
A u s t r a l i a n  l i b r a r y  

w o r k e r s :  w h o  a r e  t h e y ?

The workplace survey of Australian library workers was conducted for ALIA by the Australian Centre for Industrial 
Relations Research and Training (ACIRRT), one of Australia's leading research organisations on labour m arket 
issues. O f  1600  questionnaires distributed to a statistically stratified sample of library workers in all states and 
territories and in all industry sectors, an outstanding real response rate of seventy-five per cent was achieved

L
ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  a re  o ld e r ,  b e tte r  

e d u ca te d  and  m o re  s ta b le  in  th e ir  
e m p lo y m e n t  p a tte rn s  th a n  o th e r  

A u s tra lia n  w o rk e rs . C o n tra ry  to  p o p u la r  

s e n t im e n t,  th e ir  e m p lo y m e n t  has n o t 

been  h u g e ly  c a s u a lis e d . B u t th e  su sp i
c io n  o f  p o o r  re w a rd s  a n d  lo w  p a y  is 

a c c u ra te .

These  a re  ju s t som e  o f  th e  f in d in g s  

to  e m e rg e  fro m  A L IA 's  m a jo r  n a tio n a l 

s u rv e y  o f  A u s tra la in  l ib r a r y  w o rk e rs ,  

c o n d u c te d  in  la te  1 9 9 7 . T h e  p ro je c t  

re p o r t  c o n ta in s  a m ass o f  in te re s t in g  

d a ta . T h is  is p ro b a b ly  th e  la rges t su rve y  

o f  its k in d  e ve r u n d e rta k e n  in  A u s tra lia , 

p ro v id in g  th e  c le a re s t p ro f i le  o f  l ib ra ry  

w o rk e rs  y e t c o n s tru c te d .  A m o n g  its 

m a jo r  f in d in g s  a re : a re m a rk a b le  age 

p ro f i le  fo r  A u s tra lia n  l ib r a r y  w o rk e rs ,  
in te re s tin g  p a y  issues, a h ig h  use o f  e n 

te rp r is e  b a rg a in in g , a h ig h ly  u n io n is e d  

w o rk fo rc e , lo w  le ve ls  o f  c a s u a lis a t io n , 

a n d  p ro fe s s io n a l in s e c u r ity .

A g e  p r o f  i l e

T h e  age p ro f i le  o f  l ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  and  

A L IA  m e m b e rs  is re m a rk a b le , b y  c o m 
p a r is o n  w ith  th e  g e n e ra l w o r k fo r c e :  

s e v e n ty - tw o  p e r c e n t o f  l ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  
a re  a g e d  fo r ty  o r  o ld e r ,  c o m p a re d  to  
fo r ty  p e r c e n t o f  a ll A u s tra lia n  w o rk e rs . 

M o re  e f fe c tiv e  su cce ss io n  p la n n in g  v ia  
e m p lo y m e n t o f  y o u n g e r  p e o p le  s h o u ld  

c le a r ly  be  a v ita l p o l ic y  issue  fo r  th e  
se c to r.

P a y  i s s u e s

In th e  past ye a r, s ix ty -s ix  p e r c e n t o f  l i 

b ra ry  w o rk e rs  re c e iv e d  a p a y  in c rea se . 

A f te r  a n a ly s is , th e  in t u i t iv e ly - fe l t  p a y  

d isa d va n ta g e  o f  l ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  re la tiv e  

to  th e  to ta l w o rk fo rc e  is c o n f irm e d .  L i

b ra ry  w o rk e rs  w h o s e  p a y  in c re a s e d , 

o th e r  th a n  v ia  p ro m o t io n  o r  c h a n g e  o f  

jo b , re ce ive d  an ave rage  w a g e  inc rease  

o f  3 .4  p e r c e n t —  s ig n if ic a n t ly  lo w e r  

th a n  in c re a s e s  in  A u s tra l ia n  a v e ra g e  

w e e k ly  o rd in a r y  t im e  e a rn in g s  o f  4 .5  

p e r c e n t a n d  in c rea se s  fro m  e n te rp r is e  

a g re e m e n ts  (4 .4  p e r c e n t). T h is  is n o t

w ith s ta n d in g  th e  f in d in g  th a t l ib ra ry  

w o rk e rs  a re  b e tte r  e d u c a te d , m o re  e x 

p e r ie n c e d  and  m o re  s ta b le  in  th e ir  e m 

p lo y m e n t  p a tte rn s , re la t iv e  to  th e  to ta l 

w o rk fo rc e .  G iv e n  th a t a v e ry  h ig h  p ro 

p o r t io n  o f  l ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  is fo u n d  in 

