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Theinformation society: Doesit need the infor mation
professions?

John Feather

Abstract

A profession is constituted by a group of peoplthwi shared body of knowledge
and skills, based on formal training and well dedircriteria. But the knowledge
and skills which characterise the information pssfen, as defined by CILIP in
the Body of Professional Knowledge and other doausjyeare no longer confined
to those who describe themselves in this way, @rday attachment to the
information profession as traditionally defined.elppaper discusses how this
group do, can and should contribute to the so-gaitdormation society’. It
challenges the idea that information society igself something new, and
focuses more on the concept of the ‘knowledge emghm which information
(and therefore information workers) have a key.rolee challenge for the
profession is to go beyond its own recognitionte®knowledge, skills and
insights, and to persuade others of the contributiand they) can make.

The CILIPBody of Professional Knowledggeunequivocal in its claims for the
information professions:

The knowledge base defined in this paper has beepted by CILIP (Chartered
Institute of Library and Information Professionads)d establishes the unique
knowledge, which distinguishes library and inforroatprofessionals from
professionals within other domains.

(CILIP, 2009D)

The document is wide-ranging and not lacking intdeet this statement is not
beyond question, especially when put in the corméanother of CILIP ©bita
dicta, this time describing itself:
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CILIP: the Chartered Institute of Library and Infoation Professionals is the
leading professional body for librarians, informai specialists and knowledge
managers.

(CILIP, 2009a)

The ‘library and information professionals’ refedr® in the Body of
Professional Knowledgare presumably to be equated with the ‘librarians,
information specialists and knowledge managerthastrap line from the CILIP
Website. Yet juxtaposing the ‘professionals’ angl ‘gpecialists’ in this way
raises some interesting and perhaps disturbingignesabout what constitutes
this profession — or these professions!? — and wliatacterises their alleged
uniqueness. In this paper, | want to address thesstions, and in suggesting
some of the ways in which they might be answergthll also say something
about the relationship between professional praaid research which will, |
hope, be of interest to members of LIRG.

The concept of ‘profession’ is one which is carlgfghfeguarded, especially by
those who consider themselves to belong to one Oifierd English Dictionary
(OED) defines it as

An occupation in which a professed knowledge oessubject, field, or science is
applied; a vocation or career, especially one timalves prolonged training and
a formal qualification

(s.n.l.7 a.)

The essential elements are the application of kedgé, the prolonged training
and the formal qualification. But there is a dedpger of social meaning of
which these cold words barely give a flavour. Ofhthe OED’s quotations hints
at it:

Profession in our country is expressly that kindo$iness which deals primarily
with men as men, and is thus distinguished fromadd; which provides for the
external wants or occasions of men.

This definition, from a work by the Christian SdgaF. D. Maurice, published in
1839, does not evade the real issue, and nor Hed3ED’s note on its own
original definition in 1908:

Now usually applied to an occupation considereldgsocially superior to a
trade or handicraft; but formerly, and still in \gdr (or humorous) use, including
these.

(s.n.ll.b, headnote).

Here we have it. The professions - at least in &md)(‘our country’) — are more
than mere occupations, and are certainly distnoechftrade. Professions cater for
people’s ‘inner needs’, whether those needs aréusgi physical or intellectual.
Professional people will of course accept feesatarees for their services, but
they are not tradesmen for whom profit is the anftive. Only by way of a joke
do we describe shopkeeping or plumbing as a priofess

New professions can of course evolve. Indeed througthe 19 century they
proliferated. There was — and is — a peculiarlyisitiway of signifying the point
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of transition from occupation to profession: thenfation and public recognition
of a professional body. A handful of such bodiegehstatutory authority to
control entry and practice. Most do not, but thtotigeir royal charters or
charitable objectives lay claim to regulating stamis, which typically have some
form of recognition in the wider community.

The British concept of Public, Statutory and RetpulaBodies — PSRBs — is
central to our understanding of what it means w@lifuand practice as a member
of a profession. In the non-statutory professitisyever, these are merely the
outward forms. The real defining factors of thefpssion are the knowledge and
skills which practitioners possess and exercigs.tliese that the CILIBody of
Professional Knowledgeied to capture. It is the expectation that thdi be
acquired through a formal programme of training eddcation and that there is a
system of progressive attainment from entry leggirofessional leadership. But
information work, like most of the non-statutoryfessions, is not and could
never be a closed shop. It never has been andel@spiproliferation of
professional education in the second half of tHe @ntury there is no sign of it
becoming so. Indeed, we might argue that exac#yoftposite trend can be seen.

