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Abstract

When you are fresh out of uni, just getting any library job will satisfy you for a bit as you figure out what librarians actually do. And once the elation has worn off you suddenly realise that working in the corporate/academic/public/other sector isn’t exactly your dream job. So you’ve got two choices: persevere with the fading hope that the job will grow on you and you will eventually love it; or make a change to the library sector of your choice.

But of course it’s never that easy to cross sectors in the library industry, and you don’t want to start from the bottom again because you’ve already got some library experience. You’re disadvantaged, though, because you’re competing for that corporate/academic/public/other sector against others who already have demonstrated experience in that field.  Or are you?

This paper will focus on the barriers for new librarians wishing to change sectors early in their careers without having to start from the bottom again, and will offer suggestions to overcome them. There are many generic skills that can be applied across all sectors, such as research and report writing skills, knowledge of systems and library technology, and experience in people management. It’s all up to you to sell your great skills and experience in your job application and in your interview.

Introduction
The topic of this paper is about breaking employment barriers and securing a job in the new and exciting library sector of your dreams. From experience, if you’ve been working in the corporate, or public, or academic sectors it’s easier to limit the boundaries of your career options to one particular sector, be it for fear of the unknown (do you  really know what goes on in a one person library or in a public library?);  for thinking that you just don’t have a chance when there will be others already in the field competing for the job;  or not wanting to take a salary cut and demotion if you have to start again at a level lower than what you currently are enjoying.  
Yes, your life will be far less complicated if you persevere in your current library sector with an optimistic belief that if you stay there for long enough you will definitely love it like you were born for that job forever. But do you really believe that?
My personal opinion is that life is too short and we work for too long, generally. If your current job is not your all time dream job of the moment, then you should perhaps think of looking beyond that horizon, just to see what is out there. The idea of moving between library sectors can seem daunting, even impossible at times, but it can be done.  It has been done. Not only by myself but by countless others who have lived to tell the tale that they took the plunge, did some homework, and entered into an exciting other world of information management that they don’t regret.
I started writing this conference paper midway through a two month trip through Southeast Asia in October. I’m a firm believer in ‘time out’, which provides time for quiet introspection that many of us just don’t get during the normal course of the days of our lives.  During my travels, in which I wandered through Borneo and Bali visiting jungles and towns and beaches, the concept of barriers was forefront on my mind because I had a deadline for this conference paper and hadn’t started it.  
In my travel diary one day I wrote the following entry about the concept of barriers: 

Travelling isn’t like it used to be, even three years ago when I was in India and Tibet. I now notice that many travellers (young and old) are not without their Apple Macs or internet connected cell phones in cafes, and wifi is gaining popularity, even in the remotest regions. I have just climbed to the summit of Mount Kinabalu in Sabah, Borneo. Four thousand metres up, while I was merely trying to breathe to stay alive, the local guides were lounging around on the rocks sending SMS messages and calling their mates. They were wearing flip flops on their feet and also carrying ridiculously heavy loads secured primitively to their backs. And in further juxtaposition, in their ears were the universally invasive white iPod earbuds. 
I now realise that there are no barriers to the wired world. I certainly didn’t come to Borneo, a country often romanticised as the last frontier of civilisation, with such expectations of technological advancement.  But more than there being no barriers, I can see that what was a barrier once, is now no longer.  That is, barriers are not permanently defined lines.

