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Professional associations exist to further professions and to protect both the interest of those professionals and the public interest in that profession (Wikipedia, 2008). Library associations fit within this scope, existing to further library and information services, and to protect the interest of professionals working in library and information services. As noted by Rakunathan (2002), ‘Library associations provide an opportunity for librarians to meet and share experiences and learn from each other. They offer a range of services to members and look after their interests’. 
In Australia there are a number of library associations catering to library and information services professionals, as identified by the National Library of Australia ‘Australian Libraries Gateway’ (2007). ALIA (The Australian Library Information Association) is the professional organisation for the Australian library and information services sector, and the host association for this New Librarians’ symposium. ALIA’s vision is ‘to be the association of choice for information professionals’ (ALIA, 2008). There are also a number international library associations with IFLA (The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions) promoted as the leading international body representing the interests of library and information services and their users (IFLA, 2008).

There are a plethora of reasons why library professionals should join library associations. There are also a number of factors that prevent people from joining, particularly the associated costs of membership. In the current financial environment the decision to commit a set amount of money each year on library association membership is a significant decision. Quite often librarians and library technicians who would like to join library associations are unable to afford or justify the annual membership fees required, or decide there is not enough ‘benefit’ associated with the membership fee outlay. These are issues for all library associations to contend with and address.

In the published literature there is little discussion on the analysis of professional association membership costs versus membership benefits, and even less discussion on these topics in library associations specifically. As noted by Frank (1997), the overall literature on professional associations is not extensive, and as addressed by Bauman (2008), there are few previous investigations of professional affiliation. Kamm (1997) agrees commenting little research has been done on librarian behaviour in professional organisations with literature searches revealing only a few articles on librarians’ or other professionals’ relationships with their organisations.

This discussion paper is not simple advertising promoting membership for library associations. Instead it aims to analyse the benefit and value of library association membership, go past the dry ‘member benefits’ spiel and share with other new graduates personal tips on how to make investments in library association membership work for you and your career.

What is on offer?

As noted by Agee & Lillard (2005), contemporary associations provide members with:

a professional identity, enforce educational standards and accredit the institutions that  provide the education, enforce standards of conduct, make continuing education available, organise conferences so that issues and research may be discussed, promote scholarship that advances the knowledge base, and provide for the dissemination of research and professional information through various publications. 
(Agee & Lillard 2005, pp. 542-543)

Library associations provide members with services in all of these areas including: 

· professional development opportunities

· publications

· online services

· employment services

· advocacy

· awards

· course accreditation

· advisory services

· research support

· collaboration and community

There does however exist a ‘blurring’ of member and non-member benefits in library associations where a number of services paid for by members are able to be consumed by non-members. Research by Bauman into professional associations for counsellors identifies:

some of the benefits (e.g. advocacy for the profession) accrue to nonmembers  in the profession as well as to members, so that stressing this benefit may not reap the reward of increased membership. Indeed many of the benefits often highlighted by professional organisations are available to counsellors regardless of membership status.
(Bauman, 2008, p.175)

This is an issue for all professional associations and not just library associations. Library associations need to focus on this issue in the future to ensure a suitable balance between services for paying members and services for the profession. Failure of library associations to address this issue will result in a decrease in membership and therefore association funding as members feel they can access the ‘benefits’ and association services without actually paying the membership fees involved. 

Investment versus Showbag

Research by Kamm (1997) into how librarians make membership decisions about associations provides insight into this area from a general perspective, however research by Agee & Lillard (2005) and Garraway (2006) highlight how this decision can be approached differently by students and new librarians to the rest of the LIS cohort. As noted by Garraway, the LIANZA Strategic Direction Report of 2003 reported generational differences on the relevance and need for belonging to professional associations (Garraway, 2006). In evaluating how librarians make library association membership decisions there appears to be two different approaches in how potential members view membership to library associations: the ‘investment’ versus the ‘showbag’. 

