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To be or not to be: an exploration of the vocation of the Librarian. 
 
  

It’s a pleasure to have the opportunity to speak with you all. 
 
  

Although I am professionally qualified as a Librarian, and have been a Teacher as 
well, for the last eleven years I’ve worked outside of a Library.  

 
 
I’ve been based in Limerick for these last eleven years, first with the Mid Western 

Health Board and subsequently with the HSE – which over the course of this year is also to 
cease to exist.  

 
 
Initially, I was appointed to the Mental Health Services and then in January 2010 to 

the Child Care Services, where my work has encompassed a number of different roles.  
 
 
What I’d like to do is share some of that work with you, pose some questions and 

suggest some insights which may be gained from the situations I have been in.  – what I 
would also like to do is talk about the Librarian rather than the Library – and I hope that 
some of the reasons for this, will become clear as I proceed. 
 
  

I’d not originally intended to become a Librarian. Having graduated from a UK 
university with a Degree in Theology, I’d intended being a Teacher and did in fact go on to 
be a Teacher of English and Religious Education for a year. 
 
  

I have also worked in an Academic Library, in School Libraries, a Public Library and 
prior to coming to Ireland, I worked for a third world development and relief organization 
in London – the English equivalent of Trocaire – for six years, as Librarian, Archivist and 
Webmaster. My first job in Ireland was working for the former South Eastern Health Board 
as their Electronic Systems Librarian, before being promoted to my present post. 
 
  
 When I began in Limerick in January 2002, it was a shock to the system in many 
ways. There was no Library. Although I have my own office now, initially, I shared an 
office with three other people. To a large extent, then, as is still the case now, my time is 
my own. I have no-one looking over my shoulder. I am given tasks and simply expected to 
deliver.  But from the word go, the emphasis is on the person and the academic and 
professional skills/knowledge you possess and can apply – the place where you work is 
immaterial. 
 
 

In the title of this presentation, I used the word “Vocation” which might seem a 
strange one to apply to a profession such as Librarianship. It has almost religious overtones 
and possibly makes us think of those who spend their lives in religious communities or as 
priests working in parishes. As Librarians, we’re more accustomed to using the word 
“profession” and thinking in terms of “professional skill-sets”.   
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If we take one dictionary definition, Vocation is “a call or sense of fitness for and 
obligation to follow a particular career”. So, to put it another way, it’s a conscious 
discerned choice. From a theological perspective, every person alive has a vocation. Every 
person has a uniqueness – a set of skills, aptitudes, abilities, the fusion of which is a once-
off – it will never happen again – so attempting to realise a vocation is an inherently 
personal process – and realising a vocation is not a one-off – it’s a life long process of 
asking questions and reflecting and learning from the situations in which we find 
ourselves. 

 
 
And asking questions I would like to suggest to you is fundamental to our 

development and growth as Librarians 
 

 
Some Librarians when confronted with this might say “Well, that’s nothing new” – 

we deal with questions all the time – we call them enquiries – all Librarians do it, no 
matter what type of Library or Information setting they work in.  

 
 
Well, at a general level, that may well be true, but on a more specific level, the 

art of asking, as well as answering questions, is not always considered in depth. 
 
 
For a start, a clear focussed question is the beginning of the research process – 

where the subject, the group involved, the historical period among others are all clearly 
brought into focus.  

 
 
When we ask questions, the words we use are of critical importance. If we take the 

word “Vocation” above as an example, part of the questioning process is to strip away 
pre-conceptions and pre-suppositions and seek to uncover what the word really means. 

 
 
Questions are also dialogical – there is nearly always more than one person 

involved, and the asking and answering of questions should lead to learning, growth and 
development on both sides. But the process is also a forward looking one, and when 
applied to the profession of Librarianship, means that we can’t stand still and say, this 
far, no further, or this is my understanding of the profession and I won’t have it 
challenged – what it must mean is a constant openness to the development of the 
profession – all the threats and opportunities it faces – as well as seeing the bigger picture. 

