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The Job Market for Public Librarians 
 
 
 

What is the job market like for public librarians?  What skills and qualifications 

are future employers looking for?  What types of responsibilities and requirements will 

prospective employees need to have?  These were questions I was trying to be aware of 

while I looked for and read the many job descriptions I found. 

I was looking for Librarian I or II positions throughout the United States.  I found 

28 positions in 19 different states.  In looking for these positions I discovered that there 

are a lot more director positions open then starting positions.  I was not terribly surprised 

by this because I know that many librarians are now retiring.  This information makes me 

believe that there is hope for advancement in the profession as well as job opportunities 

at lower levels as other librarians move up.    

As far as the job prospects for starting public librarians, it looks pretty decent 

from what I have seen.  As I stated earlier I found 28 starting public reference librarian 

positions throughout the United States.  As read through these job descriptions I found 

many similarities between all of them as well as some that were very skill specific.  Most 

of the similarities came from what Rubin described as the basic functions of public 

libraries; collection development, acquisitions, programming, bibliographic instruction, 

and availability of information in many forms (p.362).  These are the most asked for 

qualifications of the job descriptions I looked at.  Collection development and collection 
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maintenance were the most sought after skills, closely followed by program planning for 

both adults and children.  Reference skills, information literacy and bibliographic 

instruction were also very popular qualifications.  Most of the libraries ask that 

prospective employees be familiar with both print and electronic resources, and 

familiarity with both print and electronic reference materials.   

Rubin also discusses many issues now facing the public library.  These issues 

include funding troubles; technology matters, Children and Young Adult Services, and 

Outreach; all of these are issues that public libraries must deal with.  It was very clear 

from the job descriptions that I looked at that all of these issues are of concern to libraries 

throughout the country.  Funding problems; seemed to be most obvious in the many and 

varied tasked now assigned to starting librarians.  Everything from reference work to 

cataloging to outreach programming is expected or at least encouraged in most the job 

description I looked at.  A couple of the job descriptions desired people who were 

familiar with grant writing or the ability to build working relationship with the general 

public.  Thus the new librarian can bring in a new source of revenue.  Another skill that 

was highly sought after was the ability to supervise and train others.  This seemed like an 

unexpected skill for someone who is themselves coming into a new environment.  I am 

not sure if this skill has to do with budget cuts or with something else.  I guess the skill 

itself is very important and the library does not want to spend the time of other librarians 

in training others.   

The next issue facing public libraries was technology.  This is very apparent in all 

of the job descriptions.  As stated before it is expected that new librarians would be 

familiar with electronic resources as well as print resources.  This issue plays a huge part 
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in the above issue because computers and the things that go along with them cost a lot of 

money.  Hardware, software, connections, and electronic access are now taking up more 

and more of a library’s budget (Rubin, 376-377).  Because these products do take up so 

much of the library’s budget, employers want to be sure that new employees are going to 

be using these resources correctly and to their full advantage.  Desired skills on the 

technology front include ability to do computer workshops and assisting with computer 

problems, knowledge of Microsoft Office, database management, understanding and 

maintaining automated systems, and setting up wireless networks for the library.  Some 

of these are very basic skills while others are much more advanced.  But these skills are 

becoming more and more common.   

The next issue is Children’s and Young Adult Services.  I discovered that many of 

the starting public librarian positions are in the Children’s Room or the Young Adult 

section.  I personally have very mixed feelings about this.  I believe that the public 

library’s young users are very important to the future of the library.  If young children are 

exposed to the library and have good memories of their time spent there, they are more 

likely to support the library later in life.  I also believe that you can not fake being a good 

Children’s or Young Adult Librarian.  This is a very difficult and specialized position to 

be in.  You cannot fake being a good storyteller or knowledge about Young Adult 

Literature if you have never studied any of these areas.  I think the library does a 

disservice to both patrons and new librarians when the only way to get into the system is 

through these two specialized venues.  In an ideal world this would not be the case, when 

the Children’s and the Young Adult areas are some of the most important in the public 

library.   
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Outreach is the last issue that I will discuss.  Rubin discusses the importance of 

Outreach because of the changing family structure in America (p.389).  More and more 

families have both parents working outside the home, as well as more and more single 

family homes.  Outreach is an issue libraries are thinking about.  Many of the job 

descriptions call for people who can interact with the community as well as politicians, 

have presentation experience, the ability to promote library, and express clearly ideas 

both orally and written.  All of these skills would come in handy in outreach programs.  

