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OVER THE LAST FEW
DECADES, CPD has become a
more widely explored field of
investigation, mainly in nurs-
ing studies, adult education
and management, but also in
LIS. Many studies have been published which examine different
aspects of this question such as the effectiveness of CPD meas-
ures, the impact of CPD on the individual worker and their
organisation and the learning environments for adults and
matures students. Interestingly none of these research projects
asked fundamental questions: how do people actually experi-
ence CPD? What does CPD mean to them? What kind of CPD is
perceived to be effective?

1. For the purpose of this study OPLs were qualified LIS professionals
who were the sole information providers in their respective organi-
sations operating with or without clerical assistance. They are also
known as “solo librarians”. 

2. One OPL expert, Judith Siess, estimated that one in three profes-
sional librarians worldwide is a solo librarian (Siess, 2003).
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Abstract
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) is increas-
ingly regarded as a crucial component in a person’s work-
ing life. No true professional can rely on their initial
education alone – be that an apprenticeship or a university
degree. Current economic uncertainties further exacerbate
the need for keeping up with new developments and the
acquisition of new skills. In Library and Information
Science (LIS) this reality has been well-recognised and
many associations, including the Library Association of
Ireland (LAI), offer formal CPD opportunities. One-person
librarians (OPLs),1 usually report to a non-librarian line
manager, and, therefore, face many barriers with regard to
attendance at events or professional development oppor-
tunities, particularly those which happen outside their
immediate organisations. They frequently do not have
someone to provide cover in the library, do not have a
budget for training, do not have another librarian in the
vicinity to ask questions, and are often not seen as profes-
sionals. Yet as frontline staff they need to be all-rounders
who are able to deal with a vast variety of requests in a
constantly changing information and research environ-
ment. Despite the prevalence2 of such library workers they
are very rarely the focus of research in LIS.
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This article argues that these questions need to be better under-
stood in order to support OPLs with targeted CPD measures.
Based on the findings of some recently completed research
conducted in the Republic of Ireland3, the paper will give a short
introduction to phenomenography, the chosen research
approach, an approach that is not widely used in Irish research.
It will then outline the research project. The main part will
reveal some of the recommendations made by OPLs. Finally,
some questions for future discussions will be raised.

Research approach: Phenomenography
Two main research questions had emerged from the literature
review which had covered Irish and international studies:

1. What are the Irish OPL librarians’ conceptions of CPD?
2. How do OPLs in Ireland experience different methods of CPD?

The researcher had investigated several research approaches and
decided on phenomenography, since it has at its heart the varia-
tion in perceiving a phenomenon. It argues that for every
concept there are qualitatively different ways of understanding
it and that these conceptions can be organised into categories.
What is more, each category displays dimensions of variation
which are aspects that are common to all categories but are
experienced in a different way. Thus the result of a phenomeno-
graphic study is a so-called “outcome space” which captures the
relations these categories have to each other and also the
dimensions of variations within each category.4

So the focus during data analysis is not on the individual, who
may hold different views about one single phenomenon, but
rather on the differences between conceptions of phenomena
(Limberg, 1999). Its ultimate aim is 

“...to explore the range of meanings within a sample
group, as a group, not the range of meanings for each
individual within the group.” (Åkerlind, 2005:323)

Phenomenography developed in the field of education through
the work of Ference Marton and his colleagues at the University
of Gothenburg in the 1970s. In LIS it has been used in studies
on, among others, information literacy (e.g. Bruce’s 1997; Boon,
Johnston and Webber 2007; Andretta 2007).

About the project
Phenomenographic research is usually of a qualitative nature
and employs between 15 and 25 participants. This study chose
maximum variation sampling (Patton 2002). OPLs were
recruited through calls posted at various Irish library websites
and in newsletters. The main source of data was semi-structured
interviews which lasted between 35 and 110 minutes. The
researcher followed an interview guide, which had received
ethical clearance from the University of Sheffield and had been
tested during the pilot study.

Main data collection took place between September 2008 and
June 2009 in venues across the Republic of Ireland: libraries,
meeting rooms, cafés, pubs and even an airport restaurant. 30
OPLs took part representing all four provinces, a range of library
settings, both genders and a huge variety in terms of work expe-
rience.5 Nearly all interviewees (27) were members of the LAI,
with 13 being members of LAI and at least one other associa-
tion. 24 librarians were Irish citizens, the remainder were from
the UK, other European countries or from outside Europe.

