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Diversity Imperative! 
- 

A Heterogeneous Profession Hears More 
 

 

Abstract 

 

The strong social change towards multiculturalism has been a challenge to the public library branch in 

Finland. The society has been sending the signals of diversity over the past 15 years but only a few 

operators in the library field have reacted to those indicators. In general, the library professionals are a 

homogeneous group representing the majority of the population in Finland and in fact, this might be one of 

the reasons why the signals from the society have not reached the branch. However, the LIS profession has 

an agreement with the society: public libraries offer and develop services to all community members. Still, 

may we ask could the obligation expire if the profession is not able to hear all the society? Without 

diversity, the LIS profession is in danger to isolate itself the variety is needed in the branch for tomorrow.    

 

However, the diversity signals were reacted by the LIS education and the degree programme on Library and 

Information Services at the Turku University of Applied Sciences organized a training Further LIS Education 

for Persons with an Immigrant Background . This paper bases in my coming study What is librarianship all 

about?  It is a survey done among the eight LIS students who participated in 2010-2011 to the training 

mentioned above. Eight informants were interviewed twice: The first survey in the spring 2010 was an 

autobiographical narrative and the second one in the spring 2011 was an unstructured interview. The focus 

was on the diversity and multiculturalism in the library branch and on the informant’s contribution to the 

LIS profession.    
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Background  

Lisa K. Hussey (2009) emphasizes that in the LIS professions there are plenty of opportunities for diversity, 

for the libraries operate with the multi-ethnic, multilingual and multicultural population. Although the 

library professions are mainly occupied by the white females, there is a need for diversity in the branch. 

Improving the diversity in the profession requires recruiting ethnic minorities to the LIS education. 

According to Hussey, in the United States the ethnic minority representatives do not see the LIS education 

as a possible career. One reason for that is that there are no role models in the profession; in the first place 

librarianship is not seen as the potential career among a minority population.   

 

Audunson, Brunelli and Goulding (2005) argue that the multiculturalism is one essential competence in the 

LIS field. The diversity is growing and the societies should support all communities and members as well as 

the newcomers. Nevertheless, in the European context the multiculturalism is a rather marginal subject in 

the LIS education. In most cases, multiculturalism is the issue of separate courses but the systematic 

perspective is missing from higher education. The success of multicultural library work requires 

understanding, knowledge, ability and willingness to act without forgetting three essential principles: 

firstly, awareness of the library’s duties and functions; secondly, understanding the practices and the 

approaches of the work; and thirdly, ability to co-operate with the diversity and to plan multicultural 

library-based services.  

 

In almost any context, the newcomers can be called bridges through which new approaches, innovations, 

and practices are spreading rapidly and effectively. Newcomers operate as information links in the 

communities and they are nearly definitive in the postmodern multicultural society. Especial, the bridges 

are needed in the socially sensitive profession like librarianship which should recognize the service needs in 

every corner of the society.  Mark Granovetter (1973, 1983) argues that strong ties are given too much 

importance while researching human communities even though weak ties can actually be equal or even 

more important in some situations. Weak ties are less formal acquaintances which all have, not close 

friends or community members, and an individual receives fresh and useful information through the weak 

ties. All weak ties are potential bridges to the new net or to the new community which as well has new ties, 

bridges to other collectives.  In the LIS professional circle the ethnic minority members could be needed 

newcomers and essential links between individuals and communities in the multicultural society. 

Ernest Greenwood introduced in 1957 the concept of semi-profession which usually refers to the 

professions connected with the welfare state and later the librarianship was involved in the semi-category 

(Goode 1961; 1969). In addition, Simpson and Simpson (1969) point out that multidisciplinary theoretical 

approach categorizes semi-professions and they do not have specific defined or distinct doctrine.   

However, the categorizing has not pleased the LIS branch and it is often seen as a weakness but could we 

argue that in the postmodern plural society the interdisciplinary character is actually a strength?  

In general, the existence of the profession depends on that it is able to develop along with the society and 

we could even argue that the profession is needed as long as it is able to manage the duty the society has 

determined. Andrew Abbott (1988) presents the idea of jurisdiction which refers to the authorization of the 

profession to operate in the certain field and this assignment to the profession is given by the society. In 

the postmodern society, the formal education plays an important role since the education qualifies the 
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members of the field. As well, the professional education itself should reflect the society so it could 

recognize what kind of competence is needed and a profession is able to fulfill its duty. We may even say 

that the professional education is one main gate towards a profession and if the LIS education is able to 

involve ethnic background population to the career the profession acts by contract. 

 

Why LIS career?  