 
 
One of the points I’ve made above is that asking questions / working with questions 

involves working with people. 
 
 
For a moment, I’d like to discuss this with you in the context of Education, which I 

know is a subject available on your syllabus.  
 
 
Within the subject of Education, one of the big debates that is currently occurring 

within this country, and has been a subject of debate over in the UK, for the last twenty 
five years, is what is the purpose of Education?  
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Is Education something which simply occurs in an academic institution (albeit a 

school or a university?) or is it a life-long process? Is Education simply about acquiring a set 
of skills to enable you to perform a particular task, or about giving you sufficient 
functional knowledge and just enough for what you need? This particular view of 
Education is increasingly described as “Instrumentalism” and we can see it evidenced in a 
number of different ways. For example, as Librarians, we have come to talk about our 
professional “skill-set” as a way of defining what every Librarian should know as a 
minimum. You can see further examples in organizations, where the People Management 
function which used to be known as “Personnel” is now known as “Human Resources”. 

 
 
An alternative view, which some Educationalists as well as Theologians would put 

forward, is that Education is first and foremost about the development or formation of the 
person. That does not exclude the acquisition of knowledge or professional skills – but the 
gaining of and exercise of this knowledge and skills has to happen and be integrated within 
an overall framework – namely the Human Person. 

 
And to go back to the title of this presentation, what it offers us as Librarians, as 

well as those we work with, is a choice. To be, to become and to grow through the 
knowledge we gain and use – or not to be – which then means that we simply do and 
nothing else. 

 
 
These questions – these reflections are very relevant to the profession of 

Librarianship as it stands – and again, what it comes back to is the fact that we must ask 
questions of ourselves as professionals. 

 
 
Let me give you a few examples. 
 
 
On coming to Ireland in 1999, I’d only been in the country for about six months, 

when my manager – a Regional Librarian, sent me to a committee meeting of the Health 
Sciences Libraries Group of the Library Association of Ireland. I had quite a bad cold, so 
was taking out my handkerchief to blow into it fairly frequently. After one prolonged 
attempt, I looked up to find everyone looking at me and was greeted with the words 
“Congratulations, you’re our new Chairperson!”  

 
 
One of my first tasks was to set up an e-mail discussion list for the group. Even 

today, thirteen years after that list was set up, probably 97 – 98% of the correspondence 
on the list are inter-library loan requests – for journal articles or book chapters. I stepped 
down as Chair in 2008, but late last year, my successor posted a message to the list, saying 
that the list did not exist for the purpose of inter-library loans and he wanted to see it 
used more constructively for discussion of matters relevant to the sector of the profession. 
For the most part his plea was and is completely ignored and even attracted one furious 
response to say that there was nothing wrong with using the list in this way – and this trens 
continues unabated. 

 
 
Another example from last month was a Librarian who had e-mailed this list, 

complaining that she did not know what she was doing wrong. She photocopied journal 
table of contents pages and circulated them – she sent people an e-mail of useful articles 
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even from journals that she did not subscribe to – and was at her wits end trying to get 
hold of these when people then requested them. But overall it was a lot of work for very 
little response. 

 
 
Granted, it certainly used to be the case, and perhaps it still is, that Librarians 

“pushed” information out to their Users as a way of providing a helpful and valued service. 
They were the ones who searched electronic databases and printed off lists of citations, 
which others selected from and photocopies were obtained. 

 
But as I’m sure you are all aware, a great deal of this information is and has been 

for some years, available electronically. Some of this information is available through 
electronic journals and portals which provide unified access to a wide range of electronic 
resources. Additionally, there has also been a proliferation of what are broadly described 
as “digital repositories”.  

 
 
Most Universities will have their own repository to record and make available 

research undertaken by students and staff of the parent institution.  
 
 
Repositories which are thematic or subject focussed also exist – a colleague of mine 

at Dr Steevens Hospital in Dublin, a number of years ago set up the “Lenus” website, 
which is an Irish Digital Health Repository.  