With this realisation of a paradigm shift in portable technology which has occurred since I have been slaving away at my very important library career in Melbourne, it gives me hope and optimism that all the barriers in my life can be like this. What is a barrier now will not be in the future – I can wake up one day and the invisible line has shifted, or simply vanished. It’s an exciting thought which gives me confidence for my future as a librarian, or just for my future generally.
The topic of this presentation is the barriers presented when moving between sectors in the information management industry. In addition to movement between classic library jobs in corporate, academic and public sectors, the same also applies to any IM job, such as knowledge management, content management, research, and IM support and sales.  
To sum up this presentation in a nice, easy sound bite to take away, it’s basically about transferable skills. Transferable skills are also referred to as such things as ‘soft skills’, ‘key competencies’, and ‘generic skills’.
Transferable Skills
A literature review on the topic of transferable skills shows that in not only the library industry, but also particularly in engineering, technology, and finance industries, academics are repeatedly saying that transferable skills are essential for the progression of one’s employment as work practices change due to the nature of the world economy and globalization (Kanu 2008, Kennedy 1996). When your library decides to outsource a technical services department, the key factor that will identify you as a valued employee is going to be your demonstrated versatility to move into a different area with a new set of tasks and responsibilities.

I don’t profess to be the absolute expert on the matter of transferable skills or securing dream jobs across sectors. However, I can say that I experienced – and survived – the cross sector jump when, in my relatively short information management career, I made a successful transition between the corporate information management and the public library sectors. I also have colleagues who have also seamlessly transitioned several library sectors mid career and the resounding comment from all has been on the immense value of transferable skills.  
I started my library life at KPMG Australia a couple of years ago as an intranet content manager looking after the intranet for various departments within the company. It included maintaining the research and library department’s web presence via a content management system and traditional html page development, and also involvement in the library system’s upgrades. Whilst this is not a traditional library role, it was about the management of company knowledge via electronic resources. It is an area that more information professionals are getting into now, especially new graduates because the basic skills required are a demonstrated ability to use an IT application with a bit of in house training and an understanding of information retrieval. 

As much as I enjoyed life in the corporate sector, my heart was set on being a public librarian. That was my dream job. But I wasn’t keen on starting from the bottom and working my way up. And I also wasn’t prepared to take a pay cut or drop in responsibility and loose skills that I’d worked hard towards over the past few years. What enabled me to change sectors, I believe, were these wonderful things called transferable skills.

What Are Transferable Skills?
This is no definitive list of transferable skills. Examples from various business manuals and academic papers include the following as transferable skills:
· business acumen; 

· oral or written communication;
· teaching and counselling;
· entrepreneurship and consulting;
· research and investigation;
· staff supervision;
· application of computer programs;
· problem solving or conflict resolution;
· team building;
· program design or implementation;
· change management;
· project coordination;
· contract management.
I think that this list is as good a start as any to start benchmarking one’s own current skills portfolio. What is clear from this diverse listing is that these attributes can be applied to professionals across a wider range of industries, including our library and information management one. As a manager of a team, I have had to use every one of these very important skills in the course of my daily duties. 
Transferable skills in LIS Education

The importance of transferable skills in the library industry is reinforced by both ALIA and IFLA, who have highlighted transferable skills in their policy statements about library education. IFLA states the following of transferable skills: “Methods of teaching and assessment should be designed to develop or enhance students' interpersonal communication skills, ability to work in teams, and time and task management skills. At the professional level, emphasis should be placed on developing students' analytical and problem-solving skills” (IFLA  2000).
ALIA’s (2005) current policy statement also recognises transferable skills as imperative to LIS education, with its core knowledge statement listing a set of generic skills and attributes for library and information professionals which include the following:
· 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.

The similarity between ALIA’s list of transferable skills and the previously mentioned general list is very clear, which reinforces the importance of such skills right across professional industries.

Whilst it’s heartening to see that universities are attempting to address the idea of developing the transferable skills of their students, the reality is that a lot of these skills are the result of life experience and part of one’s own journey to self discovery.  
Transferable skills beyond library education

Research in LIS education (Hallam 2006) in Australia reveals that postgraduate library degrees are in greater demand than undergraduate ones. This possibly indicates that librarianship is more often than not a career change for many. I am example of this. Librarianship was not my first career (I wanted to be a journalist until I realized that I did not care about writing to deadlines, then I wanted to be an English teacher until I realized the amount of responsibility that teachers have). In fact, my mother was a librarian and it wasn’t something that interested me until I had well and truly left home and graduated from my first degree that the horror dawned upon me that I was destined to follow in the footsteps of my mother.  

