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A critical tack will be 
to berate time and 
funding to promoting 

libraries and 
librarians as key 

contributors to the 
nation’s social, 
educational and 

economic health...

Image problem? Try some self-promotion

P icture —  elm  trees bedecked w ith  light 
green leaves, the sun glistening on the ca
nals, tall houses with their distinctive ga

bles. That was Amsterdam in August and the 
venue of the 64th conference of the Interna
tional Federation of Library Associations and 
Institutions. Picture also more than 2000 librar
ians and thousands of tourists all jostling for 
places on the trams, entry to the museums, 
somewhere to stay and a seat at one of the out
door cafes. The locals d idn't stand a chance.

This year, I experienced IFLA  for the sec
ond time. M y only other encounter had been 
in Sydney in 1988 and dissatisfaction lingered. 
Like many 'first-timers' IFLA 1988 was not an 
entire ly com fortable activ ity  and the overall 
standard of papers did not seem high com 
pared with those presented at most Australian 
conferences. A  decade later it was different 
and it was obvious that IFLA was in a process 
of change. M ore  of the sessions w ere w o rk 
shops. This enab led  greater interaction with 
colleagues and a sharing of inform ation not 
possible with lecture-type presentations.

It is a lw ays salutary to attend an interna
tional conference. Apart from the obvious de
lights of foreign travel, being a stranger often 
heightens awareness of how  much everyday 
things are taken for granted. At an Australian 
conference, you tend to know people and con
sequently have a sense of belonging. O u t of 
that comfort zone, you have to make an effort 
to meet people and establish contacts. O ther
wise, it can be a bleak experience.

W h ile  at IFLA , a daily diversion was 'spot 
the lib rarian ' on my w ay  to the conference 
venue. Som etim es this was easy, as m any of 
our co lleagues w ere inseparable from their 
conference satchels and name badges. W ithout 
such clues, however, a librarian could just as 
easily have been an Amsterdamer.

Is there a stereotype of a librarian? Does it 
matter and if it does, how  can it be changed? 
Flow  do w e w ant to change it? W il l changing 
the image of librarians result in improved fund
ing, higher salaries or better services?

Typecasting is inevitable. At some time, we 
are all guilty of assuming that a person's occupa
tion is related to characteristics such as their ap
pearance, educational achievements, wealth, 
political beliefs or intellectual capacity. W e  are 
often surprised when these correlations are not 
valid. M y grandfather was a tram conductor who 
weighed 108kg. Stereotypically, he should have 
been interested in horse racing and beer. In fact, 
he was a teetotaller w ho played the viola, lis
tened to Beethoven incessantly and performed in 
amateur musicals. He rarely felt the need to disa
buse people of their erroneous perceptions, and 
enjoyed the paradox.

I have never been concerned by any stere
otype of a librarian. Like my grandfather, I do
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not feel that I should have to justify myself. 
Nevertheless, one w ay  to stop most conversa
tions is to say that you are a librarian. People 
either assume that you are some kind of effete 
intellectual whose days are spent quietly read
ing or that you stamp out books. Regrettably, 
w e have to convince others of the range of ac 
tivities undertaken in libraries and of their im
portance to society.

Any image problem from w h ich  librarians 
and libraries may suffer is largely w ith in  our 
capacity to change. H ow  do w e do that? It is 
mostly a matter of analysing the issue, im ple
menting change and telling the world about it. 
Above all, it is about being positive.

Self-analysis is alw ays beneficial. Look in 
the mirror —  do you look like the sort of per
son w ho  inspires a sense of con fidence and 
capab ility? Examine your attitudes and behav
iour —  do you have the service approach you 
w ould  expect from a shop attendant or bank 
clerk? Take a critical look at your surroundings 
—  is the library untidy or unwelcom ing? A lit
tle self-promotion never hurt —  how enthusi
astic are you about libraries? H ow  w ell do you 
promote libraries and librarians? For most peo
ple, you are the stereotype librarian. You are 
the standard against w h ich  the profession is 
judged. Your library is the benchmark.

Through an initiative of the N S W  and ACT 
Branches, A LIA  has been looking at issues re
lated to the image of the profession and librar
ies. Research so far indicates that poor self-per
ception is a major factor. By and large there is 
a lot of positive opinion about libraries and li
brarians.

A recent report by the Australia Council 
and the Australian Bureau of Statistics indicates 
that more people use public libraries than visit 
museums. O f those surveyed, the majority was 
not in favour of increasing government funding 
to museums but believed that libraries should 
be better supported. O bviously , som eone 
thinks w e are worthwhile. A critical task for the 
future w ill be to devote time and funding to 
promoting libraries and librarians as key con 
tributors to the nation's social, educational and 
econom ic health.

A L IA  a lready has a strong lobbying cam 
paign and m any branches, divisions, interest 
groups and ind ividuals devote considerab le 
energy to promoting the profession and librar
ies. Part of our future strategy w ill be to enlist 
the assistance and com m itm ent of everyone 
associated w ith  libraries. A positive self-per
ception and constant promotion w ill go a long 
w ay  toward resolving any image problems.

Don't wait for 'them' to do something. Start 
today and becom e a one person advertising 
campaign. Perceptions won't change overnight 
but you w ill be surprised by the unexpected 
victories you have along the way. ■
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