Table 1. Summary of some of the variables

Figure 1. Age profile of participants – age brackets

All interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researcher.
Member check, which allows informants to give feedback on
their interview transcripts, is not widely practised in phenom-
enograpy as the focus is on variation experienced across a

3. ‘The current state and perceptions of one-person librarians in Ireland
of continuing professional development’, Information School,
University of Sheffield, 2011. This article was written in a personal
capacity. Please contact the author at evihornung@yahoo.com. 

4. This is a very short summary of phenomenography. There is more to it:
a conception for example has a referential and a structural aspect.
Please see “further reading” for more in-depth information.

5. Anecdotal evidence suggested two years as a cut-off point for “new to
the OPL world” as many librarians remarked that it took them that
length of time to feel established in the library.

6. The special libraries operated in the agricultural, manufacturing and
services industries and were based in NGOs, government departments,
corporate environments, semi-state bodies and learned societies. 
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Gender: 5 men, 25 women

OPL experience: 8 had 0-2 years of experience,
22 had 2 and more years of experience

Location (rural/urban) 11 rural, 19 urban

Location by province: 1 Ulster, 1 Connaught, 9 Munster,
19 Leinster

Settings: Health: 9, Special: 96, Academic: 6,
Corporate: 3, School/Public: 3



group of people. Nonetheless, interviewees were offered a copy
of their transcript. All but two declined. 

Data analysis involved many steps. In order to make it as trans-
parent as possible, the researcher kept notes throughout about
the different steps and decisions she took. Two notebooks were
filled with summaries, another one with ideas and procedures.
The researcher read all interviews several times and chose a
subset of five interviews to start. She cut transcripts along the
structure of the questions posed and used them as headings
under which to group statements, but realised quickly that
different kinds of groups started to emerge, which formed the
base for the initial categories (drawing on the analysis of the
subset). These ‘categories’ became even more apparent with the
rest of the batch when more emerged. These were discussed at
several meetings with the supervisor and another research
student, who played “devil’s advocate”.7 The final categories of
description and the dimensions of variations will be briefly
introduced in the following part as they form the base on which
to understand the recommendations on how the LAI could
support OPLs were made. 

Ways of perceiving CPD
After several cycles of analysis the following categories
emerged and were identified as follows:

Table 2: Overview of categories of descriptions

Furthermore, the researcher found the following dimensions,
each of which was present in every category, albeit with a
different focus:

Table 3: Dimensions of variations

It is beyond the scope of this article to further elaborate on indi-
vidual categories.

Of interest here is the networking aspect which was very strong
across all categories. The ‘what’ and ‘how’ of networking were
done in different ways in each of them, but the librarians had
some general ideas on how the LAI could enhance possibilities
for cooperation. The next section will outline some of these. The
different methods of CPD, which emerged in the ‘style’ dimen-
sion, also depended on the category and perhaps to some extent
on individual learning styles, but some general recommendations
will be reported here. This article will not go into details about
what constitutes ‘formal’ or ‘informal’ CPD for these librarians. 

Recommendations for the Library Association
of Ireland
So what kind of recommendations did the librarians make?8

Four areas for potential improvement will be introduced here. It
should be noted that considerable time has elapsed since the end
of data collection and that individual sections of the LAI may
already be in the process of implementing some of these sugges-
tions. The researcher also believes that they might be of interest
to practitioners based in larger libraries.

1. Networking opportunities
All OPLs participated in some form of networking. Depending
on the category this ranged from ringing and emailing other
librarians, attending conferences in order to meet colleagues to
attending informal networking evenings organised by the
Academic & Special Libraries’ Section of the LAI. Being a
committee member, either within the LAI structure or in another
professional group, was particularly important to category 2,
whereas category 1 relied more on networking within their
respective organisations. Meeting other librarians was some-
what tricky for these OPLs as their peers often worked for the
competition. 

The reasons why OPLs connected with others were diverse. For
some a specific work problem triggered a need resulting in a
sharing of information with experts. Others engaged with their
librarian colleagues to hear about jobs; to feel like a profes-
sional; for motivation, feedback and encouragement and occa-
sionally to let off steam.

For the LAI to provide specific opportunities for OPLs to network
would be nearly impossible as adult learners seem to follow their
own individual ways to develop professionally and personally. 

