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Abstract 
The objective of this empirical study was to explore the impact of 

community—led work on the (de-)professionalization process among public 

library professionals in Canada through the analyzation of transcripts from 11 

semi-structured interviews and a guideline document. The results were 

analyzed and sensitized through Abbott’s professionalization theory (1988) and 

Bourdieu’s praxeology theory (1986; 1992). With the methodology of 

grounded theorization, the study found that the profession has changed, and is 

changing, into the direction of possible deprofessionalization, due to not only 

external but also internal factors in the form of a collegial conflict. 
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An internal divide 
The community-led approach has been popularized among a wide spread of professions 

over the course of the past decades in sectors extending from health care and social work to 

librarianship (Athena, 2016; Nichols, Knighton, Brunisholz, Elbel, Smith, Choberka, Belnap, 

Allen, Moore & Srivastava, 2020; Williment, 2009; ;). The practice involves centering the 
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needs of clients, patrons, or the community by inquiring and involving them in the 

development of the service that the professionals provide. In this study, with the case of a 

group of public library professionals in Canada who (mainly) practices the community-led 

approach, the impact of this practice on the profession itself will be explored. 

By the end of the 20th century and in the beginning of the 21st century, the increased 

internet access among the public changed the demand of library services and thereby the 

professionals’ work activities. A contemporary example of the consequences of these 

changes is the fact that several public libraries in Canada were under threat to be closed in 

2018, although they remained open but underfunded (CBC, 2018). What can be detected as 

a reaction to these changes is the initiatives of increased community involvement 

throughout Canada in the past decades which has been described as an adjustment to meet 

the needs of the patrons and remain relevant (The Working Together Project, 2008, p. 7). 

The community led movement within the public library profession is an example of this, and 

it has taken the form of for example community reach out, where the librarians engage and 

adjust their programs and resources to non-users of the library (Kripps & Middlemass, 

2018). In the academic field, courses regarding the community led approach have also been 

taught in Nova Scotia in recent years (Dalhousie University, 2020).  

From this perspective, the relationship between patrons and public library professionals 

seems to have changed—the professionals’ only or main tasks does no longer seem to be to 

provide books and references. These old work activities were the cornerstones of the 

professionalization process that the occupation went through originally through academic 

institutionalization. This disparity indicates that there is a movement within the public 

library profession that is more concerned with relationship-building work activities and less 

concerned with the traditional work activities. This possible divergence among public library 

professionals will be explored in this study through the experiences of professionals who 

are, mostly, working with the community led approach as well as through analysis of a 

guideline document. Through identifying the impact of community-led work on the (de-

)professionalization process within this professional group, a deeper understanding of the 

profession as well as these processes, may emerge.  

This study is limited to exploring the experiences of Canadian public library professionals 

operating primarily within medium sized cities, mainly practicing the community—led 

approach. The changed work activities within the profession, found in previous studies, calls 

for a sufficient theorizing of the (de-)professionalization process of this group. The objective 

of this study is therefore to answer the following research question: What is the impact of 

community-led work on the (de-)professionalization process among public library 

professionals in Canada? 
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Changed dynamics challenging the profession 
Results from previous studies indicate that the public library profession was professionalized 

through mechanisms such as abstract knowledge (Abbott, 1988) and that there currently is 

a crisis within the field of librarianship (Dorner, Campell—Meier & Seto, 2017). The studies 

have concluded that this crisis stems from the digital revolution as it challenged the need of 

libraries—and therefore librarians – in society. Researchers have found that specific 

competencies are needed in order to stay relevant, or to develop the librarian profession, 

and key competencies beyond what is being taught in the library schools have been 

identified (Hansson & Wisselgren, 2018; Shumaker, 2012; Tîrziman, 2017).  

The librarians Berthoud and Finn (2019) discussed and emphasized the importance of having 

a social justice mentality in the daily practice of their profession. Through semi-structured 

interviews and participatory observation, Hyder and Tissot (2012) found that as terminology 

has a real effect on marginalization, discourse is an important aspect to consider when 

institutions, such as public libraries, aim to pursue an inclusive practice. Williment (2009) 

presented a paper where a general evaluation of the Community-Led Service Planning 

Model, in Canada, was presented as a way to practice social inclusivity at public libraries. 