Membership to a library association can be viewed as an investment. That is, an investment of money and energy in order to gain a return or appreciation in value, which may sometime take time to deliver profits. To view library association membership as an investment, it is seen as an endeavour that you put time and money into for long-term profitable gains that involve an appreciation in value. This involves interest working on your investment for growth to deliver success and profit.

The alternative to this is to view library association membership as a showbag. To view it in this way demonstrates a focus on a much shorter term, less hands on benefit. With this view, as with a showbag from a show or fair, you pay a single price and in return are sold a bag of ‘stuff’, which you then consume and use on your own. You have no long term relationship with the vendor who sold you the showbag, you don’t communicate and interact with other people who bought the same showbag, and you don’t invest your energy and time into creating the items available in next years showbag. 

Mine + yours = ours

Once making the decision to become a member of a professional library association, the association is ‘yours’. Library associations are membership associations, and therefore the members are the association. You are the association, and its success is a two-way relationship. As noted by Kamm (1997), LIS professionals:

must acknowledge they have some responsibility for setting the associations agenda.

(Kamm 1997 p. 305)

When visiting a theme park such as Dream World, Sea World, or Australia Zoo, after paying your $66 entry fee, if you are anything like me you spend the next five hours at top speed darting through the theme park trying to fit in as many rides, sights and experiences as humanly possible in an attempt to make the most of your day and get the best value for money. You end up needing a good lie down at the end of the day, tired but fulfilled from the experience. I’m guessing there are few people around who pay their $66 entry fee, walk into the theme park, take a seat on the bench and sit around for five hours waiting for someone to invite them onto a ride or show, and then complain at the end of the day that the theme park was a let-down, didn’t meet their needs or expectations and was a waste of their money and time. Library associations are not theme parks, but once you pay your money and walk through the gate, you do need to be personally proactive to get the most from the experience and the best value from your investment. Payment of membership fee is just the gate opening. You need to take a number of steps and leads to ensure you get the best value for return on your membership investment in you professional library association.

As a new graduate the idea of getting proactively involved in the association or taking steps to have input into the strategic directions of the association may seem daunting. If you do make the decision to join a library association, be bold and take steps to get involved. In this ageing profession (as outlined in both Australian Job Search (2006) and Hallam (2008)), it is important for library associations to meet the needs of all members, including new graduate members. However unless new graduates are proactively involved in providing advice and feedback on their specific needs, library association support in the new graduate arena may be a hit and miss affair as those in strategic positions try to make a best guess. New graduate members of library associations need to take a proactive role in the strategic direction of library associations, either by providing proactive feedback through set mechanisms, or by positioning themselves in strategic roles within associations.  

The cost of membership

Library association membership is not cheap. It is a large financial investment (or an expensive showbag) depending on how you decide to view it. For example, ALIA membership is currently $267 per year. ALIA offers a reduced fee of $134 per year for persons whose gross personal income for the financial year is $30,000 or less and Health Care Card holders (this also applies to graduates for their first two years in the profession after graduation). ALIA also offers a student/retired fee of $68 per year for students not in paid employment and persons who are over 55 years and have retired from employment (ALIA, 2008). This is still a substantial investment for new graduates when hefty HECS and HELP repayments are likely to also be taken from weekly salaries.
The cost of membership is often referenced as a core reason for deciding to not join professional associations. Throughout Bauman’s research, cost of membership was perceived by many respondents as prohibitive (Bauman, 2008). Similar themes are evident in relation to library association membership specifically. Garraway (2006) reports the cost of personal membership is one of the five key threats deterring recruitment of new members to LIANZA, while Kamm’s research (1997) indicates ‘cost of dues’ was the highest response to the question ‘If you do not belong to a professional association, why?’
Why should I join?