There has been much talk in recent years of deepsainalisation, a phenomenon
not unique to information work. We hear it fromdkars concerned about the role
of classroom assistants, we hear it from doctoth@gswatch the growth of the
auxiliary professions in the healthcare sector,wadear it from librarians who
see people without formal qualifications take ostpavhich have traditionally
been associated with qualified professionals. Thezanany alleged
manifestations of this trend. As local authoritiese combined formerly separate
directorates into larger units, public libraries/a found themselves with culture
and leisure services, or perhaps with educatioth tie most senior officer

having no background in library and information twdn many universities, the
fashion — now beginning to reverse — for combidibgaries with IT services and
sometimes with other learning support serviceshaalsthe same effect. Across
the whole LIS sector we find staff who are unddrtgkasks which fall well

within CILIP’s definition of professional work buieither are nor are required to
be professionally qualified in the sense in whidhIE would understand it.

Some of these developments have of course bedicalbyi or financially driven.
But, paradoxically, one of the most important fastioas been the recognition of
the increased importance of information, of thecalbed information society.

The ‘information society’ has become a familiar gd®; it is even the title of a
European Union programme and a portal on its Wel§gtiropean Commission,
2009), not to mention of a journal and a numbdraks. But what do we mean
by it? In practice, the EU associates it with tegelopment and use of
information and communications technologies. Betphrase is intended to
imply far more than that. It means, in essencecesy in which knowledge and
information are the building blocks of the soclitical and economic structures
through which it operates. The information socistthe manifestation of the
knowledge economy predicted by Machlup (Machlu2)@nd analyzed by
Porat (Porat, 1977) in the 1960s and 1970s; ierBaps also the ‘post-industrial
society’ of Daniel Bell (Bell, 1974) and others whiwas much discussed at about

J.Feather 5



Library and Information Research
Volume 33 Number 104 2009

the same time. Broadly speaking, what these wri#ansdeveloping around them
was an economy driven not by extraction and manurfisg but by the creation
and interchange of knowledge and information. Tiwedicted that the successful
economies of the future would be those which faktploited these drivers in the
way that the successful economies of th® 48d early 28 centuries had been
those which were based on activities such as coahgiand steel-making. In this
new economy, all the key workers would be knowledgekers and their raw
material would be information.

Forty years later, we can see that some of thictia to pass, although in the
way of social prophecy it has not worked out exaatl it was expected to do. But
the details are less important than the commornily belief that information and
information systems are now fundamental to the wayive and work. Yet that
very statement should give us pause for thoughd.KEy word is ‘now’, because
it makes us ask when information was fundamental. The transmission of
knowledge, both explicit and tacit, is one of tiedining characteristics dfomo
sapiens The development of complex languages, and thénriater development
of the means of recording them in a way which lsatransmitted over time and
distance, has enabled us to become the dominatiespn the planet. Being able
to transmit knowledge and information means thahexe been able to enhance
it rather than merely accumulate it, as we adth¢éoréceived knowledge store by
creating new knowledge in each generation. Thabbkas happening at least
since the first writing systems were developedmmiddle east about five
thousand years ago. The invention of printingt fireeast Asia in the lcentury
and then separately in western Europe in the mitle&Bitury, made the process
more efficient. The knowledge store could morelgds encapsulated, preserved
and transmitted and hence even further enhancegslia genuinely revolutionary
technology, but it can be argued that it merelylmBtter what had previously been
done less well. And when we look at the historyhef 500 years after Gutenberg,
we see an increasing European, and especially mdsteopean, dominance over
the whole world. The west’s head start in develg@n efficient communication
technology was a significant factor in this devehgmt.