The study concluded that the approach to co-create activities resulted in more relevant 

library services. Another paper on the topic was written by Williment and Jones—Grant 

(2012) discussing asset mapping. The approach entails identification of current resources 

within the community in order for the public library to complement these services. Over the 

course of a decade, Delica and Elbeshausen (2013) studied community participation in 

Danish at-risk neighborhoods through interviews, field observation and participation. They 

found that increased community participation and centers based on social needs among 

minority groups in at-risk-communities were benefitting these groups. These studies 

indicate a strive among (some) professionals to work differently than before. As this 

changed approach might be translated into changed work activities, this will be analyzed in 

this study in order theoretically explore what this change can mean for the (de-

)professionalization process among the professionals.  

The mechanisms found through studies regarding other professions, such as sensemaking of 

professional identity within the welfare sector (Harrits, 2016), effects from co-creating as 

professionals with the community within the health field (Kirkegaards & Andersen, 2018) as 

well as the analysis of which professional groups might be most open to co-production 

among mental health professionals (Leemeijer & Trappenburg, 2016) may be generative in 

the exploration of the (de-)professionalization process. Through exploring the possibly 

changed relation between the professionals and the community they serve—its internal 

impact as well as the process may be further understood.  

No previous studies explore the current (de-)professionalization process of public library 

professionals, what has been concluded is rather that the profession is facing a challenge or 
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crisis and strategies for how this can be managed. The essence of this crisis is found to be 

affected by external factors, namely the digital revolution and funding cuts, however no 

internal factors have been delineated. This study will focus on how the professionals are 

reacting to, and perhaps are contributing to, the changes internally by exploring the impact 

of community-led work on the (de-)professionalization process. This study brings a new 

perspective, by exploring these changes through the lens of sociological theories of 

professions. Since professionalization, according to Abbott’s theory, is a process that 

requires external validation but also internal strengths—exploring these aspects of the 

profession may be fruitful in order to theorize this impact. Through the lens of Bourdieu’s 

praxeology theory, these internal factors may be further conceptualized and specified. 

Theorizing (de-)professionalization   
The theoretical framework of this study consists of Abbotts professionalization theory, 

Bourdieu’s praxeology theory and my own sensitized concepts. Through Abbott’s theory of 

how the professionalization process works, the crisis of the public library profession found 

in previous studies, will be explored. What Bourdieu’s perspective adds to this theory is a 

conceptualization of the mechanisms of socialization and reproduction that one could 

argue, enable the professionalization process . My own sensitizing of Bourdieu’s doxa, will 

be used to further theorize the different ideas among the professionals, enabling for a 

theorization of the internal impact of community-led work. 

Abstract knowledge and control over work activities 

According to Abbotts (1988) professionalization theory, analysis of professionals’ work 

activities is essential to understand this process. Abbott found abstract knowledge to be an 

instrument that professionals use to legitimize their professional status and autonomy over 

a specific set of work activities. However, the purpose or use of this is more symbolically 

charged than practically charged. This is because the abstract knowledge works as a 

legitimizing tool of professional work by “clarifying its foundations and tracing them to 

major cultural values” which can be used to “legitimize that work in the context of larger 

values”. However, Abbott (1988, p. 59) acknowledged that these activities might only, in 

fact, be loosely related to the work that the professionals actually perform1. In relation to 

the changed work activities among library professionals, Abbott’s perspective will be used 

to explore how abstract knowledge operates within a changing profession.  

Abbott also suggested that professionalization, or deprofessionalization, is a 

multidirectional process, meaning that different tasks within a professional’s schedule may 

 
1 According to Carlhed (2011), one of the parallels between Bourdieu and Abbott is their 
acknowledgement of the difference between practical and “educated” knowledge. However, since 
Abbott’s concept is further developed specifically for studies of professions, I chose to work 
primarily with this conceptualization.   
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be more central than others . By exploring which activities that are core, and which that are 

in the periphery, a clearer view of what the professionals actually do and the impact of 

community-led work on the (de-)professionalization process may emerge. According to 

Abbott’s theory, when an occupational group controls their work activities, meaning that 

they are the only profession having those work activities, they can get professionalized. The 

group usually need to compete with other occupational groups to achieve or maintain 

control over these work activities. The absence of control over a certain set of work 

activities can be a part of the deprofessionalization process according to the theory (Abbott, 

1988, p. 60-61; p. 82-83). 