 
 
Networking Sites such as “Linked-In” enable you to attach published papers to your 

professional profile. The same can be done within Google Scholar as well as other websites 
such as Research Gate, which is focussed on the more general scientific community. 

 
 
As well as making published papers available online electronically, Scholars, 

Scientists and others now have a forum in which they can ask questions, connect with 
others who they are interested in following, become aware of what is published – and in 
many cases go straight to the author to either request a copy of the paper they are looking 
for or even discuss it with the author – all without the intermediation of the Librarian and 
the Library – which brings us back to asking questions – in the midst of all this development 
– Where do we stand? – What should be our role? 

 
 
We are not the only ones who continually need to ask questions. Within the Health 

Care sector, whether it’s Nurses, Occupational Therapists – right across the board, all have 
had to engage in what is broadly described as “Reflective Practice” – recognising that 
what we learn in our formal academic courses is just a beginning and foundation for life-
long learning – and change. 

 
 
To put some more context around this, I would like now to describe some of the 

work I’ve been undertaking in Limerick and I hope you will see why the discussion I have 
outlined above is so relevant. 

 
 
Within weeks of arriving in Limerick, it became clear that the role was in many 

ways going to resemble that of a Research Officer. Although it is little appreciated – and I 

 4



certainly did not when I first arrived, just about every area of service provision within the 
Mental Health Services (and most other parts of the Health Service) are governed by a 
hierarchy of protocols, guidelines and policies, of which policies are usually the most 
specific. Sometimes these could be quite brief, but they would cover all areas of the 
service such as the use of Electro Convulsive Therapy, Observation, Resuscitation and 
many more. What these policies do is spell out clearly and consistently the processes and 
procedures that all staff must follow in addressing the needs associated with service areas 
such as the above. The policies also attempt to detail all the different eventualities and 
scenarios that can occur with these service areas. All such policies also need to be 
evidence based – in other-words, they must not only encompass best practice where it is 
found in the literature, but also show an awareness of what works, what does not and 
where such practices have been attempted. 

 
 
So where does one start?  
 
While one cannot exclude databases such as Medline, Psychinfo and others, 

predominantly, most of the content of these databases is concerned with treatment rather 
than practice.  So the main starting point therefore, is the Internet to try and find others 
who had authored such policies. Initially, this meant having a clear idea of which countries 
would be the most useful (i.e. England, Scotland, Australia and New Zealand for the most 
part) and then deciding what to do next. 

 
 
In some cases, the parent organizations had websites from which I could download 

the documents in either Word or PDF format. In other cases, it meant E-Mails and Phone 
Calls. It’s worth taking a few moments just to think about this last point. If you are making 
a phone call to a large health care organization and you don’t really know who you should 
be talking to, how do you ensure that you get connected to them – if you are dealing with 
a Receptionist or Secretary, you probably only have about twenty to thirty seconds. 

 
 
It might sound obvious, but I usually start by looking at who has authored the 

policies. It may or may not give the name of the person concerned, but in most cases it 
gives the name of the department or section.  The organizations website may then be 
looked at again to see if there are any details of who works within the Department or even 
if they have a direct dial number or E-Mail. Then there is a need to be clear exactly what 
you are after – is it a specific policy, is it someone to talk to – and when on the phone seek 
to establish a rapport with the person as quickly as possible – by thanking them, providing 
them with all the information they need etc. 

 
 
With an e-mail, it needs to be kept quite brief, which is not always easy when it is 

something technical, but the best way to make sure it does get read. As just mentioned, 
it’s important to state clearly why you need the information and what you are trying to 
do. It does not always work, but when it does the results can be quite surprising – as in the 
case of one state health authority in Australia, where the respondent told me how helpful 
my e-mail had been and it was a pleasure for an 80 year old such as her to be able to deal 
with it – furthermore, I was not to hesitate to contact her again if I needed further 
assistance. 
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So what we are seeing is once more the need for a clear process of questioning, or to put 
it another way, the use of deductive logic, and the need to deploy good communication 
skills – even if you cannot see the person face to face. 