“And they had such knowledge and, I mean, I learned so much
from those people. And they weren’t qualified at all, like they
weren’t qualified librarians and they had such knowledge to
give and you’d learn it from everybody you meet. So you just
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7. For more details please contact the author.
8. These are extracts from the interviews. Words in italics show

emphasis. The numbers in brackets refer to the counter on the tape.
Highlights in bold by the author.

Categories of description: CPD is…

Category 1: Upskilling for the sake of the organisation/library
service (service orientation)

Category 2: Developing as a professional librarian (LIS
profession orientation)

Category 3: Helping you to do all the jobs an OPL does (OPL
orientation)

Category 4: When you have learned something and you want
to do things in a better way when you come back
(personal orientation)

Category 5: Your development as a human being (lifelong
learning orientation)

Dimensions

Dimension ‘role’ responsibility, motivation and support

Dimension ‘time’ current job or career or life in general

Dimension ‘style’ formal or informal with examples 

Dimension ‘networking’ types of networking, reasons for
doing it



pass it on, it’s exchange. And pass the information on. There’s
no point [it being] clogged up here [points at head], you
know. [...] And the more people you can pass it on to, the
more the information disseminates out there.” Interviewee 30
(00:38:27)

Some OPLs based outside Leinster felt that there was a lack of
choice of training courses and that more could be offered in
other parts of the country through the groups and sections.
Geographical isolation was mentioned quite frequently. This is
something the LAI might be able to tackle. The next point could
show the way forward to rectify this deficiency.

2. More online courses and support 
Training courses are usually run during the day making it diffi-
cult for the OPL to attend, which is why the online variety is
increasingly being used in other countries: 

“In other words an online course for librarians and they do
them every two years, and that was great! Because they pick
people from Britain and Ireland, I don’t know where else, and
they’re make contact with them and you do projects alto-
gether and you send things back and forward and, you know,
that could be the way forward, it’s a great way of dealing with
people like us.” Interviewee 7 (00:22:43)

There is certainly scope for developing a similar approach here
in Ireland as librarians in bigger libraries could also participate,
thereby creating a critical mass of participants. This might be of
interest to commercial providers in conjunction with the LAI. In
the researcher’s opinion the following suggestion would be a
good starting point to address this issue. Furthermore, it would
provide additional networking opportunities for OPLs:

“Some kind of formal point where you could go to and find
out about CPD. But for the LAI to take some kind of control of
CPD, they’re the most logical people and for them to take CPD
on board… had a section on the website, a discussion forum
where people could share knowledge and information, that
would be a start...” Interviewee 29 (00:49:54)

“But I think, definitely, it would be quite useful if they had
even some kind of forum for one-person libraries, where they
could just log in and have a look and see what other people
are doing…you can look at it and you can see what the other
queries were…” Interviewee 29 (00:41:33)

Since completion of this project the LAI website has undergone
some updates. There are regular postings on CPD opportunities.
Additional features, such as integrating an online forum as
outlined above, could provide valuable networking opportunities.

3. Accreditation of activities: moving towards a
compulsory CPD scheme?

Librarians in category 2 in particular mentioned accreditation of
CPD activities. There were conflicting views on whether or not
there should be a compulsory CPD scheme that professionals
would have to follow in order to ‘remain qualified’. This was
possibly influenced by how much emphasis other professionals
in the librarian’s organisation put on their own CPD:

“[…] I think it would have to be the Library Association of
Ireland… because they’re the only ones… they would have to
say… that if you want to keep it up, ehm, yeah, “you’ve got to
attend so many CPD sessions in a three-year period or in a
five-year period or whatever and you have to produce the
certs within that”, maybe to keep up your membership or
something, so that if you don’t do CPD, you’re no longer a
member of the LAI.” Interviewee 21 (00:29:52)

Another OPL was opposed to the idea on grounds of people just
going through the motions and cautioned:

“… we’re discussing this at the moment, whether it should be
compulsory or not and I’m not sure what I think about that. I
think perhaps not, because if you’re kind of forcing people to
do things, I think that distracts from it somehow and that
people just do it, because they have to and it’s like ticking a
box, you know, while something like an informal type of CPD
might be as useful or more useful than an actual, getting a
certificate. And I think that perhaps, just encouraging people
to do it, rather than obliging them, yeah, that would be the
way to go, you know…” Interviewee 12 (00:33:38)

In the main, however, accreditation of different forms of CPD by
the LAI was something that many librarians agreed with as it
could help ‘sell’ them to management:

“[...] You see, well, in the [mentions employer], librarian isn’t a
protected profession, it isn’t a protected job title, so, you know,
unless there is some requirement to do CPD, to be continued to
be registered as a librarian, if you like, then organisations are
not going to put funding into it.” Interviewee 19 (00:24:28)

4. Promotion of the profession through CPD
CPD was seen as means to promote the LIS profession not only
within the respective organisation, but also in the wider world.
The role of the librarian is changing and many OPLs are now
working as teachers and trainers as part of their daily duties. The
OPLs felt that the LAI could play a crucial role here:

“Perhaps that the push should come from the Library
Association to have more recognition for that sort of area
[CPD] or more recognition of the profession in general. I think
the image of the librarian is not great [both laugh] at times. I
mean people actually have respect for them, I suppose, but,
yeah, the image is a bit old-fashioned [laughs]. So maybe the,
the LAI should be doing more to kind of just promote the
whole variety of areas that librarians work in, and, that it’s not
just the public libraries, which is what everybody immediately
associates it with […] So maybe a bit more promotion of the
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profession in general and then maybe, you know, employers
would even see the value of it more... If [the LAI] even could
help individuals to promote themselves or promote the library
function within an organisation, because sometimes it’s not
really seen, it’s probably the immediate users of the, it might be
a small group that use it a lot and they can see the value of it,
but maybe the management don’t actually make use of the
library services and can’t see how useful it is to have a good
librarian, who knows what they’re doing…” Interviewee 11
(00:37:12)

“And they’re having to train people then on things and I know
[mentions type of library] librarians are not really given much
training on how to do that either, so, again, that’s something
the Library Association could pick up on… I was talking to
somebody, he was from [mentions organisation] or some-
where and he said he’s more a trainer now than a librarian, a
huge part of his job is training… actually training is a dedi-
cated skill in itself. And it would be good to have the opportu-
nity to learn, I don’t need it in my role at the moment, but it
would be good to have a setting where you could learn train-
ing skills for librarians and that. There’s definitely a need, you
can see that.” Interviewee 29 (00:19:41)

Where to now?
This research provides an insight into solo librarians’ conceptions
and experiences of CPD. No “one size fits all” approach towards CPD
is advisable as people’s experiences and needs vary. Nevertheless
there is some obvious room for improvement for the LAI. 

New avenues of providing CPD are needed, as has been
mentioned by one of the OPLs:

“… it would be good if the Library Association, even if you
could pay a little bit more in your subscription, but if that
went into the training fund… In one of my previous jobs,
what they used, it was a big company and what they used to
do was they were training, say, five people out of a hundred
in a skill and then they would be super users. So if the Library
Association could even do something like that and fund five
people in certain skills and then those people obviously
would have to be voluntary or whatever, but people could pay
a nominal fee and then those super users could spread those
skills to people who needed it.” Interviewee 29 (00:24:12)

This approach might also offer a cost-effective way of teaching
librarians training skills. The author believes that there is a
wealth of expertise within the wider LIS community. The
President made remarks akin to this in her address to the
Academic & Special Libraries Section’s AGM in June 2011.

All groups and sections, as far as they are not already doing this,
should think about reaching out to their solo librarians. By
holding training courses in the evenings or at weekends new
members might be able to attend. The Western Regional Section
has held several virtual meetings so far, which suited remote
location participants. With advancements in technology the LAI
could perhaps investigate podcasting and videoconferencing, or
even organise a Webinar.

One idea that could become reality fairly quickly is a dedicated
web forum for OPLs. This platform could use existing Wiki tech-
nology or something similar. Should it turn out to be feasible,
inexpensive and effective it could be extended to all LAI members. 

The debate about a compulsory CPD scheme is certainly going
on within the wider LAI community. As financial and competi-
tion pressures mount, and with them the need to justify our
work, it is something on which we as information professionals
need to focus. The author would like to promote the idea of a
national policy on CPD for all librarians and would welcome a
discussion with interested parties on this or any of the above
issues. She is aware of the fact that the Education Committee
has already created a CPD learning portfolio and that their
Associateship and Fellowship qualifications recognise the
importance of CPD. We need to encourage all LIS professionals
to participate in these schemes.

OPLs form an important group within the LAI. As the professional
body for all library and information professionals in Ireland we
should ensure that their needs are being met. The enthusiastic and
highly skilled participants of this study deserve nothing less. 

Eva Hornung, Dipl.-Bibl. (FH), MLIS, PhD, ALAI, MCLIP is
Chair of the Academic & Special Libraries Section, Library
Association of Ireland
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