The doxa’s challengers, enablers, and loyalty culture 

One of the main ideas of Bourdieu’s praxeology theory is the doxa—the natural order. The 

concept concerns power in the sense that it represents “norms and beliefs” through stating 

what is right and what is wrong—what is natural and what is unnatural. This concept 

demonstrates the idea of an abstract “law enforcement” since we follow these norms as 

though they are rules—often oblivious to the fact that they are created through social 

interactions. Bourdieu meant that establishment—in combination with a high concentration 

of control and structure—can generate a conflict between conservative forces and 

challenging forces. Loyalty is a response to the gift that is the individual’s benefits, or 

perceived benefits, of the doxa (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 471). The more consecrated the 

individual or group is—meaning the more dedicated they are to enable the doxa—the more 

willing they are to consecrate objects within the doxa as well as reproduce its actions 

(Bourdieu, 1992, p. 159). 

Figure 1: Field of opinion and doxa 

Figure A :                                                     Figure B: 

 

Illustration of Bourdieu’s field of opinion and doxa is found in figure A (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 

168) while my sensitized version of the theory is found in figure B. As illustrated in figure B, 
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the doxa is understood as the professionalized status of the occupation and the universe of 

discourse is understood as the Library and Information Science (LIS) field. The sensitized 

concept ‘challenging ideas’ is placed next to the heterodoxy part of the doxa while the other 

sensitized concept ‘enabling ideas’ is placed next to the orthodoxy part of the doxa. 

In the analysis, the concept of the doxa will be further understood through my own 

sensitized concepts—challenging and enabling ideas—meaning the ideas that the 

professionals express or possibly embodies, illustrated in Figure B. I name the sensitizing of 

the conservative forces as enabling ideas and the challenging forces as challenging ideas to 

deepen the understanding of the professionals’ experiences. Identification of these ideas 

enables for a deeper analysis of what it specifically means to challenge or enable the doxa 

within the public library profession. It is my argument that, solely distinguishing that there 

are different forces within the doxa does not give enough space to theorize what ideas are 

affecting these forces and exactly how. My argument is that the concept of forces 

heuristically sends focus to opposites— negative or positive forces—but lacks the heuristic 

focus towards what these positives and negatives actually entails in specific fields or social 

rooms. Challenging and enabling ideas will be utilized as a tool to not only distinguish 

between different forces among public library professionals but also to explore further what 

they may entail. 

In regard to professions that are undergoing changes, the concept of the doxa offers a 

perspective regarding why a conflict can be created between the professionals who are 

open to change and those who are opposed to it. Education, which is a crucial step in the 

professionalization process according to Abbott (1988), “has an ideological function”, as it 

operates as an indoctrination to the specific logic and doxa of that field. Education works as 

a social reproduction tool (Bourdieu & Passeron, 2008, p. 151)—which according to my 

conceptualization is reproduced by the embodiment of enabling ideas. 

Method and Methodology 

Data collection 

The data consisted of transcripts from 11 semi—structured interviews with librarians, 

conducted between the 6th and 24th of December in 2019, and a national public library 

position statement. Through the interviews, the librarians daily work life could be explored 

as well as mechanisms affecting the (de-)professionalization process. Semi—structured 

interviews enable for a greater knowledge—producing potential than structured interviews 

according to Brinkmann (2013, p. 21) due to the possibility to adjust the interview to 

different angles that the interviewee deems as important. Privacy of the interviewees was 

ensured through anonymization and randomized quotations. Informed consent was 

obtained from all participants before the interviews. The document that was analyzed was 

the Position Statement on Diversity and Inclusion by the Canadian Library Association (CLA, 
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2012) which is a statement utilized by all public libraries in Canada. This statement presents 

goals and ethical values of Canadian public libraries and is therefore relevant in order to 

further understand the discourse of the LIS field.  

The sample 

The interviewees operated in three midsized cities and one large city, located in three 

different provinces of Canada—in Nova Scotia, Ontario, and British Columbia. I interviewed 

five Community Librarians, one Newcomers Librarian and three library managers. The 

managers were working in the departments of programming and community, research and 

analytics and service design. The two other interviewees worked as a Chief librarian and the 

other as branch head. The average interviewee had worked as a librarian since 2005 

whereas the most experienced professional had worked since 1978 and the least 

experienced professional had worked since 2017. The geographical spread in combination 

with the variating years of work experience, contributed to a more diverse sample. 

I was dependent on gaining access to senior staff members to get in contact with librarians 

at different branches. Due to this, initial convenience sampling, turning into snowball 

sampling was practiced. In search for a more diverse group of interviewees, librarians were 

also contacted through emails that were sent to 20 public libraries throughout 10 Canadian 

provinces, geographically distributed to increase the generalization capacity of the data. 

However, most of the interviewees were found through snowball sampling, as only one 

professional outside of the referring—system was available for an interview within the 

timeframe of the study. Five out of the eleven interviewees had also worked together on a 

project called “The Working Together Project” 2.  

