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Background

This project originates from the comments of information professionals attending two seminars
run by the School of Information and Media on the subject of career development and planning.
The first seminar concerned a group of Scottish health sciences librarians. Much of this seminar
concentrated on working through the Library Association's Framework for continuing profes-
sional development(') with participants, but there were various opportunities for brainstorming and
discussion about the opportunities and barriers to career development for health sciences
librarians. Participants were unanimous and clear about what could most usefully be done to assist
them with their career development. The most desirable aspect they wanted was recognition for
their skills, training and experience. They wanted to feel there were pathways for their caLeers to
develop along. They asked that their skills and competencies should be analyzed and presented
within a framework document that could be shown to management. This would provide artool
which could be used in appraisal situations, when applying for jobs, regradings and so on. This
would help information professionals to analyze their own skitls and suggest how they these could
be built upon in order to facilitate career development or enhancement.

A few months later another career planning seminar was carried out with librarians from the
independent schools sector. Despite working in quite different types of organization, not
surprisingly, their comments and requirements were very similar. So although this project is
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specifically looking at the transferable skills of two groups
services and oii industry sectors), it is felt that results will be

of special librarians (in the health
reasonably generalizable.

The experience of the career development and planning seminars suggested that a project that
aimed to identify a framework of the transferable skills of information professionals, wai topical
and recognized by a wide range of practitioners as being needed. The British Library have
acknowledged this need by funding a project for 15 months from January 1996. The foliowing
article outlines some of the background and the methodology to be used in the project.

A longstanding problem

A preliminary analysis of the literature showed that commentators and researchers within the
profession had been discussing issues related to the problem of barriers to career development for
some time. In the mid 1980s the American Library Association carried out a survey of its members,
looking at career development and job satisfaction. One of the findings noted by researchers
Bernstein and Leach(z)from this study was that:

" career satisfaction for substantial numbers of
librarians ... will have to take place in existing jobs.
They have reached what is termed a "a plateauecr conclition"."

The "plateaued condition" referred to large numbers of information professionals who had
reached a stage in their career where there were no obvious routes for advancement within their own
profession.

It is not difficult to find examples of plateaued professionals within the UK librarianship sector of
the 1990s. The job market is tight, with an overarching ethos of job insecurity. In a society whose
message is work better and harder, there are many able people frustrated by lack of opportunity.
In addition, the longer a professional stays in the same job, the more highly skilled and specialized
for that particular environment they become. Ironically, this very specialism is likely to present a
barrier which prevents the professional entering other fields of work. Research looking aiScottish
health sciences librarians showed that4TVo had worked in health sciences for more than 10 years(3).
As Koenig(a) highlights

"there is a substantial degree of vertical stratffication
within the library field - public, academic, corporate and
school librarianship are almost regarded as separate

fields" .

He goes on to add that this phenomenonis "not to the benefit of thefield". This stratification
makes it difficult for librarians to move from one sector to another, thus preventing cross-
fertilisation of ideas between library sectors and preventing career development or advaniemtnt.

The librarian working in a specialized environment over a period of time often begins to have a lot
more in common with the other employees in that environment than they do with the rest of their
professional group. Librarians in the health service, for example, develop a high level of
knowledge of management and medical jargon, and get to know and work with key organizational
figures and concepts. Yet, despite this, they experience professional isolation and their opportu-
nities for moving into other fields of work within the same environment would seem to be limited.
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A survey carried out in l992ts) showed that NHS managers perceived librarians' skills as lying
primarily in the traditional library areas - o'cat/class," stock management and online searching.
While around two thirds of managers sampled felt that librarians could move into information
management and information technology functions, about half of this group felt they would need
extra training in order to do this. Although little formal research has been carried out, anecdotal
evidence points to a similar picture for librarians in other sectors.

Transferable skills

It is generally recognized within the information profession that members have a range of generic
skills that could be usefully transferred to other roles. For example, Redfern(6) discusses the range
of managerial and interpersonal skills that librarians possess. Others highlight information
technology. management skills, communication skills, etc. In addition research has shown(7) that
many health service librarians are engaged in the contracting process, setting quality standards,
budgeting, business planning and so on. Likewise few industrial librarians are restricted to the
management of traditional collections and many are involved in information management and
quality monitoring.

A number of current initiatives attempt to provide skills frameworks for other professions which
can be used as checklists or keystones to further professional development. Initiatives relevant for
the sector being examined here include the Management Charter Initiative.t8r S/NVQs, the NHS
Information Management and Technology Strategy's Statement of Recognition(e) and Checklist
questionnaire for managets(ro) . Such frameworks will form a useful background for the skills
analysis tools to be devised for information professionals in this project. Information about
potential courses which could be used to top up librarian's skills will also be collected and
analyzed.

In 1992 the Library Association produced its Framework for Continuing Professional Develop-
ment(rr), a do-it-yourself pack which encouraged librarians to think about their professional and
personal development in partnership with their employers. This pack served to highlight the need
for and interest in continuing education. However, it also served to show to many, particularly
special librarians, how confusing it is to identify what areas for career progression they could
reasonably look to, without the further'consideration of how to go about getting there.