th e  p u b l ic  s e c to r, rea l w a g e  d if fe re n 
t ia ls  fo r  l ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  ca n  be  seen as 

e v e n  g re a te r  w h e n  c o m p a r is o n s  a re

m a d e  w ith  a ve ra g e  w a g e  in c rea se s  fo r  

p u b l ic  s e c to r w o rk e rs  as a w h o le  (6.1 

p e r c e n t). T he  re la t iv e ly  sm a ll p ro p o r 

t io n  o f  p r iv a te  s e c to r  l ib r a ry  w o rk e rs  

fa re d  m u c h  b e tte r th a n  th e ir  p u b lic  sec

to r  c o u n te rp a rts  w ith  a ve rage  increases 

o f  4 .9  p e r  c e n t. S o m e  g e n d e r  d i f f e r 

e n ce s  w e re  e v id e n t:  fo r  e x a m p le , 

a m o n g  fu l l- t im e  lib ra r ia n s  5 0 .4  pe r c e n t 

o f  m en  ea rn  m o re  th a n  $ 8 0 0  p e r w e e k , 

c o m p a re d  to  4 1 .6  p e r c e n t o f  w o m e n . 

Pay d a ta  fro m  th e  s u rv e y  is a lre a d y  b e 

in g  used in th e  N e w  S ou th  W a le s  Pay 

E q u ity  In q u iry .

E n t e r p r i s e  b a r g a i n i n g
A d o p t io n  o f  e n te rp r is e  b a rg a in in g  is 

r e la t iv e ly  h ig h  in  l ib r a r y  w o rk .  S ix ty -  

th re e  p e r c e n t o f  w o rk e rs  in th e  s e c to r 

are  c o ve re d  b y  som e fo rm  o f n e g o tia te d  
a g re e m e n t. B u t a w a rd s  re m a in  im p o r 

ta n t w ith  o n e  th ird  re ly in g  e n t ire ly  on  
an a w a rd  to  re g u la te  c o n d it io n s  o f  e m 

p lo y m e n t .  A  fu r th e r  fo r ty  p e r c e n t a re  

s u b je c t  to  an e n te rp r is e  a g re e m e n t 

w h ic h  o p e ra te s  in  c o n ju n c t io n  w ith ,  

ra th e r  th a n  in s te a d  o f, a re g is te re d  in 

d u s tr ia l a w a rd . In d iv id u a l a rra n g e m e n ts  
a re  b e c o m in g  s ig n if ic a n t ,  h o w e v e r ,  

w ith  tw e lv e  p e r c e n t o f  l ib ra r ia n s  c o v 
e re d  b y  e ith e r  c o m m o n  la w  o r  re g is 

te re d  in d iv id u a l e m p lo y m e n t c o n tra c ts . 

V e ry  fe w  (1 p e r  c e n t)  l ib r a ry  t e c h n i

c ia n s  a re  s u b je c t  to  in d iv id u a l c o n 

tra c ts .

U n i o n i s a t i o n
L ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  are  h ig h ly  u n io n is e d . 

F ifty -s e v e n  p e r c e n t o f  l ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  

are  m e m b e rs  o f  tra d e  u n io n s  c o m p a re d  

to  th ir ty -o n e  p e r c e n t in  th e  to ta l w o r k 

fo rc e . T h is  does n o t c o n f irm  th e  o f t -e x 

p re sse d  v ie w  th a t l ib r a r ia n s ' 

e m p lo y m e n t  b e n e fits  a re  in fe r io r  to  

th o s e  o f  so m e  o th e r  w o rk e rs  b e ca u se  

m a n y  l ib ra r ia n s  a re  n o t u n io n  m e m 

bers. A  m o re  l ik e ly  e x p la n a t io n  is p o o r  

re p re s e n ta t io n  b y  u n io n s  o f  l ib r a ry  

w o r k e r  m e m b e rs , c o u p le d  w i th ,  a n d  

a rg u a b ly  to  som e  e x te n t re s u lt in g  fro m , 

in s u ff ic ie n t in v o lv e m e n t in u n io n  a ffa irs  

b y  l ib ra ry  w o rk e rs .