In between the time of leaving high school and starting my library career I had travelled the world extensively. I took my rite of passage in London where I worked as a shop girl in Harvey Nick’s and Harrods and learnt the value and importance of providing excellent customer service. I was also a secretary for an internet start up company where I learnt how to make small talk to clients on IT subjects I actually new nothing about.  These two skills have proved very useful to my library career, which is based on providing quality internal and external customer service and also being a communicator to library staff and to the wider community.
Life experience and the skills learnt along the way should not be undersold when contemplating a job change.  Looking back at my employment, starting from when I was a high school student and a Thursday night checkout chick at the local supermarket, every position I have worked in I have taken away something valuable which has been built upon in subsequent years.
Discovering and Uncovering your own Transferable Skills
When deciding to change library careers to get to your dream library job, the first step in getting there is taking a look at your current skills to identify your strengths, weaknesses and gaps.

The position description of any middle level job will undoubtedly list things such as communication skills, team management, training, and problem solving. Your transferable skills are a mixture of what you have learnt on the job as a library professional, but also in previous careers or experiences. For example, when I taught English in suburban Japan my intercultural communication skills (imagine me miming ‘one shandy please’ in a local bar where no one spoke English), planning, and training skills were developed. 
The process of identifying and documenting your transferable skills can be done in the course of your workplace professional development (if that exists), but there is nothing from stopping you from doing your own skills inventory yourself.

In my own recent experience of workplace professional development, I identified more advanced IT and project management skills as areas that I would like to improve my knowledge of. In the area that I wish to work in, these are regarded as essential skills. As a result of this, my workplace approved my enrolment in a project management course, and also gave me the opportunity to work on library building and IT projects.

Developing Your Transferable Skills
After identifying the weakness (also euphemistically referred to as ‘areas for improvement’) and gaps in your transferable skills, the next step is finding strategies for their development.
There is no definitive way to do this, it’s about you thinking laterally and taking it upon yourself to get these skills. I love it when my team, as part of their performance management, take some initiative and find creative ways to learn new skills in the course of their daily work, especially when it doesn’t cost the organisation anything. 
 It’s a win-win situation – the individual is benefiting by increasing his or her skills base, and so is the organisation by having interested and self motivated staff.
Examples of ways to work on developing transferable skills include the following:

· promoting yourself on committees and professional groups;
· being clear in your workplace professional development plan;
· formal learning – postgraduate degree, TAFE diploma, short courses;
· Informal learning  – take time off to travel and get some perspective on your industry, and your life;
· ALIA professional development activities;
· secondments to other sectors / IM organisations;

· getting out of your comfort zone;
· having a stimulating work environment that fosters transferable skills;
· if your current organisation doesn’t give you the opportunity to work on your transferable skills find an organisation that does (ask at the interview);
· being persistent;
· thinking laterally.
The Practicalities of Selling Your Transferable Skills to Prospective Employers
Once you are confident that you have the requisite skills to move into a new library sector and secure your dream job, there are still a couple more ‘barriers’, which include selling yourself properly through your CV and subsequent interview.
To confidently start your journey to a new library world you will need a strong, well articulated CV and enough interview material to back it up. Also, belief in yourself and your abilities and a prospective employer willing to give you the chance. This last point is kind out of our control and will be discussed later on, but the other two are truly ours to be in command of.
There is a poignant moment in playwright Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman (1982), where the character Bill Loman says to his father Willy: “Pop! I’m a dime a dozen, and so are you!” To which the father Willy retorts: “I am not a dime a dozen. I am Willy Loman and you are Bill Loman!”. This scene provides a key starting point for consideration when you go about promoting yourself as the ideal candidate for your dream job. That is, can you define what sets you apart from being a dime a dozen salesman like Bill and Willy Loman?

To promote yourself as a strong candidate you need to sell yourself above the others competing for the same position, many of whom will have come from within the sector.

