminate the findings to advance library and information science theory and its application to the provision of information services; 

· demonstrate a commitment to the improvement of professional practice through a culture of research and evidence-based information practice. 

Generic skills and attributes
The generic skills and attributes for library and information professionals include:

· effective communication skills; 

· professional ethical standards and social responsibility; 

· project management skills; 

· critical, reflective, and creative thinking; 

· problem-solving skills; 

· business acumen; 

· ability to build partnerships and alliances; 

· effective team relationship skills; 

· self management skills; 

· a commitment to life-long learning; 

· relevant information and communications technology and technology application skills; 

· appropriate information literacy skills. 

A quick read of this list and everything seems to be in order. Most certainly all of these skills and attributes are requirements of anyone hoping to be effective in the profession. However, what happens when we re-examine these skills and attributes with the purpose of determining what is specific to our roles; What it is on this list that no-one can do but us?

On closer inspection perhaps our confidence is not so well founded. It’s fair to say that the extensive use of online resources, the interpretation of information, and an acute awareness of information sources and their validity are all essential requirements in the successful completion of a tertiary qualification, particularly over the last decade with the advent of online resources. Considering this then, is it too much to suggest that many of these skills and attributes listed by ALIA as integral to our profession now come as standard to most individuals who have been tertiary educated? Perhaps it would be possible for anyone trained in a similar arts or social science discipline to have the transferable skills that enable them to perform the duties of the roles that we hold so dear?

Let us cast the net even wider and look at the current new-millennium work environment. All workplaces are now part of the online realm. Information flows via vast networks at a phenomenal rate, and all workers are required to remain on top of technological advancements in order to consistently maintain and improve productivity, particularly those individuals in a professional or middle management role. This constant exposure to information requires one to develop skills to cope with the constant flow, to harness it so that it doesn’t become overwhelming, and contributes in the best possible way to the tasks at hand. Couldn’t these skills then conceivably be transferable to middle management roles within our own profession?

THE SHRINKING PROFESSION

All of a sudden our status as a prestigious stand alone profession is not so clear. When the scholarly words and philosophical arguments are applied to the reality of new millennium tech-savvy existence, the ‘thousand year’ foundations start to look somewhat questionable. 

It is at these times of self doubt that we look to the well established stalwarts of our profession for guidance. We gain confidence from them as they roll out the well rehearsed arguments and justifications to the administrators, keeping the ‘wolves at bay’ again as they have so many times before. How long, though, can we rely on our seniors and their seemingly ‘water tight’ justifications to protect us?

As McCarthy states in concluding her recent sobering analysis on the future of the library workforce in Australia: 

“The library profession will see a huge wave of retirements over the next five to ten years. Many of the librarians retiring will be from the senior ranks of the profession. At the same time the range of generic and discipline specific skills required by the profession to continue to deliver relevant results in the twenty first century varies from the skill set that many of the members of the current workforce are equipped with.” (McCarthy, 2005)

And so we see our valiant protectors begin to depart, perhaps in our time of most need. As the cracks in the foundation of librarianship start to appear, the Baby-Boomer generation that makes up such a significant part of our profession sets off to ‘spend the inheritance’, passing quietly into grey nomadic life.

Still, we gather together and put our faith in the arguments that have served the profession so well in the past. Even without our protectors, surely the same well practiced justifications will continue to protect us. 

The problem with this course of action is that as the demographic of our profession changes, so does that of the administrators, employers and decision makers. All of a sudden these roles are being filled by members of the tech-savvy, alphabetised generations. Access to information maintained a certain mystery to Baby Boomers; it was a right that had been fought for throughout the many challenges of a bitter Cold War, and it was a given that a profession was needed to safeguard this right. A solid argument to administrators of that generation was all that was required for the profession’s existence to be assured. However, as the Gen Xs and Ys transition into roles of responsibility the same romance for information and the profession that supposedly safeguards it is no longer there. Having existed only in a world where individuals are bombarded by any and every piece of information that they could ever want or need, the argument for the necessity of a profession to safeguard it suddenly carries a lot less weight. 