One way of bringing analysis of transferable skills to the fore would seem to be via the appraisal
process (for organizations which have a formal appraisal strategy). This would seem to provide
a perfect opportunity to highlight generic skills which could be transferred and investigate ways
to develop or accredit these skills through a variety of strategies. These might include formal
mentoring strategies, secondments, projects, action learning or continuing education through
distance/open learning or attendance at short courses. At present, these types of opportunity would
seem to be lacking. Many librarians are not part of a formal organizational appraisal strategy and,
even if they are, many express frustration at the difficulties of convincing their managers (non-
librarians) that what they do is worthwhile and that they do have transferable skills. The current
employment climate is also a major hindrance to encouraging staff to press for better development
opportunities. In both sectors under examination in this project, perhaps particularly the oil
industry, there is agreat deal of insecurity among professionals due to threats of organizational
review, downsizing, outsourcing, mergers and so on. Therefore, the marketing of the ethos of this
project will have to be handled with great tact and diplomacy!
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Methodology

The general approach currently planned in the skills analysis stage of the project is the " learning
pairs" technique used by Tremblay and Wall(12) at the University of Birmingham to help managers
in different types of health service organizations understand each other's roles. This is basically
a mentoring technique which will involve linking the participating information professional(A)
with someone currently in a parallel or more senior post in another prof,ession(B). The mentoring
professional B will be doing a job which A might reasonably be able to move into - for example
- in management, IT, PR, etc. As and Bs will work through a schedule of meetings together, some
facilitated by the project researcher. The aims of the meetings will be for As and Bs to analyze each
other's jobs in terms of the skills, competencies and personal attributes required to carry them out
effectively. As and Bs will also analyze their own and each other's personal skills. During the
process they will gain a greater appreciation of each other's roles and skills. Participating
information professionals will also be encouraged to meet together as a support group to discuss
their jobs and skills.

The project staff will play a highly supportive. facilitating role throughout fhe project. Stage one
willinvolveidentifyingagroupof30ormoreparticipants. Thesewillbeinformationprofessionals
in posts in the health service or oil industry sector who feel they would like to develop their careers,
but are not sure what to do about it. Having done this, atStage two the project team will construct
diagnostic tools to enable participants to analyze the type of job they would like to move into.

Stage three wlIl involve finding learning partners or mentors for the participants. This is
anticipated as being potentially quite difficult. The concept of the project will need to be marketed
very carefully - emphasizing the growth of skills and understanding on the part of mentor and
mentored - if mentors are to be found who are willing to give up their time to assist. Even so, it
is expected that much liaison and discussion will have to take place with personnel and training
officers in various organizations to facilitate the success of the project.

Stage four will involve the participants - As and Bs - working through a series of meetings together
in each other's organizations as well as on neutral territory. Sometimes these meetings will be
facilitated by the project researcher. Thg meetings will involve:

. d and B getting to know each other

o I and B discussing each other's organizations and roles

. A and B observing each other at work and discussing this

. A and B analyzing themselves and their jobs in terms of skills, training and education
required, experience required, competencies, personal attributes, organization's expectations
of them.

A and B analyzing each other's jobs in terms of the factors outlined above.

The project will devise a set of tools to help the participants carry out analyses. Although this will
primarily involve work on the part of participants, it is also anticipated that they will learn a lot
from the experience and actually have some fun in the process.

At Stage five a project report will be produced which will outline the framework of transferable
skills identified. The report will also evaluate the feasibility of such a mentoring project. As well
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as the report, a pack will be produced which will be designed to help practitioners make the most
of their generic skills.

A framework of transferabte skills

The main thrust of this project, then, is to assist information professionals in their career
deveiopment. This may be within existing posts or to expand their opportunities for career
advancement into a wider range of potential roles such as general management, information
technoiogy, public relations, quality assurance, etc. In order to do this the primary deliverable will
encompass a broad framework of the generic skills/competencies/attributes discovered within the
group under study. It is proposed that this framework will serve to empower librarians to engage
in various strategies to stimulate their own career development. For example,it might be used to
market prof'essionals skills within their organization. It might be used to pursue development
opportunities through appraisal such as formal mentoring, secondments, and so on. A further
deliverable devised as part of the process of the project will be a diagnostic tool for allowing
librarians to analyze their own skills in more depth (in relation to the generic framework). This is
intended to assist professionals to identify which areas they could usefully top up by means of
further education or comparable learning strategies. This would allow librarians to work towards
gaining further qualifications which employers would see as attractive outside traditional librar-
ianship jobs. A summary of the results of the project, the framework of generic skills and the
diagnostic skills analysis tools will be presented as a concise and accessible pack for use by
individuals. It is anticipated that the work of this project will be of interest to Schools of
Librarianship and Information Science (perhaps in partnership with other disciplines, for example
Business Management) who might wish to use the findings as a basis for developing distance
learning which would build on and enhance librarians' transferable skills.
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CD-ROM user interface evaluation: the appropriateness of GUIs
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Introduction

The study's general objective was to assess the appropriateness of Graphical User Interfaces (GUI)
for CD-ROM applications and examine to what extent a GUI based on Windows could facilitate
the ease of use of these applications. A full account of the study is reported elsewhere(1) .

The literature review identified three grain problematic areas in relation to the acceptance of CD-
ROMs: contradictory perceptions about CD-ROMs, standardization, and the need for evaluation
of interfaces.

Contradictory perceptions about CD-ROMs from publishers, users and information
professionals: the need for end user training.

Although publishers define CD-ROMs as 'user-friendly' and particularly suited to end users, and
users are reported to be extremely attracted to and satisfied with CD-ROM products, information
professionals involved in the management of CD-ROM services realized thaf end user searching
is problematic. Studies investigating the searching behaviour of end-users have indicated the
difficulties naive users encounter using CD-ROMs and the inefficiency of their search techniques
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