
Asserting pro fessiona l standards
W o r k w a t c h

Heather Nash

heather.nash@aiianet.alia.org.au

W h en  ! w as appointed to my new  post w ith  

A L IA  in late 2006 , I found that m any friends 

and acquain tances had not heard of the A s­

sociation  or needed the exp lanation  that it 

is the p ro fessiona l asso c ia tio n  for staff of 

A u stra lian  lib ra r ie s . A L IA 's ro le  in assert­

ing professional standards is an im portant 

aspect of the em ploym ent and hum an re­

sources portfolio w ith in  the national o ffice  

and throughout the A ssociation .

In the last year there have been three o c c a ­

sions w hen  Phil Teece or I have w ritten  to 

o rg an isa tion s in va rio u s parts of A u stra lia  

w h ich  have advertised library posts suggest­

ing that sp ecia lised  q ualifica tions in lib rary 

and inform ation studies w ere  required and, 

in one case , that an y  train ing cou ld  be pro­

v id e d  'on the jo b '. The posts in q uestion  

have ranged from lib rary  assistant in legal 

cham bers to lib rary  m anagem ent posts. In 

each  instance, A L IA  has taken the opportu­

n ity  to h ighlight tw o  im portant aspects o f 

our role and of the profession as a w h o le . 

F irst, A L IA  represents m ore than 6 0 0 0  in ­

d iv id u a l lib ra ry  p ro fe ss io n a ls  and  m ore 

than  8 0 0  in stitu tio n a l m em bers that re ly  

on the se rv ices o f lib rary staff at a ll leve ls, 

as do their c lien ts . The A ssociation  and its 

m em bers have a v ita l interest in prom oting 

the highest q ua lity  standards in the lib rary  

and  in fo rm ation  sector. For th is reaso n , 

A L IA  is the recognised authority for setting 

the ed ucatio n a l standards and w o rk - le ve l 

gu ide lines ap p ly ing  throughout the lib rary  

w o rk fo rce . These are the sam e p r in c ip le s  

as are  observed  by an y  o ther p ro fess io n , 

such  as the law , eng ineering , m ed ic in e  or 

nursing.

Second , any fa ilu re  to recognise ap p ro p ri­

ate standards ap p ly ing  to lib rary and infor­

m ation  p ro fession a ls has im p lica tio n s  for 

assessm ent of w o rk  value  w ith in  the sector. 

The fact that for decades the w ork  of lib rar­

ians, lib rary tech n ic ian s and a rch iv ists had 

not been accorded  due professional status 

w as a m ajor factor considered in the Pay Eq­

uity Case Study o f 1998 and the subsequent 

2002  N SW  Industrial Relations Com m ission  

equal rem uneration  case . These d e lib e ra ­

tions even tua lly  brought rem uneration  le v ­

e ls o f lib ra ry  staff into lin e  w ith  those o f 

other professionals. The professional stand­

ing of the library w orkfo rce  is still rece iv ing  

consideration  in state ju risd ictions beyond 

N S W  and  in p a rt ic u la r  se c to rs , su ch  as 

am ong health librarians, w here the re lation­

ship between w ork va lue  and rem uneration 

rem ains an active  issue.

A L IA  does not d ispute the need for further 

experience  in a lib rary and inform ation set­

ting to enhance any level of form al training . 

At the sen io r leve ls of the profession , A L IA  

has also recognised the necessity for library- 

based q ualifica tions to be supplem ented by

high level com petencies in general ad m in ­

istration , in c lu d in g  the f in a n c ia l and h u ­

man resource  aspects. A LIA 's perspective  

on these points is c le a r from  both the 'Ed u ­

ca tio n ' and 'Em p lo ym ent' sectio ns of the 

A ssociation 's w ebsite , e sp e c ia lly  under the 

w ork-level guidelines. It rem ains true, h o w ­

ever, that even w id e  e xp e rience  in another 

field is no substitute for the specialised  sk ills 

associated  w ith  any profession , e sp e c ia lly  

w hen  an appointee has to p rovide leader­

ship to others in that profession .

W hy belong?
As m em bership  of A L IA  is not com p ulso ry  

for those w ork ing  in the lib rary  sector, the 

question is som etim es raised as to the ben­

efits to be gained from jo in in g .

There are considerab le  advantages to in d i­

v id u a ls  and to the p ro fession  as a w h o le  

from having a sizeab le  and active  m em ber­

sh ip . Th e  o b v io us advantages are acce ss  

to w id e r  sources of in fo rm ation  c o n c e rn ­

ing the lib rary  profession , in c lud in g  w o rk ­

ing c o n d it io n s , and co n ta c t w ith  o thers 

w ork ing  in the sector. A d vo cacy  on matters 

affecting  lib ra ries and those w h o  w o rk  in 

them is an im portant part of ALIA 's role and 

canno t be perform ed e ffective ly  outside a 

recognised association . Indeed, tw o of the 

cases referred to above , w h ere  em ployers 

w ere  seen to d ow np lay  the im portance of 

appropriate q ua lifica tion s, w e re  brought to 

A LIA 's attention by m em bers w h o  w anted  

the w id e r profession to take a stand.

As A L IA  is not a u n ion , there are lim its as 

to rep resen ta tio n s that can  be m ade on 

b e h a lf  o f in d iv id u a l m em bers w h o  feel 

that they are not being treated fa ir ly  in the 

w o rkp lace  or that som ething is am iss in the 

w ay in w h ich  a lib rary  organ isation  is run. 

There are , of course , un ions w h o  can  and 

do represent lib ra ry  staff, as happened  in 

the equal rem uneration  case  in N S W  and 

is cu rrently  happening in W estern Austra lia . 

A L IA  does nonetheless som etim es provide 

w ritten support for m em bers, for exam p le , 

w h ere  a sen io r lib ra rian  w as ap p ly ing  for 

study assistance to supplem ent library q u a l­

ifications by com pleting  an M BA .

O n e  of the first requests I rece ived  from  a 

m em ber w as for a d v ice  co n ce rn in g  a job  

ap p lica tion . W h ile  it m ay o n ly  be a matter 

of percep tio n , I ad v ised  that re fe ren ce  in 

the app lication  to m em bership of A L IA  w as 

im portant, as m em bership of a professional 

association  does ind icate  genu ine engage­

m ent w ith  the p ro fession . The recent in ­

crease  in A L IA  m em bersh ip  suggests that 

aw areness of the various active  roles played 

by the Association  is g row ing , both w ith in  

the lib rary  w orkfo rce  and beyond .
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