You can start by asking yourself the question: “What do I have that those currently working in the industry don’t have?” My suggested answers are as follows:
· a different set of library management skills. I.e. working with electronic information, project skills, dealing with clients;
· a different – new and fresh – perspective for that library field;
· no discoloured views or preconceptions as a result of others’ opinions;
· you’re not bitter and jaded about working in the corporate red light district/being an under resourced public servant (choose which applies to you);
· you have transferable skills that are broad and inventive;
· you are taking an admirable and courageous risk to move to an industry that you really want to work in.
The reality is that moving to a middle level library role, such a managerial role, you don’t necessarily need to know technical details, because these differ from job to job. What interviewers at this level are looking for are bigger picture attributes such as skills in taking a team forward, dealing with staffing issues, budgets, project management experience, and writing reports. In my specific case, the library was just about to implement a completely new library management system. My prior experience in IT implementation projects and change management skills were key factors in being shortlisted and subsequently selected for the position (and I can finally admit that at that time I had no idea what the acronym LMS stood for, I had to Google it after the interview). 

I might note that not knowing the technicalities of a position is definitely not some sort of rationalisation to go blindly into the sector where your dream job is. Like any job, be that within the sector or not, research is always required to be able to justify why you are the best candidate. And once you’re in, the onus will be entirely on you to prove to your staff and management that you were the right choice. People will be watching, and you’ll be on a steep learning curve when you start. But if you are confident in your abilities – with that big sack of transferable skills you are bringing along with you – there is no reason why you cannot make a successful transition between library sectors.
Employers Take Note
As I have previously mentioned, the ability to obtain your dream library job without being already in that particular industry relies on a supportive employer. If the employer is narrow minded enough to demand industry experience as essential then that’s pretty much as concrete as you are going to get in terms of barriers. But that is most probably an employer you don’t want to work for anyway. Don’t give up at the first letter of rejection, be persistent and keep trying because you will eventually get there.

As the library and information management world transforms to reflect the changing needs of its varied clients, a greater number of employers are recognising the value of staff with diverse skills and abilities.  They understand and appreciate the value of transferable skills, and also that we are not in one job, even the one industry, for life. So the skills that we bring are often deliberately broad and universal in order to maximise our opportunities. Many employers also recognise that the younger generation of workers bring new skills to aging industries such as ours, like the fearlessness of running with new IT applications and technologies with minimal training. 
To all employers of staff out there, this is my personal request to always consider giving opportunities to those who don’t have the requisite industry experience if the transferable and other unique skills are clearly evident. 
Conclusion
In conclusion are two key points of this paper:

1. Barriers are superficial, they are constructs of society and of our own minds;
2. Transferable skills are vital in securing your dream job in the library sector that you have yet to work in.

To develop one’s transferable skills is to think laterally – you may have them already but you don’t realise it. Also, if your current workplace is not supportive of developing your transferable skills then consider leaving to find a supportive work environment which does foster professional development.
To end with a final throwback to my recent travels abroad, I would like to borrow an idea from a book by American writer and journalist Thomas Friedman called The World is Flat (2006), which I read whilst lazing underneath the ancient canopies of Borneo’s rainforests, contemplating life in general and whether my next meal was going to be grilled seafood or laksa.
In his book, Friedman discusses global workforce changes in the face of technological advancement and also the financial crisis – outsourcing, downsizing, and the like. An important concept of The World is Flat is that workers should regard themselves as Swiss Army Knives if they wish to truly survive these changes. That is, being multi skilled, versatile and adaptable. It’s transferable skills, but in a different words.  
The 21st century librarian as a Swiss Army Knife is an easy metaphor to remember. In order to remove any barriers between the job you have and the job that you want – your dream job – envisioning yourself as a Swiss Army Knife is a useful way of becoming that versatile and adaptable knowledge worker. Like the satisfaction you get when you can suddenly reach into your handbag and flip open your little red knife to open an emergency bottle of Margaret River red, knowing that you have a portfolio of skills to successfully take on ANY library job is perhaps even more fulfilling.
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