C a s u a l i s a t i o n  
o f  t h e  p r o f e s s i o n

L ib ra ry  w o rk  is less c a s u a lis e d  th a n  
w o rk  g e n e ra lly . A h ig h e r  p ro p o r t io n  o f 

l ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  (17 .2  pe r ce n t) o c c u p y  

p e rm a n e n t p a r t - t im e  p o s it io n s , c o m 

p a re d  to  th e  genera l w o rk fo rc e  (7 .3  p e r

c e n t)  o r  th e  p u b l ic  s e c to r  (1 1 .6  p e r 

ce n t). T h e  p ro p o r t io n  o f  ca su a l l ib ra ry  

w o rk e rs  (5 .6  p e r  c e n t)  is s u rp r is in g ly  
lo w . A  la rge  m a jo r ity  o f  l ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  

is g e n e ra lly  s a t is f ie d  w i th  w o r k in g  
h o u rs , w ith  tw e n ty -s ix  p e r c e n t p re fe r 

r in g  to  w o r k  less a n d  se ve n  p e r  c e n t 

w a n t in g  lo n g e r h ou rs . In respect o f  f le x 
ib i l i t y  in  s ta n d a rd  w o r k in g  t im e ,  it  is 

c le a r  th a t e n te rp r is e  b a rg a in in g  has in 

crea se d  th e  n u m b e rs  o f  l ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  

w h o  ca n  be  ro s te re d  to  w o r k  b e y o n d  

th e  t r a d it io n a l M o n d a y - F r id a y  w o r k  

w e e k . O f  w o rk e rs  c o v e re d  b y  e n te r 

p ris e  a g re e m e n ts , a m u c h  h ig h e r  p ro 
p o r t io n  a re  s u b je c t to  se ve n -d a y  rosters 

w h e n  c o m p a re d  to  th o s e  s u b je c t  to  

a w a rd  c o ve ra g e  o n ly . W h ile  tw e n ty  per 
c e n t o f  l ib ra r ia n s  a re  w o r k in g  m o re  

th a n  e ig h t  h o u rs  o v e r t im e  p e r w e e k , 

f u l l - t im e  l ib r a ry  w o rk e rs  as a w h o le  

w o r k  an a v e ra g e  th re e  h o u rs  less p e r 

w e e k  th a n  th e  ave rage  fo r  a ll A u s tra lia n  

fu l l - t im e  w o rk e rs .  O v e ra l l ,  th e se  d a ta  

d o  n o t in d ic a te  a w h o le s a le  d is m a n 
t l in g  o f  jo b s  in th e  l ib ra ry  and  in fo rm a 

t io n  s e c to r  w h ic h  is s o m e tim e s  

su g g es te d . T h e y  d o  suggest th a t, w h i le  

th e  la b o u r  m a rk e t's  s o -c a lle d  c o re -p e 
r ip h e ry  d iv id e  is o f  c o n c e rn  to  som e , its 

c u r re n t  e ffe c ts  o n  th e  s e c to r g e n e ra lly  

m a y  be  s l ig h t ly  e x a g g e ra te d . T h is  im 

p re s s io n  is s u p p o r te d  b y  th e  s u rv e y  
f in d in g  th a t n in e ty - fo u r  p e r c e n t o f  l i 

b ra ry  w o rk e rs  a re  e m p lo y e d  b y  o n ly  

o n e  e m p lo y e r .

A t t i t u d e s  t o  c h a n g e

L ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  a re  m o re  p o s it iv e  th a n  

o th e rs  in  d e s c r ib in g  c h a n g e s  in  th e  

w o rk  e n v iro n m e n t.  For e x a m p le , th ir ty -  

s ix  pe r c e n t o f lib ra r ia n s  and  fo rty - th re e  

p e r c e n t o f  l ib ra ry  te c h n ic ia n s  re p o rte d  

an in c re a se  in jo b  s a tis fa c tio n  o v e r th e  

p re c e d in g  tw e lv e  m o n th s , c o m p a re d  to  

th i r t y  p e r c e n t in  th e  to ta l w o rk fo r c e .  