No data was available concerning how many public library professionals operate within 

Canada today. The latest statistics was reported in 2012, when the number was 2,796 (CLA, 

2012, p. 6). The more recent statistics does not differentiate between different librarians 

(for example academic, public etc.), but illustrates that there were 16,700 librarians in 

Canada in total in 2018 (Government of Canada, 2018). It is difficult to determine the 

representability of a sample without a clear population number, however, these statistics 

may illustrate in which ratio the population may be. Regardless, whether the sample was 

representable of the professional group as a whole is doubtful concerning that the majority 

of the interviewees were practicing the community—led approach – which was found to be 

a contributor to a collegial conflict within the profession. However, theorization concerning 

different ideas emerged as important information about the collegial conflict among the 

public library professionals. This may indicate that the sample of this study may possibly be 

 
2 A governmentally funded project in Canada during 2004-2008 where selected public libraries were 
working with the community-led approach (Working Together Project, 2008). 
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representative of the professionals who practice the community—led approach, although 

population data is needed to determine if so, and to what extent.  

The sample size was determined based on theoretical sufficiency (Dey, 1999, p. 257), 

meaning that the sample was deemed sufficient when no new information challenged the 

categories that had already been coded from the already collected interview data. A 

consensus was reached through the categorization of data by the 11th interview. The ability 

to reach theoretical sufficiency by such a small sample may be further understood by the 

limited ratio of librarians in Canada—especially those who practice the community—led 

method. The interviews were also in depth and on average 50 minutes long, which enabled 

for a rich data set to theorize. Smaller samples may also be deemed acceptable for studies 

that does not evoke scepticism through claims concerning, for instance, “contradict[ions of] 

established research” according to Charmaz (2006, p. 114). This is in alignment with this 

study as it found a change within the public library profession – in accordance with the 

academic discourse concerning this change, or crisis, found in previous studies. 

Coding of data 

Since this was a grounded theory study, the theorization process was inductive (Charmaz, 

2006). Through theorization of the data, this study generated hypothesis in relation to the 

research question. This method involves the core principles of “(1) questioning rather than 

measuring, and (2) generating hypotheses using theoretical coding” (Auerbach and 

Silverstein, 2003, p. 16). Through the use of NVivo Software as a tool in the analysis process, 

the data was digitally transcribed, organized and coded. 

Repeating ideas were detected in the material and consisted mainly of the professionals’ 

aim to meet the needs of the community, to build and maintain relationships with the 

community and their experiences with expertise attitudes. After I organized the repeated 

ideas, a theme emerged in the form of a conflict within the public library profession 

regarding how it should be practiced and what should be taught in library schools. The next 

step in the coding process was to organize the themes into “larger, more abstract ideas” 

(Auerbach and Silverstein, 2003, p. 42) and through the lens of Abbott’s professionalization 

theory, complemented by concepts from Bourdieu’s praxeology theory and my own 

sensitized concepts, a conflict was coded between different ideas within the doxa of the 

profession. The social mechanisms of the professionalized nature of the occupation, in 

combination with the socializing mechanisms, constructed the embodiment of professionals 

who use enabling or challenging ideas of the doxa—essentially affecting the 

professionalization process. The document analysis was coded through incident-by-incident 

coding. This means that the different sub-statements, were coded individually (Charmaz, 

2006, p. 51). Two of these statements were coded as challenging ideas of the doxa.   
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Results and Analysis 

Contrasting abstract and practical knowledge  

According to Abbott’s professionalization theory, the process is built on legitimizing 

institutional processes such as academic degrees. Since a master’s degree in LIS is a 

requirement for librarians in Canada (NOC, 2020), the competencies the professionals have 

acquired through their education as well as through work experience, will be explored 

through the analysis.  

When asking about the different competencies or skills that they had developed through 

library school, I was met with surprise and even laughter on occasion: 

“[laughing] Oh, you see, a lot of the competencies that they taught in library school 

I’m not sure if.. I’m not sure if they’re applicable” — Librarian 1 

"I haven't thought of that in years, and now that I think of it, I must say that I haven’t 

used much of the skills I learned during my education…” — Librarian 6  

It appeared to be a topic that some of the interviewees seemed to have given a lot of 

thought, while others seemed to reflect more intuitively. Through this data, an experienced 

contrast between their education and their profession can be detected. The observed 

emotionally charged reactions can be detected as indicators of how strongly these librarians 

felt about the apparent divide between these two spaces. Frustration was coded as a main 

emotion among the librarians as they reflected on their experiences.  