 
 
Quite a lot of the work I’ve done I’ve uploaded to the Lenus and Research Gate 

websites and this includes Clinical Guidelines written in a number of areas, as well as 
policy and strategy papers on areas such as Clinical Governance and Evaluation. What has 
happened in most of these cases is that the Director of Mental Health has come to me and 
said “We need to do something about this – none of us really know what is involved – 
research it and write a guideline which will give us a process for both finding out more 
about it and implementing it. 

 
 
It can sound very neat and methodical – it is not always so. 
 
 
One fairly recent example, from the second half of last year, was when the Suicide 

Resource Officer for the Mid West, who I’ve worked with quite a bit during my time in 
Limerick, came to my office and told me the story of a 14 year old who for reasons that 
were not clear had decided to commit suicide. Fellow pupils had wanted to hold a parade 
in their friend’s honour. However, from her knowledge and experience the Suicide 
Resource Officer knew that this was not a good idea – studies had either suggested or 
proven that such events, while they might be well motivated, can nevertheless almost 
seem to glorify the idea of suicide and influence minds, often when they are at their most 
suggestive and formative.  

 
 
Having put this to the Head Teacher, the Head Teacher then turned round and said 

to her “I don’t believe you. Unless you can put the evidence on the table in front of me in 
black and white – the parade goes ahead”. And that was where I came in – attempting to 
find the evidence in black and white. 

 
 
For a subject such as this, it’s by no means as easy as it might seem. When it 

comes to dealing with the behaviour of human beings, there can be multiple causes and 
whether it’s a journal article or a policy paper, very often, people will infer or suggest 
what they think should be done, but won’t come out in the open and say “ you should do 
this because…” 

 
 
After about ten days I had been able to amass a body of material from a number of 

different places, none of which was particularly conclusive. In order to put a body of 
evidence together, the next task was to actually read it with a critical eye and see what 
could be either deduced or inferred – and then having assembled a brief paper, sat down 
and had a discussion with the Suicide Resource Officer about the outcome of the exercise 
and it’s findings. 

 
 
Thankfully, with what I had found, she was able to convince the Head Teacher who 

put a stop to the parade. 
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But what is interesting about the Librarian’s role in all of this, is that it’s not just a 
question of supporting – but rather collaborating and working with. Nor it is just a question 
of going away, locating the evidence and handing it to the Health Care professional – there 
is a need to be as knowledgeable about the subject as the Health Care professional and to 
be able to interpret or mediate what you find.  

 
 

In January 2010, I was appointed to the Limerick City Child Care Manager’s Office, 
to work on a project known as the Limerick Assessment of Need project or LANS for short.  

 
 
It was one of four pilot projects around the country, the aim of which was to bring 

together all of the health care professionals involved with assessing the needs of children, 
who required the intervention of state or voluntary services. This included professionals 
such as Social Workers, Community Development Workers, the Garda Siochana and 
Voluntary Organizations. The aim was to agree and jointly use a shared assessment tool or 
methodology (which in the Limerick case was one known as the Common Assessment 
Framework – which had been used both in England and Scotland) and then to examine 
ways in which information about these children might be shared both promptly and 
legally. 

 
 
At the time of my assignment, the project had been up and running for about six 

months, so at the outset there was a considerable amount of catching up to do. What was 
the project? Where did it fit into the larger national picture? Was there a timescale 
associated with the project? Where exactly did I fit into it? All I’d been told in passing, 
was that they wanted someone to “do a bit of research” – so once more, the importance 
of being able to develop structured questions. 

 
 
Some work had already been done to implement the Common Assessment 

Framework, and the area they were weakest on was Information Sharing. What was 
needed was an “Information Sharing Protocol” which would specify how, both in process as 
well as in law, health care professionals working for a variety of organizations could share 
information about children between themselves. 