F ib ra ry  w o rk e rs  a re p a r t ic u la r ly  p o s it iv e  

a b o u t a u to n o m y  and  th e ir  a b il i ty  to  use 

th e ir  o w n  ideas in  th e ir  w o rk  w ith  fo r ty -  

o n e  p e r c e n t o f  l ib ra r ia n s  a n d  m o re  

th a n  fif ty -s e v e n  p e r c e n t o f  l ib ra ry  te c h 

n ic ia n s  re p o r t in g  th is  had  in c rea se d  in 

th e  past ye a r. O n ly  te n  p e r c e n t and  

th re e  p e r c e n t, re s p e c tiv e ly , re p o rte d  a 
re d u c tio n . But in c re a s in g  d issa tis fa c tio n  

w ith  m a n a g e m e n t w as e v id e n t, w ith  a l

m os t f if ty  p e r c e n t o f lib ra ria n s  and  f if ty -  

th re e  p e r c e n t o f  te c h n ic ia n s  re p o r t in g  

a d e c lin e  in  s a t is fa c t io n  le v e ls  in th e  ^
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past ye a r. A l l ie d  to  th is , fo r ty - fo u r  pe r 

ce n t o f  lib ra ria n s  fe lt th e y  n o w  have  less 

say in o rg a n is a tio n a l d e c is io n s  a ffe c tin g  

th e ir  jo b s . A n d  m o re  th a n  s ix ty  pe r ce n t 

o f resp o n d e n ts  are  e x p e r ie n c in g  g rea te r 

stress leve ls  a t w o rk .  T h e  p o lic y  in d ic a 

t io n  fro m  th is  is th a t lib ra ry  w o rk e rs  are 

fu n d a m e n ta l ly  p o s it iv e  a b o u t th e ir  

w o rk , b u t w a n t and w o u ld  respond  w e ll 

to  g rea te r e ffo rt b y  m a n a g e m e n t to  c o n 

su lt and  in v o lv e  th e m .

P r o f e s s i o n a l  s e c u r i t y
F in a lly ,  th e re  is s ig n if ic a n t  in s e c u r ity  

a b o u t the  fu tu re  a m o n g  lib ra ry  w o rke rs . 

It is focussed  h e a v ily  o n  w o rk p la c e  and  

in d u s tr ia l re la t io n s  issues, w i th  m o re  

th a n  f i f t y  p e r  c e n t e x p re s s in g  m a jo r  

c o n c e rn  in  th is  a re a . A  th ir d  o f  re 

s p o n d e n ts  w e re  w o r r ie d  a b o u t  n e w  

te c h n o lo g ie s , som e  fe a rin g  th a t th e  ve ry  

p ro fe s s io n  o f  l ib ra r ia n s h ip  w a s  th re a t
e n e d  b y  a p re v a i l in g  v ie w  th a t  'a n y 

b o d y ' c a n  n o w  use n e w  in fo rm a t io n  

system s. O th e rs  d o u b te d  th e ir  c a p a c ity  

to  ke e p  a b re a s t o f  ra p id  te c h n o lo g ic a l 

c h a n g e . N e w  te c h n o lo g y  s k il ls  is th e  

d o m in a n t  t r a in in g  n e e d  id e n t i f ie d  b y  

re s p o n d e n ts . F ro m  a p o l ic y  p e rs p e c 

t iv e ,  it is tru e  th a t m a n y  o f  th e  ch a n ge s  

g iv in g  rise  to  these  c o n c e rn s  a re  p ro b 
a b ly  in e v ita b le  fa c ts  o f  l i fe .  B u t th e ir  

u b iq u i t y  sugges ts  o rg a n is a t io n s  a n d  

s e n io r  m a n a g e rs  in  th e  s e c to r  w i l l  be 

w e ll- a d v is e d  to  a d d re ss , a n d  w h e re  

p o s s ib le  m in im is e ,  e m p lo y e e  fe a rs  if  

o rg a n is a t io n a l p e r fo rm a n c e  ta rg e ts  are  
to  be  m e t.

A L IA  m e m b e rs  w a n t in g  m o re  in fo r 
m a t io n  a b o u t th e  resu lts  o f  th e  w o r k 

p la c e  su rve y  s h o u ld  c o n ta c t P h il Teece, 

m an a g e r, p e rs o n n e l and  in d u s tr ia l re la 
t io n s , a t A L IA  N a t io n a l O f f ic e ,  t e l 

e p h o n e  0 2  6 2 8 5  1 8 7 7 , e -m a il 

p h il. te e c e @ a lia .o rg .a u  ■

L i b r a r y  w o rk e rs  a r e  

m o r e  p o s i t iv e  t h a n  

o th e r s  . . .  t h i r t y - s i x  

p e r  c e n t  o f  L ib r a r ia n s  

a n d  f o r t y - t h r e e  p e r  

c e n t  o f  L ib r a r y  

t e c h n ic ia n s  re p o r te d  

a n  in c re a s e  in  j o b  

s a t is f a c t io n  o v e r  th e  

p re c e d in g  tw e lv e  

m o n t h s . . .
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