Some managers also expressed concern over the staff that they are training since there 

appear to be a different idea of the profession within the educational space versus the 

occupational space. One manager shared the difficulty of training new staff — who 

technically are academically qualified: 

“There’s two questions what do they and what should they develop. […] Public 

library is like a specialty within the degree so it’s easy to get a library information 

degree with no exposure to libraries.” – Librarian 2 

The fact that it is possible to be academically qualified to work as a public library 

professional without taking any courses regarding public libraries (Government of Canada, 

2020), demonstrates a clear gap between what is being taught in library school in contrast 

to the skills that the librarians needed to do their work.  

The most frequently mentioned, or similarly phrased, competencies within the educational 

versus the occupational space, mentioned by at least 6 out of 11 interviewees, are 

presented in the table below. 
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Table 1: Table of competencies that were mentioned or phrased similarly by at least six of 

the eleven interviewees. 

Library school Frequency Work experience Frequency 

Collection building 11 Relationship building 9 

Program developement 8 Listening skills 9 

Intellectual freedom 6 Service minded 8 

Ethics 6 Conflict resolution 7 

  

Humility 6 

 

As illustrated through the table above, the most frequently mentioned competencies 

developed within the educational space were collection building (11), followed by program 

development (8), intellectual freedom (6) and lastly ethics (6). The most frequently 

mentioned competencies developed through work experience were relationship building 

(9), listening skills (9), the ability to be service minded (8), conflict resolution (7) and lastly, 

humility (6). The interviewees generally mentioned more competencies that they had 

developed through work experience, however, it is to be noted that the mentioned 

competencies from work experiences may intersect. This data rather shows the different 

focuses of the spaces—where the work experience-based competencies were coded as 

more relationship-oriented.  

In order to further demonstrate the discourse surrounding these competencies, and the 

spaces in which they are acquired, excerpts from the interviews where the librarians 

answered the question of what competencies they believe are necessary in order to do their 

work are presented below: 

“Dealing with conflicts because for example homeless people are very stressed 

because their lives are very difficult and complex and they have short time spans, 

like one hour,  that can affect their behavior, they’re in this permanent anxiety 

condition.[…] You need the skills as a library worker [so] that you can deescalate 

situations, you can manage conflict in a good way. We don’t want to throw anyone 

out […] But we must handle the behavior because it can be disturbing for other 

patrons and other staff.” — Librarian 5  
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“Listening to patrons and understanding what their questions are, talking to people 

from all different walks of life and finding common ground are some of the main 

[skills]” – librarian 3  

“We're really trying to position ourselves in the community as a space for people 

that live in it so it's really important to us to be mindful of our relationships” – 

Librarian 6 

The interviewees exemplified under what circumstances, or in which situations, that these 

competencies are necessary. The excerpts above specifically concern the competencies 

regarding interpersonal relationships. Through the data, the community, or the patrons, 

were detected as important components since the professionals expressed that they 

needed these skills to have and uphold a good relationship with them. Maintaining the 

relationships through listening, finding out what the community needs from the library and 

the ability to resolve conflicts were  coded as indicative factors of the nature of these 

competencies. These skills differ from the more practical skills that the librarians learnt in 

library school according to the data. 

A gap between what is being taught and what is being practiced within a profession can be 

analyzed through Abbott’s concept abstract knowledge. Abstract knowledge is a legitimizing 

form of knowledge used through institutions such as academic education to control the 

professionalization process. This knowledge is noted to not often relate to the practical 

knowledge used within the profession. One could argue that the competencies that are 

being taught at library schools in Canada are consisting, to some degree, of abstract 

knowledge since the skills that the librarians acquired through working differed in their 

nature. The abstract knowledge can be viewed as more practical in terms of using and 

developing systems while the practical knowledge can be viewed as more relationship 

oriented. Through the theorization of this data, a gap between abstract and practical 

knowledge can be detected as a key element in what appears to be a conflict between the 

educational body of the LIS field and the public library profession. This conflict is coded as a 

part of the essence of the profession’s contemporary status. 

The essence of the conflict  

According to Abbott’s professionalization theory, professions are founded on a major 

cultural value. This value, in combination with my own sensitized concepts challenging and 

enabling ideas of the doxa, will act as guides through the exploration of this conflict. 