 
 
So, the information sharing protocol was the first task. Within the hierarchy of 

documents mentioned earlier, a protocol is a longer much more formal document. In many 
ways it is akin to a legal document. The research process was the same as for the policies 
– looking at what others have done, reading and assimilating it, asking questions about it, 
seeking to frame a document based on our own needs, the assessment framework we were 
using as well as best practice from elsewhere.  

 
 
The first draft took about three to four months, and included extensive 

consultation with the Office of the Data Protection Commissioner – an area with which I’d 
never really engaged with before – as well as a Chief Inspector of the Garda  and a 
meeting with the same at the Garda College in Templemore to discuss some of the 
emerging issues. 

 
 
The completion of the first draft, which ran to some 30 to 40 pages, was 

interesting for a number of reasons. 
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At the meeting of the Steering Group where I presented it, there were mixed 

reactions. The Garda who were present were delighted – wow, was their response, none of 
the other crowd have got anything like this – just what we need. The Project Manager was 
less enthusiastic – her reaction was it’s too complicated – no-one will understand this – and 
the end result was that I was instructed to write a practitioners guide to simplify it. 
Having done this, the manager did not like that either and then decided that she would 
simply adapt one written by one of the other pilot projects.  

 
 
My reason for mentioning this, in the first instance, is that from a teaching 

perspective, it’s interesting how often professionals, not just Librarians by any means, 
always assume that it must be kept simple – must not contain much detail – no-one will 
ever understand it. As a former teacher put it to me years ago, if you treat people as 
stupid, they will end up behaving as stupid – and I think the moral of the story is we should 
never assume that people are not capable of understanding – and even if it is hard work – a 
sound principle of teaching for ourselves and those that we will work with, is that if we 
want to learn and grow – we have to be prepared to be stretched. 

 
 
A second reason for mentioning this is Intellectual Honesty. As Librarians, epithets 

that are often applied to us are “Gatekeepers to Information and Knowledge” or 
“Information and Knowledge Professionals”. Again, it’s not just Librarians who are at fault 
by any means, but it’s interesting as in the case above with the protocol, to see how many 
people will take the lazy way out and just use what others have done, usually with the 
justification, “it’s so good, why should I why re-invent the wheel” – why make more work 
than necessary. And there have been a couple of cases of this on the Health Sciences 
Discussion list in the last few months. As professionals, we have to recognise that 
information is sensitive to context – at the very least, it has to be modified. But even with 
that, if we simply take what others have done and seek to apply it, it becomes very 
difficult for the knowledge to become our own and in the health care context – you are 
not creating new knowledge. 

 
 
Collaboration with staff in large organizations is not always easy. One of the 

problems that you can find in large organizations like the HSE is that many of the Staff 
who hold management positions are not in fact trained Managers. They are practitioners 
such as Community Development Workers, Social Workers and others who have risen 
through the ranks to achieve management status and see management in purely 
hierarchical terms – i.e top down – I decide – you do. And people who ask questions do not 
always have an easy time of it. 

 
 
As a Librarian, like yourselves, I’m both academically and professionally qualified 

and accredited. I don’t mean it in any arrogant or superior sense. But it is important to 
have a sense of our own self-worth. The qualifications we hold are similar in standing to 
those held by Social Workers and others – if in some cases, not better or of higher 
standing. So for myself, I see my role as a Librarian as one where I seek to work with 
people – as opposed to being a support worker they can wipe the carpet with – and as a 
consequence, an area of professional life, which rarely seems to get touched on is the 
development and maintenance of personal relationships. 
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To give one example, I’ve been involved with the creation of an Access Database 
for the LANS project. While I do have experience of database construction, I don’t have a 
great deal of experience of programming within Access – so we had to buy in programming 
expertise to get the database set up. Once that had been done, the Project Manager 
turned round to me and said “You will now input all these CAF forms to the database”. 
“No”, I said, “I won’t – I’m not a Clerical Worker – I’m a professionally qualified person”. 
“Oh, you will” she said “you will”. “No”, I said “I won’t”. Admittedly, it did not lead to a 
harmonious relationship between us – but as professionals, we have to have some sense of 
our own worth, and be prepared to stand up for ourselves if need be. Granted, the issue 
and the occasion need to be judged quite carefully – and perhaps such a firm stand is a 
last resort. But working with people is not always sweetness and light – and managing 
people is not always about giving into them and giving what they want. With any 
relationship – marriage included – there is a need to take a long term view of the situation. 
Yes, sometimes there is a need to give way. Sometimes, the issue at stake is just not 
worth it. And yes, I do make mistakes sometimes, and when I do I must have the humility 
to admit it both to myself and to the person concerned – and yes apologise. But 
understanding the importance of relationships is key to all the work we do as Librarians – 
no matter where we work – because it is other people that we work with. 