Computers were invented in a world which was alye@th in knowledge and
information and one in which the advanced economie already moving away
from the traditional industrial economic model tod&one based on knowledge
creation and exploitation. There is no doubt thaterthan any previous
technology they have facilitated a quantum leapuncapacity to store, process
and transmit information. This audience needs namrding of that — those of us
born in the age of the card index can never fathét the 1970s and 1980s as the
scale of the transformation became clear, there Wequent and fevered
discussions among people like us in which spediker speaker foresaw a golden
age of information and therefore for informatiof@ssionals.

Up to a point that has happened. We have bettessa¢o more information than
at any time in human history. And ‘better’ does just mean less restricted or
easier to find, it actually means qualitativelytbethan anything which went
before. Simple examples will illustrate the poldaw do | know what happened
in the House of Commons yesterday? — | click. How find the time of my
train? — I click. Moreover, with a comparativehekpensive mobile device, | can
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do this pretty well whenever and wherever | liktislis indeed a golden age for
information access. But is it one for informatiaofgessionals?

The answer to that question is buried in how ti@mation is actually organized
and retrieved. Society has been transformed aydéeeel and in almost every
aspect. At the personal level, the information stycmeans the capacity not
merely to find out, but to do — to tax a car, tdarone’s shopping from a
supermarket, to book a seat at the theatre. Thibése the early prophets of the
information age (a phrase in common use beforappbned, and now largely
fallen into desuetude) were not entirely accuratdough they were remarkably
prescient at the macro level, what was not envidagges the pervasiveness of the
communications dimension of digital technologieslded, as late as the early
1990s, politicians, including some very IT-savvyifi@ans like Bill Clinton and
Al Gore, were still talking in terms of wired netrks using metaphors derived
from road systems. The more or less simultaneouslaiement of ubiquitous
mobile technologies and the World Wide Web — batidpcts of the mid-1990s —
actually completed the transformation. At the mileneel, access to information
has become personal.

As information professionals, we understand thatfahis is possible only
because of the structure of the programs, systecheéormation resources
which actually make the Web work, which sustainriewvorks, and which
constitute individual Web sites and databasesfd@ull but a tiny handful of
users this is as irrelevant as a knowledge of ge@dbis to the average car driver.
The contribution of information professionals isaaifferent level. The
development of the Web illustrates this perfedlgrners-Lee set out to solve a
very practical and urgent problem in informationnagement. He turned to a
proposal (hypertext) which had been developedcahaeptual level some twenty
years earlier but never seriously pursued becdgstethnology was inadequate,
and added to it some design features which weresrpasisible by the advances in
interface design. Some of this work drew on theknadrinformation researchers,
and some on skills analogous to those of informagpimfessionals. If we look at
Google or Microsoft today, we find them employihgusands of people, directly
and indirectly, whose core skills are among thassedbed in CILIP’Body of
Professional Knowledgeas well as others whose research and development
activities are focused on information storage, m@nmanipulation and retrieval.
The public interface with information content igi@asingly one which involves
no immediate human contact, but specialist inforomatvork of the highest order
is necessary for this to be achieved.

Of course, there are still information professienahose work is built around
working with clients. Some of them work in publi@eing agencies like libraries,
information service providers and advice bureatgyTare employed in the

public and the private sectors, and they brindnéartwork the knowledge and
understanding which enables them to help theintdieWhy are they still needed?
Partly no doubt because a professional can dmthanore efficiently, but it

would be a feeble justification for a professioalifit could do was save a little
time and money on jobs which clients could do Famiselves. The deeper answer
lies in the ability to help the client to identifys or her real needs and then to
satisfy them. And if that sounds remarkably like Work of a librarian, that is

J.Feather 7



Library and Information Research
Volume 33 Number 104 2009

because it is. Libraries have many different rotes of the most important in the
information society is that they are a cost-effextivay of providing access to the
complex and high-level specialist information whathprofessionals need if they
are to function in the knowledge economy, the imfation society.

