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Emerging information 
work: no panacea
A ustralia's frenetic adoption of internet 

technology is having m ajor effects on 
the jobs of m any of its c itizens. Few  

occupations have not been changed already 
and m uch m ore is to com e. N o w h ere  is this 
more evident than in the library and informa­
tion sector.

For m any librarians, the 'net has taken on 
the spectre of both threat and opportun ity. 
Threat because their traditional role is under 
pressure from an increasing ly popu lar v iew  
(often held by those w ith little understanding 
of w hat a librarian actually  does) that 'lib rar­
ies are an anach ron ism  n o w '. The days of 
the book are num bered and w ith  it the util­
ity of library services: it is all about 'in fo rm a­
tio n ' n o w  and p eop le  can  find their ow n  
through the internet. O r so the argum ent 
goes.

Confronting this sort of superficial cloud, 
it is no surprise that Australian librarians are 
searching for a silver lining. They seem to be 
find ing it in perceived  opportunities from an 
em erging labour market for inform ation pro­
fessionals. Som e are even  prepared  to be 
co m p lic it  in m oving  beyond  the tim e-hon­
oured description 'lib rarian ' in an attempt to 
stake out new  ground for their profession.

This is understandable. And  it is true that 
som e n ew  jobs in non-traditional areas are 
appearing. But it w ou ld  be silly to overstate 
the extent of this. In particu lar, it w o u ld  be 
a p ity if the profession sought to com bat su­
perfic ia l, ill-informed assumptions about its 
role and its va lue , w ith  equa lly  questionab le 
ca lcu la tio n  of the size of potential new  la­
bour markets for librarians. W h ile  the w ord  
'in fo rm ation ' is on everyone 's  lips, w e  need 
to be careful about assuming that this means 
any  so-calied inform ation job  w ill be a v a il­
ab le to people trained as librarians. The road 
to organ isational ruin is paved w ith  the am ­
bitious plans of those w ho  m oved aw ay  from 
their traditional base yet failed to capture the 
n ew  markets they saw  as their salvation. In 
em p lo ym en t term s, this m ight m ean that, 
w h ile  the T  in A L IA  is im portant for expan ­
sion, continu ing  recognition that the 'L ' rep­
resents 'co re  business' is possib ly m ore im ­
portant. A n y  over-em phasis on the form er at 
the cost of the latter cou ld  be regretted later.

There is m in im al em p irica l e v id ence  on 
just how  the 'in fo rm ation  labour m arket' is 
em erging for library studies graduates in Aus­
tralia. But is seems c lear that am ong o ccu p a ­
tions caught by the Australian Bureau of Sta­
tistics (A BS ) category 'business inform ation 
professional', o n ly  a small proportion cou ld  
reasonably be regarded as com ing  w ith in  an

expanded  lib rarian 's role. U npub lished  sta­
tistics obta ined  recently  from A B S  ind ica te  
that at the last Census some 342 000 Austral­
ians cou ld  be described as business and in ­
fo rm ation  professionals. Less than a third  
(about 102 000) of these w ere  categorised as 
'm isce lla n eo u s  business and in fo rm ation  
p ro fess iona ls ', w h ich  is one of four sub ­
groups. A bou t 10 000 of them  w e re  lib ra r­
ians. Trad itionally-related  categories w ith in  
this sub-group inc luded  records m anagers 
(1300), archivists (600) and health in fo rm a­
tion managers (1000). But the m iscellaneous 
sub-group w as ove rw h e lm ing ly  m ade up of 
peop le em p loyed  in one of four categories: 
business analysts, hum an resource officers, 
m athem atic ians/statistic ians/actuaries and 
p roperty  p rofessionals. N o n e  is an area 
w here  training in library and information sci­
ence  m ight be expected to confer extensive 
e lig ib ility .

M o re  broadly, the rem ain ing tw o  thirds 
of A us tra lia 's  business in fo rm ation  pro fes­
sionals w e re  w ork ing  in the other three m a­
jor sub-groups: accountants/auditors/corpo- 
rate treasurers, sales/m arketing/advertising, 
and com puting  professionals. A g a in , these 
are not categories w h ich  suggest any surge in 
opportun ities for librarians.

Rather m ore ana lys is  o f this top ic  has 
been done in Canada and Britain. It confirm s 
the danger of exaggeration w here  'n ew  infor­
m ation  job s ' are con cern ed . In the ir book 
L ib r a r ia n s h ip  a n d  th e  in f o r m a t io n  p a r a d ig m , 
IS B N  0 8108 3273 9, C an ad ian s  R ich a rd  
Apostle and Boris Raym ond describe co n fu ­
sion resulting from misuse of the pivotal term 
'in fo rm a tio n ' in this context. S p e c if ic a lly , 
the ir research  ind ica tes that w h en  m aking  
pred ictions about the future of the in fo rm a­
tion profession the use of the term 'in fo rm a­
tion ', w ith ou t p rior d efin ition  o f just w h a t 
type of inform ation is being referred to, has 
spaw ned several ill-fated po licy  decisions. In 
their deta iled  research of job  opportun ities 
they show  c learly  that in Canada, library and 
inform ation skills are not perce ived  by most 
em erg ing inform ation market em p loyers as 
re levant to jobs in their organisations.