As noted by Cornell & Farkas:

whenever we partake in an activity or join an organisation, the question always arises: ‘What’s in it for me?’. Such is the question that is asked about joining an association.
(Cornell & Farkas, 1995, p.44)

Given library association membership is voluntary and has costs associated, it is important to evaluate the reasons for joining or not joining. Sometimes the library association member benefits published on their websites may not adequately describe the benefits of membership for a new graduate. Association membership webpages can often include generic sets of information and sometimes miss pinpointing the benefits new graduates may be after in language that new graduates are looking for. This scenario does not just apply to new graduates, as Bauman’s research (2008) reports, many respondents indicated that the advertised benefits of membership were not personally valuable. This is an area library associations need to work on to ensure the benefits they offer members are wanted and promoted in terms and language that potential members can relate to.

There are a number of responses to the ‘Why should I join?’ question. Some are relevant to new graduates and some a little old school and not so relevant.

· Why should I join? … because it’s the right thing to do. 

This response and reasoning is a little old school and does not appear to fly so well with new graduates. For the good of the cause or for the moral reason, whilst great in theory, does not provide good return on investment when parting from your funds each year. It may work for you, and if so great, however I know myself parting from my hard earned salary I want to see more tangible benefits for me as a member rather than simply having the warm-fuzzies knowing I am doing the right thing by supporting the library cause. I need to know that there are benefits I as a member am going to get from my investment that are only available to other paying members.

· Why should I join? … because we are professionals. 

As noted by Bauman (2008), the existence of a formal professional organisation is one of the characteristics of a Profession. Librarianship is a profession and library associations are professional associations. As noted by Kamm (1997), ‘sheer professionalism’ or the opportunity to contribute to the profession is a primary factor in many librarians’ choices to join a library association. If librarians want to be viewed as professionals by others, then joining a professional association might be a good first step.

· Why should I join? … because I was told to. 

Often LIS students are advised by their lecturers to join library associations. However students and new graduates need to evaluate and come to the decision themselves to ensure the benefit and value of membership is relevant to their needs. To benefit from library association involvement you need to find value for yourself, and the benefits a lecturer might find of high use may be very different from the benefits required by new graduates.

· Why should I join? … because it will help facilitate a good experience.
As noted by Frank (1997), active participation in professional associations is likely to make a positive difference and facilitate professional success in one’s job and career. The experience from being involved as an active member in a library association can bring positive impacts on career and facilitate a good experience. 

· Why should I join? … because it is value for money. 

Sometimes it can make sense financially to join a library association. As outlined by Bauman (2008), 

as a kind of social economics, exchange theory postulates that individuals will take a given course of action if perceived benefits outweigh costs. Symbolically, that can be represented as the following: A if B – C > 0. If this theory is applied to professional membership, it suggests that one would join an organisation when perceived benefits of that membership are greater than the costs (financial and otherwise). 

(Bauman, 2008, p.165-166)

When analysing experience and value in the ‘why should I’ question, Bauman suggests looking at the cost benefit ratio of exchange theory:

from this perspective, an individual joining an organisation must weigh the perceived benefits against the costs in deciding whether or not to join. (Bauman, 2008, p.174)
Why should I join? - examples

It is interesting to look at some examples of new graduate library association members to see how they responded to these five ‘why should I join?’ reasons and where they see their benefit and value of their library association membership.

Example #1 
(5 year period 2002-2007)


	… because it’s the right thing to do
	N

	… because we are professionals
	Y

	… because I was told to
	N

	… because it will help facilitate a good experience
	Y

	… because it is value for money
	Y


… because it will help facilitate a good experience – further details

· Secretary of ALIA Qld Library Technicians Group

· Mentor in ALIA Mentoring Scheme

· Member of ALIA Quorum Group (Qld)

· List Manager of ALIA Students elist

· Presented paper at ALIA 2005 National Library and Information Technicians’ Conference

· Awarded ALIA Dunn & Wilson Scholarship

· Presented paper at New Librarians Symposium

… because it is value for money – further details

Invested:

· 2 years reduced fee (2 x $134) + 3 years full fee (3 x $267) = $1069

Exact Quantitative Value:

· Cheaper conference registration fees


$800

· InCite






$775

· Dunn & Wilson Scholarship



$5000

Total:






$6575
Qualitative Value (amount not determined)

· Personal email and web space $?