All of which brings me back to the question in nup4itle, which was very
carefully posed. It was ‘Does it need the inforrmaprofessions not information
professionalslf the question were to have been framed in tesns
‘professionals’, the answer would be obvious enoughis ‘yes’. But framed as |
have done, it is more difficult. We need to go baxkhe OED definition in which
‘prolonged training and formal education’ is meraty exemplification of an
‘occupation in which a professed knowledge...is aplj this is the knowledge
base which allegedly distinguishes information pssfonals from ‘professionals
in other domains’ (CILIP, 2009b). While CILIP ackmedges an ‘overlap with
the knowledge bases of other professions, sudheaBritish Computer Society,
UK Council for Health Information Professionals ahd Records Management
Society’, there is little in the Core Schema whiglnot generically applicable to
many other professions. It would not be difficaltatdapt many of the statements
to apply to barristers, architects or nurses whegee is a similar relationship
between conceptual underpinning, a knowledge badea gool of information
applied for the benefit of clients. So the distmeness lies perhaps in what the
Body of Professional Knowledgalls the ‘Applications Environment'.

Here a somewhat stronger case be made. Some gjje¢biications are very
specific indeed, relating for example to the nedafworking knowledge of the
relevant aspects of the law relating to informatiethical issues in relation to
client confidentiality and other rights; and worgiwithin the governance
framework of the organisation. The legal issuegparécularly important, and
becoming more so as questions about data proteftemdom of information and
copyright occupy an increasingly prominent placeroader political agendas. In
the explication of the Core Schema itself ther@ s¢éatement about the role of the
information professional in promoting informatiatetacy, although little
consideration of any obligation to help clientsrtaximise the benefits they can
obtain from information — not least by showing thérat it exists. And nowhere
Is anything said about how the profession is tonute its allegedly unique role in
relation to all of those whose work is said to lhne@me way comparable.

This is not simply, or even primarily, intendedaasritique of theBody of
Professional Knowledgd& he problem is more deeply rooted. If we lookhat
graduate-level workers who are professionally caomee with information, we
find that only a small percentage are actually mensof CILIP and even fewer
actively engaged with it. University programmes ethare unquestionably a
preparation for information work — programmes ifolmation Management or
Information Systems, for example — do not seek Elatcreditation. Why not?
Because they cannot see the benefit of doing sd.y&hin many cases these
programmes are highly regarded and their graddiatggrofessional
employment. We actually have very little underdiag of public perceptions of
information work. | do not mean by that anotherjgebto look at the public
image of librarians — we have had more than enaddat. | mean a serious
engagement with public perceptions of the inforpragociety, how it operates
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and who drives it. There is a research agendaihevhich academic and
practice-based researchers, like the members d&Ltdeuld very usefully work
together. Yet any attempt to define that agendaare detail will immediately
show us that LIS specialists — whether academigsamtitioners — are merely one
of many groups of players and not perhaps the mgzirtant. To see some
evidence for this, consider the pages on the EP&RREsite dealing with the
programme called ‘The Digital Economy’, developadonjunction with AHRC
and ESRC, itself a measure of the range of dismpland interests which it
covers. (EPSRC, 2009). Nowhere in this progransleere any
acknowledgement of the existence of an informapiaiession. Here indeed is a
research agenda, but it is one which crosses tinedamies of disciplines and
professions to the point at which the boundarieknger meaningfully exist. LIS
researchers should be exploring those boundaoekinlg beyond them and
working with those who occupy adjacent territondsose own borders are
equally ill-defined and porous.

So does the information society need the infornmgpifession? It certainly
needs those who constitute it; it needs their tsigknowledge and skills. But we
live, as | suggested earlier, in a deprofessiomgligorld. Indeed this is
becoming one of the defining characteristics ofitfi@rmation society itself. We
need to focus more on the application of our ps#dknowledge and rather less
on the formal qualification. | know of course ti@&LIP has tried very hard to
open its arms and it doors. But there is a long teayo if we are all to play the
part that we could and should in the knowledge-th@&®nomy which is no
longer a prophecy but a present reality. To achibaewe need a sounder
research-driven evidence base for the significamckeachievements of the
information profession. That should be at the ajréhe practice-based research
agenda for the future; LIRG, not least throughrit®lvement in the newly
formed Research Coalition (Kenna, 2008), has &atitole to play as a partner in
its evolution and implementation.
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rather than try to turn this into an academic papéich it was never intended to
be. | am grateful to those who contributed todiseussion after the presentation,
and to my colleague Professor Graham Matthews whd an earlier draft of the
paper, for their comments, some of which they ek reflected in this version.
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