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“How come it’s so hard?”

To be recognized for our 
technological expertise?
To be recognized for the value 
we bring to our organizations?
To be taken seriously in the 
information age?

Why do we constantly have to 
promote, promote, promote?
And still we get downsized or 
eliminated!
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Framing the problem

Librarians have the professional 
training to organize and manage 
information in a variety of 
contexts and forms, a critical 
concern in today’s information 
economy. 
Yet librarians generally are not 
considered to be serious 
contributors in the information-
age workplace. 
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Focus

On gender
On structure

As ways to understand the 
marginalization of librarianship in 
the information age
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Gender . . .
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Gender is rarely discussed as a 
reason for undervaluation of 
the profession

Not by practicing librarians and 
information professionals
Not by SLA conference 
presenters
Not by LIS educators
Not by the women who 
participated in my research
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Yet gender is discussed . . .

In the literature on career 
progression
In the literature of other 
feminized professions
In the management literature
In the sociological literature
In the literature of other 
information occupations

But not in our literature



SLA 2003 Annual Conference 8

“Gender is a social relationship of 
difference and inequality that 
organizes culture, institutions, 
interactions, individuals, and the 
body.”

Culture
Institution
Interaction
Individual/personality
Body

Structural

Personal

Joan Alway, 1999

A definition
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Joan Acker’s theory of 
gendered organizations

Organizations are not gender-
neutral but masculine.
Organizational concepts are 
defined in male terms, and 
gender is a constitutive element 
in organizational logic.

The concept “a job” is gendered, as 
are job evaluation systems.

This theory helps to explain 
gender segregation of work, 
wage and status inequality 
between women and men.
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Librarianship is a feminized 
profession

85% of U.S. librarians are female 
(2000).
83% of SLA members in the U.S. 
are female (2001).
87% SLA members in Canada 
are female (2001).
Librarianship is projected to 
increase by only 7% by 2010.
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Information technology is 
male-dominated

29% of systems analysts, 
computer scientists and 
database administrators are 
female (2000). 
Employment for these 
occupations is projected to 
increase by 62% by 2010.
Women in IT are marginalized.

10% salary gap in 2001
Lower-paying occupations (help 
desk, training, support positions)
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Librarianship is undervalued 
in society

Compared to other information 
occupations
As a feminized profession

Women’s work is undervalued 
because women do it
Internal stratification

In the workplace
In LIS education
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We blame the victim, not 
the structure

Our literature is prescriptive: “this 
is what you  have to do to 
[survive, prosper, demonstrate 
value, etc.].”
“Sometimes I get angry seeing 
this blaming tone of, “if you don’t 
promote yourself, then you have 
only yourself to blame if you 
don’t retain your job or get 
promoted.” I guess they’re right, 
but I don’t think other professions 
have to constantly prove 
themselves as much as we do.”
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Research purpose

To gain an understanding of how 
women with technological 
expertise (a male-identified skill) 
in a female-identified profession 
make sense of their experiences 
in the changing information 
workplace (a gendered realm)
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Research questions

What are the career patterns of 
high-tech women specialized 
librarians?
How do they experience the 
undervaluation of the library 
profession (in competition with 
other information professions)?
How have their work experiences 
affected their professional 
identity?
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Research participants

Women specialized librarians 
who had participated in a survey 
of Internet use in 1991-1992 
20 who were working in 
corporations, not-for profits or 
public agencies in the early 
1990s
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Methodology

Web-based work history 
questionnaire
Semi-structured telephone 
interviews
Web-based discussion forum
Thematic & narrative analyses of 
interview transcripts and 
questionnaires
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Context

Organizational environments
Corporations
Not for profit organizations
Public agencies

Socio-historical milieu
1950s - 2001

Information domain
Librarianship and other information 
professions
Information technologies in the 
workplace
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Participants’ demographics

4
9
7

Year of undergraduate degree
1960 – 1969
1970 – 1979
1980 – 1989

21990 – 1992
111980 – 1989
51970 – 1979
21960 – 1969

Year of MLS

Mean: 51 years
655 – 64
945 – 54
5Under 45

Age (years), 2001

NumberItem
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Participants’ work history

2.6Positions held, 1991-2001

31Other, multidisciplinary

33Business

44Medicine

1012Sci-tech, astronomy, 
engineering

Subject focus

30Other/none

30Academic

910Not-for-profit or public   
agency

510Corporate

Type of library or info center

20011991Item