In Brita in , N ick  M o o re 's  m ajor study of 
em erg ing markets con firm ed  the susp icion  
that new  information opportunities are som e­
tim es overstated . H is deta iled  assessm ents 
suggest that emerging non-traditional jobs for 
lib rary  studies graduates m ight am ount to 
around six per cent of total trad itional em ­
p loym ent of librarians. The British research 
con c lu s io n s  em phasise  the d is tin ction  b e ­
tween the m any predom inantly computer- or 
technology-based jobs w h ich  have been cre-
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ated and a m uch sm aller com ponent w h ich  
can  gen u in e ly  be seen as potential opportu ­
n ities for lib rarians. M o o re  ca lcu la te s  that 
around 350 jobs annua lly  might be ava ilab le  
in this n ew  market to qualified  British lib rar­
ians. In the U n ited  States, w h ile  research is 
lim ited, studies ind icate that new  opportun i­
ties for librarians are a sm aller proportion of 
the total em erging market than in G reat Brit­
a in . N e w  inform ation jobs there are seen as 
even  m ore c lo se ly  tied to straight com puter 
activ ities.

C le a r ly , som e Austra lian  lib rarians w ill 
see the ir jobs chan g in g  further in the next 
few  years, to the extent that a greater propor­
tion  of A L IA 's  m em bersh ip  m ay w e ll be 
w o rk ing  in positions no longer described as 
'lib ra r ian '. N e w  categories w ill d eve lop  be­
yond  trad itional boundaries and there m ay 
be opportun ities both for ind ividua l profes­
s iona ls  to ob ta in  interesting w o rk  and for 
A L IA  to spread its m em bersh ip  net a little 
w id e r. But, w h ile  s ign ificant, the trend ap ­
pears periphera l in aggregate em p lo ym en t 
terms. It seems doubtful that it can  act as a 
p anacea  for the profession 's problem s.

A nd  an easy assum ption of access to all 
em erg ing  in fo rm ation  jobs cou ld , in fact, 
p reven t the carefu l targeting of re levan t 
n iche  opportunities w h ich  w ill be necessary 
if som e advantage is to be gained from a de­
ve lop ing  inform ation labour market. s

ALIAppointments
These and other job advertisements may be found on ALIAnet at http:// 
www.alia.org.au/aliappointments/

Australian Library and Information Association
is se e k in g  a p p lic a t io n s  fro m  e n th u s ia s t ic  an d  
su ita b ly - q u a lif ie d  p e o p le  fo r  th e  p o s it io n  o f

Manager, policy, projects and research
The successful candidate will play an important role in ALIA's National Office operations 
by providing high-level specialist advice and services to Association members, ALIA General 
Council and its committees, and to external organisations and individuals.

Candidates should be able to demonstrate an understanding of issues of significance to 
the library and information services sector, and particularly how these are related to 
policy development. Candidates will require an understanding of the political environment 
in which libraries and information agencies operate, and the role of a professional 
association w ithin that environment, and must have experience at a senior level in a 
complex organisation, including experience in planning, organising and managing.

The successful candidate will have a sound understanding of education and practice 
priorities within the library and information services sector, demonstrated research skills 
and a preparedness to apply them to a broad range of topic areas, and a proven ability to 
provide high-quality client services and advice.

Excellent communication skills, experience in use of computer systems, a capacity to work 
productively within tight time frames and the ability to contribute positively in a small, 
flex ib le  w orkgroup  environm ent are im portan t requirem ents. R e levan t te rt ia ry  
qualifications and a recognition of major issues confronting the profession are desirable.

Further inform ation and selection criteria may be obta ined  from  Jen n e fe r Nicholson, 
executive director, ph 02 6285 1877 or from  the Association's website, ALIAnet, at 
http://www.alia.org.au/aliappointments/1999.10.html. An a ttra c tiv e  
remuneration package will be negotiated with the successful applicant.

Applications should be forwarded to: The executive director, Australian Library and 
Information Asssociation, PO Box E441, Kingston ACT 2604

by 22 October 1999

ORANA: Journal of School 
and Children's Librarianship

W e  are seeking an Issue Editor for Orono, the 
journal o f the School Libraries and Children’s and 
Youth Services Sections of the Australian Library 
and Information Association. Orono is published 
three times a year and covers librarianship for 
children and young people, school librarianship 
and children’s literature.The position is for two 
years in the first instance and an honorarium of 
$3,000 pa is offered.

The Issue Editor is responsible for commissioning 
articles; arranging for the refereeing of articles 
submitted; coordinating the Reviews and News 
Sections; ensuring articles, reviews and news items 
are submitted on time and in the appropriate 
format for each issue; copy editing and 
proofreading.The Issue Editor will have no 
responsibility for the production of the journal.

S e le ctio n  c r ite r ia  includ e:
■ demonstrated knowledge of and interest in 

children’s literature and school or children’s 
librarianship

H  a strong current awareness o f issues, trends 
and developments in the fields o f children's 
literature and school or children's librarianship

^  ability to produce a journal which meets the 
broad policy guidelines laid down by the 
Advisory Com m ittee

M high level o f oral, written and online 
communication skills

i8 ability to negotiate and work cooperatively 
with authors, referees and illustrators etc

H  a demonstrated track record in the 
writing/editing process

H  ability to meet deadlines. __________________

Enquiries/Appiications:
Dr Alison Gregg 
6 W right Street
W H IT E  G U M  VALLEY W A  6 1 62 
Ph/Fax: (08) 9336 6658 
Email: gregg@vianet.net.au

C lo sin g  date:
5 November 1999

O ctober 1999 / / /  C V /< ' 41

http://www.alia.org.au/aliappointments/
http://www.alia.org.au/aliappointments/1999.10.html
mailto:gregg@vianet.net.au