The frustrated emotions in combination with the gap between the abstract and practical 

knowledge of the profession theorized in the previous section, were detected as indicators 

of a conflict. When the professionals shared how they view their profession in regards to 

competencies taught in library school, a majority of them shared that they find it 

problematic that they as professionals are taught to view themselves as automatic experts, 
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even on other peoples’ lives. The following data excerpts illustrates some of the experiences 

that they had. 

“In library schools there’s a lot of discussion around expertise and that’s how the 

profession tried to sell itself because ‘we’re experts’” - Librarian 4 

“We always say that the community is an expert on its own needs” – Librarian 7  

“Most librarians tend to be, in my experience, white, from middleclass backgrounds, 

educated, and they have this, what I call, professional mindset which basically means 

‘I’m well educated, I’ve been to library school, I know what I’m doing, I’m very 

competent and I’m basically the expert’ and the issue with that is [that] with 

community led work you’re not the expert - the community knows their needs 

better than you do because they’ve lived the experience […] So it’s a bit of a 

challenge for some professionals to kind of give up that power, give up that status 

and give up that we can never assume what people’s needs are.” – Librarian 8 

The interviewees shared how they were taught from library school to view themselves as 

experts. Contrasting ideas to this notion was found among several librarians who shared 

that they view the expertise to be found in the community instead. The interview excerpts 

above demonstrate that the experience from library school have been (for several of the 

interviewees) that the doxa conditioned them into believing that as librarians – they are 

experts. By acknowledging the source of this “mindset”, coded as the doxa, the librarians 

acknowledged the strength of this culture. The strength of the culture that creates these 

enabling ideas can be understood through the socialization process. The doxa has  been 

challenged by the challenging ideas through the core idea of the community being an expert 

on its own needs. The concept can be further understood through the very academic 

institutionalization that professionalized librarians - Bourdieu argued that education is one 

of the most powerful socialization processes.  Another aspect that strengthens this theory is 

Bourdieu’s concept culture of loyalty where the professionals gain a sense of obligation due 

to the institutional legitimization that gained them their position as professionals. This may 

explain why some librarians are opposing change within their profession.  

Another interviewee emphasized the importance of the non-expert “attitude”: 

“If you have this [expert] attitude in the community, you can actually kill 

relationships” - Librarian 10 

The phrasing of risking to kill relationships empathizes the importance of the relationship 

between the community and the librarians. This further supports the narrative of certain 

librarians being more relationship oriented and valuing relationships with the community 

and believing that they are fundamental for the occupation. 



Community-led Work and Its Impact on Deprofessionalization 

  13 

Expertise was coded as an essential aspect of the public library profession—whether it is in 

the form of a challenged or enabled idea. Expertise was also found to be a major cultural 

value, embodying the foundation of the professionalization of the profession. According to 

Abbott, the core of professionalization is expertise - this problematized the conflict since the 

challenging ideas within the doxa might essentially oppose the professionalized status since 

they are opposing the expertise narrative of their field.  

Lack of competitiveness  

Autonomy over a certain set of work activities is considered a crucial aspect of the 

professionalization process according to Abbott’s theory. It is therefore necessary to explore 

the professionals’ control, or lack thereof, concerning work activities. Through the 

analyzation of interview data regarding the work activities of the profession, this will be 

theoretically explored.  

The tasks of managers and librarians differed slightly since managers spent more time in 

meetings, planning and staff training. Activities mentioned by at least eight of the 

interviewees were however collection building, community engagement and program 

development. What could be detected from the data was activities taking place outside of 

the library and specifically with the purpose of engaging with the community. This was done 

through what the professionals’ referred to as community outreach or community 

engagement.  

The librarians exemplified how their branches have operated to meet the needs of homeless 

people and other socially vulnerable groups, both outside and inside of the library. An 

excerpt of this data is presented below: 

“The library would hand out free bus tickets so [they] could go to other organizations 

where they could access clothes and so on” - Librarian 2 

“In terms of where they can go during the day the library is the main place, we are 

warm, we don’t throw people out. They will be moved from shopping centers when 

not buying anything. We meet that basic needs during the day by having them in the 

building. Some have medical needs, so we bring in street nurses and they can check, 

we try to bring the services into the library to meet their needs rather than sending 

them back out into the community where they don’t feel safe. Many homeless 

people say that they feel that the library is the safest place in town. Because even 

[the shelters] are pretty violent places, libraries [are] a sanctuary in a way.” – 

Librarian 5 

Through offering free bus tickets and having medical services operating inside of the library, 

the professionals practiced work activities that are not explicitly mentioned in the national 

description of their work activities (NOC, 2020). By stating that they “meet their [homeless 
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peoples’] basic needs during the day”, the librarian indicated that they view it as a part of 

their profession to meet the needs of the community in collaboration with other actors. The 

labeling of the library as a sanctuary for some societal groups, was coded as a challenging 

idea, embodying   the relationship-oriented view of work.  