Of course some of these skills could also be use in other areas as well.  But I think it is 

clear that libraries are looking for people to do outreach programming.  One library 

specifically mentions working in their outreach program to nursing homes and 

preschools.  Teamwork is another popular qualification in the job descriptions I looked 

at.  This skill would come in handy in many areas including outreach.   

As far as salaries went the average salary was $35,000 a year.  For me that is a 

pretty good pay for a starting position.  I am also on a list serve for new librarians and 

there as been a discussion this week about salaries.  All of the new librarians who 

responded to a salary question said they were in the 30’s also.  However there were a 

couple of places where you could be starting in the 40’s and some places where you 

could be starting in the 20’s.  I did notice that the places that were in the 20’s only 

required a bachelor’s of Library Science or the equivalent of Masters degree with work 

experience.  Although these are not the best salaries out there most of these positions also 

come with great benefit packages with at least 3 weeks vacation in your first year.   

The good news for me is that I already possess many of the qualifications and 

skills that employers are looking for.  The most important experience I have is working 
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for 6 years in a public library.  That experience made me very familiar with how a public 

library works and the different responsibilities that go into making a public library 

successful.  I also possess reference experience.  This too will be a very important skill 

and hopefully an advantage over other applicants that do not have this experience.  For 

me this experience would be most helpful in giving me confidence when starting a new 

job.  Confidence is not something that can be taught but it is a very important trait to 

have, especially when working with the public.  I also possess cataloging experience.  

This is a skill mentioned in a few of the job descriptions.  It was also an expected part of 

the job description.  The experience I have will once again make me much more 

confidant when starting a new position and inspire confidence in me by others who will 

know that I have this experience.   

I also have gained experience with children’s and young adult literature though 

the classes that I have taken here.  These classes were great ways to become more 

familiar with the authors, sources, and issues important in these two areas.  I am also 

learning a lot about collection development through LIS 615.  Once again being exposed 

to the tools and the resources available will make a positive difference when I join the 

real world.  I also feel that my computer skills are acceptable.  I am very comfortable 

with Microsoft Office and I feel that I have a very good handle on electronic resources 

and what is available on the web.   

Some of the weaknesses that I discovered include website design and 

maintenance, program planning, the role of reader’s advisory, and automation.  I do not 

have a lot of experience with website design and maintenance.  However I am willing to 

learn and I know there will always be new classes to take because the web and its design 
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change so much.  I also do not have any experience with planning programs.   Most of the 

job descriptions wanted planning for both adults and children.  I would feel much more 

comfortable with adult programming.  This is a skill I think you need to practice.  Books 

would of course be helpful in coming up with ideas, but it is never a sure thing what 

types of programs are going to draw the crowds.  I am not sure what being a reader’s 

advisory means exactly.  However I plan to remedy that with a public library internship.   

There are a couple of LIS 690 internships in the public library system that specifically 

mentions reader’s advisory as part of the program.  The final skill that I feel I have a 

weakness in is experience with automation.  It might be that I am reading to much into 

the job descriptions but it seems like they really want someone to understand how the 

automation system works so that you can fix problems that come up.   Since every system 

that I have worked in is different I am not sure that this type of work would entail.  

However I am willing to learn more about a specific library’s automation system in order 

to help them. 

 For me the job market looks pretty good.  I am willing to relocate and I am not 

too particular as to where I would move.  The skills and the qualifications that future 

employers are looking for already skills and qualification I possess.   I also feel very 

confident in my ability to learn new skills and more importantly a willingness to learn 

these new skills.  Many of the job descriptions list skills that you cannot learn, creativity, 

responsibility, reliability, and working quickly and accurately.   Most of these skills 

cannot be taught and I feel that I possess all of them.  I am both excited and scared to 

start this process for real but this assignment has made me aware of the skills that I 

already have and those I need to work on.   