All this in the highly competitive labour market that currently exists and we find ourselves, to put it lightly, on a knife’s edge. The Baby Boomer library professionals are vacating their roles in droves, with the alphabetised administrators undertaking the process of evaluating these positions as they begin the recruitment process. Given the pressure to recruit, and the reduction in capable professionals available, the first thing that is considered in this evaluation process is what skills are transferable from other disciplines. They find themselves raising their eyebrows as the list grows and begin to entertain the thought of downgrading the need for professional library qualifications from ‘essential’ to ‘desirable’. 

Our defences go up as we consider the possibility. How could they do such a thing to our esteemed profession? Don’t they know how valuable we are? They can’t just dispose of thousands of years of contribution to the growth and education of society with a simple change to a job description, surely? The answer is, resoundingly, yes.

LIBRARIAN VS LIBRARY

Again we ‘rally the troops’, badging ourselves as the ‘protectors of information freedom’ and ‘the facilitators of information literacy’, but just what is it that we are arguing for the protection of? The lines seem to have become blurred, are we arguing for the existence of libraries themselves, or the profession that administers them?

In reality only a fool would argue that libraries are a relic of the past, out-dated by the rapid advancement of technology. Even the Gen Xs and Ys know how important the library as an institution is to the community, despite their tech-savvy ways. As Barnett describes it:

“….the mission of the library has not changed. The formats have changed, but the rationale for providing a collection of materials for the common good has not. The shape of some services has altered, but the reason for providing special programs for children, for the illiterate and for those seeking culture and enlightenment has not.” (Barnett, 2002)  

So as we look to the future and see a world changing again in the wake of the next great technological advancement, we can be relatively sure that the library will survive as a place for literacy, learning, leisure and socialisation for all, no matter what race, creed, or socio-economic background.

But what of the people who staff them? In what can only be considered a master stroke, the profession has become very apt at passing off librarians and libraries as a package deal. There has been a very well perpetuated perception that you cannot have one without the other. In fact the profession has done such a good job of convincing the ‘unwashed’ that they have inadvertently convinced themselves in the process. 

Yet again we find ourselves in the most dangerous of territory.  We have become a profession who is assured of its own necessity, espousing our supposed virtues whilst those around us come to the realisation that technology has created an information environment without the need for a ‘middle man’, where it is in actual fact only the institution, and not the profession, that is all that a vibrant society requires. 

CONCLUSION

THE FUTURE – BLEAK OR BRIGHT?

In the face of all of this adversity it is easy to become overwhelmed, particularly when the justifications that have ensured the existence of the library profession for time immemorial now seem to be so easily brushed aside. It is easy to succumb to a feeling of helplessness, particularly for those of us who are relatively new to the profession. Are we merely members of a band playing out the last mournful moments of a supposedly unsinkable ship, destined to slip beneath the icy waves of technological progress? Is the only course of action then to ‘make for the life rafts’ and abandon the profession as a relic of a bygone era?

Not quite yet; there is most definitely still time. The key is that we as a profession need to become far more critical of ourselves. We have to stop assuming that we are ‘unsinkable’ and start analysing the profession for our areas of greatest weakness. We need to re-assess the profession right down to its core skills and values. We need to recognise that technology has indeed altered our very purpose and then make the appropriate adjustments. We need to alter our educational courses so that those who come into the profession are relevant to today’s information environment: confident, innovative and adaptable. 

If we do all of this, will our existence be assured once more? Again, only the passing of time and the retrospective analysis that it brings will decide. In the end though, regardless of the outcome, as the newest members of the profession we are the individuals who will have the most influence. When the time for retrospection comes, how do we wish to be remembered? As the generation of library professionals that did everything in their power to ensure that their profession remained as a relevant and significant contributor to the fabric of society? Or as the members of an archaic discipline that stood still while their profession went to the grave? 
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