Relationship-oriented work activities are not very well aligned with the National 

Occupational Classification (NOC), they are however more in alignment with the excerpt 

from the Position Statement on Diversity and Inclusion by the Canadian Library Association 

(CLA, 2012), presented below: 

[A] diverse and pluralistic society is central to our country’s identity. Libraries have a 

responsibility to contribute to a culture that recognizes diversity and fosters social 

inclusion. 

Libraries strive to deliver inclusive service. Canada’s libraries recognize and 

energetically affirm the dignity of those they serve, regardless of heritage, 

education, beliefs, race, religion, gender, age, sexual orientation, gender identity, 

physical or mental capabilities, or income. 

The statement encourages libraries to deliver inclusive services and to “recognize and 

energetically affirm the dignity of those they serve”. This was theorized as a challenging idea 

of the doxa. According to Bourdieu’s theory of the doxa – this very act challenges the doxa if 

we define it as what is socially accepted as the “natural” work of librarians. All social fields 

have a set of believes and norms that create a framework of what is right and wrong within 

it—this constitutes the doxa. The conflict, in regard to Bourdieu’s theory, could only be 

created within a context that had been established for some time, meaning that it had a 

history where a high concentration of control and structure had been practiced. Due to the 

professionalization of the librarian profession, this context shows just that - a strong 

structure that  is currently being questioned by some of its members. 

The librarians appeared to view themselves as professionals who are not only supposed to 

follow the work activities specified in the Canadian job description, but also to do something 

more. It appeared to not only be something that they wanted to incorporate as a part of the 

work of the library - but also something that naturally should be a part of the occupation 

according to them. Several interviewees referred to, or even showed me, Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs and demonstrated how the pyramid works in relation to the librarians: 

“[…] So you can't do the stuff up there until you address those basic human needs”- 

Librarian 1 

“We need to […]help them [homeless people] get accommodation, help them get a 

job so that we can move on to more high level needs such as becoming a library 

member, using the library, learn more about the collection, attending programs. 
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They’re not gonna do that when they don’t know where their next meal is coming 

from. So, we start at the bottom with the basic needs and then we move further and 

further up on the Maslow’s triangle.” - Librarian 3 

What can be identified through this data is a pattern of the professionals catering to specific 

groups, with the aim to provide them with, or redirect them to other actors, where they 

essentially can get further integrated in society. Eight of the librarians explained how they 

viewed it as their mission to guide groups, and individuals, in society up to the top - self-

fulfillment. This meant that they regarded it as their professional duty to, through 

cooperation with organizations in the community as well as the community itself, aid these 

groups even at the lowest level with needs such as shelter and food.  

Two public library managers shared how these relationship-oriented activities in the 

profession have been met by their colleagues and employees:  

“Not everything we did in the past is relevant anymore and that was another tough 

call for staff. So we said to staff we need to stop doing that thing even though it’s 

something you really like doing or you’re really good at. And we now need to do this 

thing over here instead, because that thing you were doing in the past no longer 

addresses the issues that we’re engaged in” – Librarian 5 

“I think the main thing was trying to work with staff to make them more comfortable 

providing services outside the library buildings and a lot of people were, you know, 

very comfortable providing library service in the library but if they went to a 

community organization they felt quite uncomfortable and they didn't really know 

how to enjoy promoting the library”– Librarian 9 

Confusion regarding why they should engage with these relationship-oriented activities, 

especially outside of the library, instead of doing the work that they have been taught 

through library school or through working before the profession started to change, was 

detected. Through the data, different ideas within the doxa were coded—the professionals 

described by the interviewees as open to these new activities were contrasted with the 

professionals who were not open. Working environment was coded as another important 

factor as the interviewees had witnessed difficulties with doing certain work activities, such 

as promoting or practicing their services, outside of the library. Through challenging what 

the professionals had been taught in library school, the new activities seemed to add to the 

conflict within the doxa. In the sense of controlling work activities, a conflict can be 

detected among the librarians where some are positive to new or different tasks while 

others are reluctant.   