 

The training Further LIS Education for Persons with an Immigrant Background was one of the first steps of 

the higher education to recruit the immigrant minority to the LIS career in Finland. Undoubtedly, we may 

say that the students in the training are professional newcomers and they could operate as needful bridges 

and information links in the society. Eight students who participated in the survey originate from five 

different countries and they represent six different mother tongues. Their school and educational 

background come from their country of origin except two informants who have the university degree from 

the third country. Still, the group can be divided into three categories on the basis of their connection to 

the library branch at the beginning of their studies: Firstly, persons who had both a higher education 

degree in the library and information science and library work experience; Secondly, persons who had 

library work experience but not formal qualification; Thirdly, those who had no former experience in LIS 

field.  

Those three participants who already had a LIS education and work experience in the branch took the first 

steps towards the LIS career in their country of origin. One of them had chosen the career of librarianship 

already at her school time and the other one had oriented at first for another career but after three years 

she changed her plan and applied to the LIS education. The third one qualified to librarianship after the 

bachelor degree, which is in the humanities. They all said that in the time they immigrated their 

professional identity already focused on the librarianship and they wanted to continue their career in the 

new environment. However, they have noticed that employment to the public library branch was not that 

simple and according to them, the Finnish work life is willing to account the formal qualification achieved in 

Finland.  

Four interviewees did not have any connection to the LIS branch before the further education. They all 

have in common that their higher degree does not give the clear qualification to any specific profession 

which is typical for example in humanities. They had mainly been active library users all their lives but they 

awoke to the opportunities for a library career after moving to Finland where the services, collections, 

spaces and atmosphere of the public libraries had impressed them. They did not mention any role models 

in the profession and they even noted that before the education they did not have any idea how multiple 

profession librarianship is. As a matter of fact, they said that they had a stereotypical image of the librarian: 

A strict person sitting behind the desk and waiting quietly for the customers. However, they saw the 

librarianship as a profession where the immigrant background could be an advantage.  
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The informants applied to the further LIS education for the reason that they were interested in to work in 

the public libraries and they were highly motivated to study clear professional qualification, which could 

help their employment in Finland. Most participants said that they were encouraged to apply to the 

training because it was aimed for the students with an immigrant background.  They expressed that among 

the majority background students there is a risk to remain outside. Mainly, they questioned their own 

Finnish language skill but they had experiences that in the majority group the ideas and voices of 

immigrants are not heard. On the other hand, a few informants remark that they would have liked to make 

their studies among the majority students.  

 

Professional role  

 

The interviewees mentioned several roles related to the librarianship and these reflect the research done 

by Anders Ørom (1993) and Peter Enström (1995). They have recognized seven work roles or professional 

identities in the public library branch. In turn, the informants meant the role of a collection manager, 

information seeker, information organizer, social worker, teacher, literature expert, but they stressed that 

the most important duty is customer service. Moreover, the participants were asked how they saw their 

own personal LIS professional role. Mostly, they replied that even they would like to work side by side with 

majority colleagues their strength is explicit at the multicultural library work.  They considered that 

multicultural librarianship includes multiethnic customer service, multilingual collection work, material 

promotion, and but as well it contains exploring information needs of minority background and marginal 

communities.  One participant described that basically in the LIS profession there is a question of 

understanding the community members: What a person needs? 

 

Most informants considered that very likely their professional identity will base on their own cultural and 

linguistic background. Ideally, they would like to work in Finnish public libraries in tasks where they had 

possibility to work for minority background communities and develop library services for them. For 

example, support the minorities to maintain their own cultural roots and language but also help them to 

find the contact with the Finnish culture.  A few informants said that they would like to see that their skill 

and knowledge could also support connections between library professionals in Finland and in their country 

of origin. Moreover, one participant stated that she would like to see that her education could promote the 

development public libraries in her country of origin. 

 

When closing the LIS further training, one respondent compared the situation with the driving school. At 

the end of the school, you have a license to drive but you are not yet in the traffic. Other hand, you are 

impatiently waiting to get behind the wheel but on the other hand, you question your abilities to manage 

the real situation. 
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Reflection   

 

This paper has presented some views about why diversity members benefit the LIS profession. One of the 

reasons is that societies are changed and a homogeneous professional circle is able to fulfill the assignment 

with the society only partly. There are individuals or communities whose information needs might remain 

unrecognized in the libraries if in the librarianship there is no competence to build connections outside the 

majority circle.  This is the matter of concern, as the LIS service is the privilege for all inhabitants in Finland.  

The higher education has taken the first steps to recruit ethnic and linguistic minority to the career in 

Finland and this experiment has been inspirational.  The LIS education should take advantage of this 

training and continue the recruitment.  The study among the immigrant background LIS students shows 

that they are truly professional newcomers who could promote the whole branch with fresh perspectives. 

Besides the traditional professional role, they would like to work as LIS links toward the minority 

communities and their professional identity leans on multicultural library work. Most of all they would like 

to encourage their own communities towards the LIS services and support their information needs but 

equally they would like to promote cultural comprehension in the society.  Because of their 

multidisciplinary background, understanding about ethnic and linguistic minority communities, they are 

easily transcending the boundaries and increasing cultural understanding. 
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