 
 
Self discipline is an important issue. As stated earlier, I work in an office by myself 

and have been in the same office for the last eight years. On a beautiful sunny afternoon, 
when the mountains are beckoning, it’s hard to sit at a desk having to read a dry technical 
paper or write into the keyboard. My manager is five miles down the road and there is no-
one watching over me, so it would be easy just to let things drift. But as Trained Managers 
– which we as Librarians are – self discipline, strategic planning and goal setting are 
essential to getting the job done. My last job each evening is to record a set of bullet 
points for the following day pinpointing the tasks to be done as well as completion dates. 

 
 
Innovation has been another area where it’s been important to excel. In a cash 

starved Health Service, where even buying a box of staples has to be approved by National 
HQ, it’s important to be able to offer solutions to problems which would normally require 
money.  

 
 
In respect of the research I mentioned earlier about policies and protocols, once 

you have got hold of the information and want to share it – what do you do? In an ideal 
world, you would use websites such as Google Drive or Box, which enable you to store, 
organise and share material securely in the Cloud. However, an overprotective firewall, 
prevents HSE staff from gaining access to this – so the answer in the end was the creation 
of Shared Drives or Folders on the local HSE network. They are more rudimentary in terms 
of how they can be organized, but they get the job done. 

 
 
Then in June of last year, I was asked if I could assist in the establishment of a 

quarterly newsletter for the Limerick City Children’s Services Committee. There was only 
one problem, they had no Desk Top Publishing software with which to produce such a 
newsletter. So, after a trawl through my Google Bookmarks, I was able to find a free DTP 
package, which I managed to install on my PC and have used to reasonably good effect 
ever since. 
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But again, web sites such as Google Bookmarks, the Digital Repositories I 
mentioned earlier, the contacts one makes and the relationships one builds – these are as, 
if not more important than any physical collection of resources – and for the most part, 
when I’m looking for information or knowledge – I’d not dream of going near a Library. 

 
 
Some of what I’ve described might seem a long way away from the world of 

Libraries and Librarians. A colleague here did say to me some years back “Well, you’re not 
really a Librarian anymore, are you”. But the fact remains, that I am. 

 
 
To come full circle and go back to the title of this presentation – for me, and 

increasingly for all of you – it’s a straight choice – to be or not to be. If we want to go on 
being and growing as Librarians, adding to the profession that we have elected to enter, 
we have to feel a sense of responsibility regarding that profession. Within that, has to be 
the ability to recognise – not in bland, but in concrete terms – what our profession adds to 
people’s lives – and if we are going to play our part in developing that profession – we 
have to look to the future and ask how will our role develop and change. 

 
 
Yes, of course it’s a job, and it will (hopefully) continue to give us a pay check. We 

do of course have lives outside of our work – and must have. But if all it is, is a job and 
nothing else – why bother coming into a profession. And perhaps the reason I’ve chosen 
the word “Vocation” rather than just “Profession” is that any group of people who seeks 
to ask questions, and as a consequence, sometimes challenge the status quo, in the 
context of our instrumentalist society, will not find it easy going. We need to know and be 
firmly decided that we are called to this work – and committed to growth and being – as 
opposed to just existing – or not being. 

 
 

 