“It’s just like an informal network that has been created among a lot of.. resources” - 

Librarian 7 
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“We’re the safety net. If they fall through the system, if they get thrown out form 

one place, or their behaviors are not being good, we catch them. We do work in 

partnership with a whole range of organizations. Nobody can do everything, we all 

do our part, we kind of fill gaps. […]. It’s a partnership approach we don’t believe 

that we can do everything ourselves. We also have to meet everybody else’s needs, 

the regular folk who come in who just want to borrow a book. Kind of balances it 

out.” – Librarian 11 

The professionals shared how they work with other actors in society to reach their goal – to 

meet the needs of the community. Since the professionals emphasized the importance of 

cooperation with other actors in society, their activities were not coded as controlled by the 

professionals. Professionals who are controlling their work activities according to Abbott, 

are competing to gain control over their work activities. In other terms, through the lens of 

Abbott, it could be argued that the lack of control of work activities can be viewed as a part 

of the deprofessionalization process. The fact that the different ideas—challenging and 

enabling ones—are coded as opposing forces regarding the professional status, might 

further validate this theory. 

The abstract knowledge of Abbott’s theory is again exemplified here as the professionals 

have acquired the relationship-oriented competencies through work activities and not 

through their education. And as Abbott noted, that knowledge may oftentimes barely relate 

to the actual work that the professionals do. What is interesting when the abstract 

knowledge that the professionals have acquired from LIS school does not align with the 

work activities of the profession, is that the work activities may intersect with some other 

occupations or professions. One librarian expressed this concern with the words: 

“I spend a lot of time listening to people. I remind myself that I'm not a social 

worker, while often it feels like the roles overlap. It's different in that I can both offer 

an ear, library resources, and most importantly a space where people can go and just 

be.” – Librarian 1 

One could argue that the professionalization process of librarians becomes ambiguous when 

other similar occupations operate side by side or even in the same building or through 

cooperation between the library and that service. The impact of this on the profession was 

coded as a challenging idea whereas the professional status of the occupation, through 

controlled activities for instance, was not prioritized. 

According to Abbott, when a group of professionals no longer occupy autonomy, or power, 

over a certain set of work activities, their status as professionals is threatened. The enabling 

ideas found among the librarians who were more hesitant to the changed, more 

relationship-oriented work activities, were coded as related to the enabling ideas prioritizing 
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the professionalized status of the occupation. The lack of control over work activities was 

coded as an indicator of deprofessionalization of the public library occupation. 

Discussion and conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to explore the impact of community-led work on the (de-

)professionalization process among public library professionals in Canada and through the 

analysis of empirical data, a theorization of said impact was explored. It has been 

acknowledged through previous studies that the profession has changed, and what was 

found in this study is a theory on how and why this has happened—beyond the effects of 

external forces such as the digital revolution.  

A clear difference between what the librarians were taught in library school and the 

knowledge they acquired through working, and the skills that they actually used and needed 

in order to do their job, was coded through the data material. This was conceptualized as 

abstract knowledge taught in library school, through the lens of Abbott. The empirical 

analysis indicated that the doxa of the public library professional is being questioned, or 

opposed, by challenging ideas of the doxa. This theorization adds to the understanding of 

the process since previous studies only indicated that external factors such as the digital 

revolution were responsible for this change. The internal conflict that was theorized in this 

study adds to the understanding of the profession by further exploring how and why it is 

undergoing these changes. 

The conflict theorization was further supported through coding of data that indicated that 

there is an expertise conflict within the library field where the challenging ideas are 

opposing autonomy of expertise. Since expertise was found to be not only the core of 

professions according to Abbott’s theory, but also the major cultural value of the public 

library profession specifically, the challenging ideas regarding the expertise narrative were 

coded as possible indicators of deprofessionalization, or aims for such process within the 

field. The expertise conflict was found to be closely related to the education gap which 

further supported this theory. In conclusion, public library professionals in Canada are facing 

an internal, collegial conflict between the challenging and the enabling ideas of the doxa as 

well as through the lens of Abbott’s professionalization theory. This conflict might affect the 

professional status of the occupation in the future if the challenging ideas, concerning for 

instance relationship-oriented activities, continues to be expressed or embodied by actors 

within the group.  

Interviewing professionals who actively worked with the community led approach, and 

some who had even worked together, might have interfered with the result of this study as 

the interviewees offered a specific perspective. However, this study may contribute to a 

fruitful discussion regarding professionals practicing the community-led approach in relation 

to the deprofessionalization process. Building on the sensitized theory of this study, an 



Community-led Work and Its Impact on Deprofessionalization 

  18 

exploration of which ideas that dominate—the challenging or enabling ones—may be 

helpful in order to theorize where a profession is in the process of (de-)professionalization. 
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