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Librarianship: more herding cats than calm
A friend o n ce  described working in a  public 

library as something like trying to herd cats. When 
I looked confused, she explained you spend your 
days running from one end of the library to another, 
troubleshooting IT, answering questions, and  
generally dealing with chao s and noise.

I didn't believe her. My experience of libraries w as 
as quiet, ca lm  p laces with books and  learning. And 
my role would be to co n n e ct people to information. 
How w as that anything like w hat she w as 
describing? Until that w as, I started working on the 
circulation desk during school holidays. In betw een  
answering information enquiries, sorting IT problems 
and m anaging staff, I had to ag ree ; sometimes an  
LIS professional's job is very m uch like herding cats.

Looking b ack  it's am azing how little I knew about 
the industry I d e cid ed  to join. I enrolled in library 
studies b e ca u se  I loved books and w anted to 
spend my days surrounded by them. In the second  
semester, I realised being a  librarian has nothing to 
do with books. While loving books is an excellent 
p la ce  to start, if I w anted  to be enjoy working in the 
industry I need ed  to let go of my romantic ideas 
and e m b race  something deeper.

Libraries at their heart represent the highest 
ideals of a  society -  w here everyone has equal 
a c c e ss  to information, resources, and  services.
In a  consumerist world, making knowledge freely 
availab le  to everyone is brave. I believe in the role 
libraries play in society. In the services, support, 
and opportunities they provide to communities, our 
position is as keepers of the ‘stuff' of human history, 
and as navigators through a  high-tech information 
rich world.

But it has also m eant com ing to terms with som e  
of the more practical aspects of working in libraries.
If I im agined my job would just be easy  and nice, I 
w as very m uch mistaken. In fact, it's quite physically 
dem anding. I spend a  great dea l of my time on 
my feet, walking, lifting, bending, shelving, and  
sometimes even crawling on the floor. I am  often 
covered  in dust.

Dealing with the public has also required a  bit 
of adjustment. I knew this would be a  large part 
of the job, but w as perhaps unprepared for how  
unrelenting, at times difficult, and even weird, it can  
be. Most days, working on the desk dealing with 
the public is a  hap py and  rewarding experience. 
Knowing you have  helped co n n e ct a  person to a  
resource or information m akes you feel good about 
your work.

Other days you feel you have  w and ered  into 
a parallel universe, w here everything looks the 
sam e, but is slightly different in a  w a y  you don't 
understand. These are the days w hen maintaining 
a sense of humour and having a  good network of 
co lleagues around you is integral.

Public libraries by their nature attract a  w ide array 
of people. They could be non-English speakers, 
children, and families, students, homeless, or seniors, 
and they all have  different needs and expectations 
for the service you c a n  provide. Generally, most 
people are lovely, but, unfortunately, som e are not. 
Dealing with people who are having a  bad  d ay  or 
who m ay have a  drug d e p e n d e n cy  or other issues, 
is difficult.

O ccasiona lly  other situations will arise -  crimes 
being com m itted, som eone falling ill. Nothing in 
your library studies degree  or previous experience  
c a n  prepare you for this. When these things happen  
-  which is rarely -  all you c a n  do is your best. Don't 
panic, rem em ber your library procedures, try not to 
take it personally, and hope there is a  cold  bottle of 
white wine at hom e in the fridge.

In writing about som e of realities of working in 
libraries, my intention is not to paint a  negative  
picture of the industry, but a  more realistic one.
The idea of librarianship as something nice and  
com fortable with books and a  quiet existence  
persist. As a  new  graduate, I w ant to help dispel 
the myth, not so those interested in librarianship 
doubt their cho ice , but so they can  m ake a  fully 
informed decision. We are, after all, in the business 
of connecting  people  to the right information.

For those
students out there 
reading this, here 
is the secret to 
dealing with the 
realities of this 
career. You need  
to really love it 
and be d ed icated  
to promoting 
libraries not just as 
p laces with books.
Being a  librarian is 
nothing like w hat 
I expected . It is 
something much  
m uch better.
Especially on days 
w hen you are
standing in the library, feeling like you are trying to 
herd cats.
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