· Access to networking facilities whilst in remote areas $?

· Latest job vacancies $?

· Opportunities to gain experience in leadership, group roles, event organisation/management via ALIA groups $?

· Access to industry policies, work/salary guidelines, promotional material $?

· Access to CPD program to continue professional development and lifelong learning $?

Example #2 
(5 year period 2002-2007)
	… because it’s the right thing to do
	N

	… because we are professionals
	Y

	… because I was told to
	N

	… because it will help facilitate a good experience
	Y

	… because it is value for money
	Y


… because it will help facilitate a good experience – further details

· Attended ALIA Biennial Conference 2002

· Joined ALIA Mentoring Scheme

· Participated on first ALIA New Generation Policy Advisory Group

· Secretary on ALIA New Graduates Group

· List Manager of ALIA New Grad elist

· Speaker at NLS1.5

· Awarded ALIA Ray Choate Scholarship

· Mentored by experienced researcher from ALIA Research Committee

· Presented reviewed papers at Educause and Information Online Conferences

· Research turned into published Educause Research Bulletin

· Elected to ALIA Board of Directors

… because it is value for money – further details

Invested:

· 2 years reduced fee (2 x $134) + 3 years full fee (3 x $267) = $1069

Exact Quantitative Value:

· Cheaper conference registration fees


$1015

· InCite






$775

· Ray Choate Scholarship



$2000

Total:






$3790
Qualitative Value (amount not determined)

· Personal email and web space $?

· Latest job vacancies $?

· Access to web content $?

· Access to copyright advice $?

Example #3 (hypothetical not including any grants) 
(5 year period 2002-2007)
Whilst both these case studies do include a grant of a substantial amount, if you take the average exact quantitative value minus the grant amounts, the scenario would still denote value for money:

Average Investment: $1069
Average exact quantitative value (minus grants): $1682.50
Combined qualitative value (amount not determined)

· Personal email and web space $?

· Latest job vacancies $?

· Access to web content $?

· Access to copyright advice $?

· Access to networking facilities whilst in remote areas $?

· Opportunities to gain experience in leadership, group roles, event organisation/management via ALIA groups $?

· Access to industry policies, work/salary guidelines, promotional material $?

· Access to CPD program to continue professional development and lifelong learning $?

Wrap-up

The decision to join a professional library association is a personal one and new graduates should evaluate reasons for joining from a personal perspective. Ensure you have the relevant information required to assist you in making your educated decision. Determine your professional needs and evaluate how the various library associations meet those needs.

If you do decide to join a professional library association, make the most out of your investment. Get in there and get amongst it and make it worth your while. Don’t sit back and wait to be invited, be proactive and get involved. It is your money spent on membership fees, so make sure you are doing all you can to ensure return on your investment. Look for ways to increase experience and value (for example apply for grants and scholarships, take advantage of freebies such as mentoring). If you have to, think of it like your investment in private health cover – you need to use it to get value from your investment.  Provide feedback to your professional library association on your needs and share with them your thoughts on what works well and what needs enhancing in the association. Don’t let the fact you are new to the profession deter you from considering taking on a more active role in the strategic direction of the association.

Professional library associations also have responsibilities to ensure they are constantly working towards ensuring their association is of benefit and value to their members. These associations need to continually re-evaluate their services and strategic direction to ensure they are offering membership that is of tangible benefit and value to those who join, and not giving too much away for free to those in the profession who decide not to take out membership. Professional library association income is often largely based on membership income, therefore association benefits, services and budgets should always primarily be directed towards members.
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