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Abstract 

Art Libraries and Art special Collections are a place of academic wonder, a space for 

communication, connection and creation. The recent re-emergence of the ‘visual’ has in 

terms of art education and academic art study, highlighted the necessity to determine the 

value of art librarianship and explore the role of the Art Librarian in the modern world. In 

this study, eight qualitative semi-structured interviews with Art Librarians, four in Art and 

Design Schools and four in academic Special Collections, were conducted. The study shows 

that the majority of Art Librarians define their role by aligning it with their main duties 

including; ‘reviewing and sustaining the mission of the institution, collection development 

and user needs assessment.’ All of the Art Librarians were of the opinion that the nature of 

their role in art librarianship has evolved in the form of increased ‘outreach, learning and 

education, advocacy and technological advances.’ An Art qualification is not essential 

however a passion or interest in the study of Art is vital to enhancing the prosperity of Art in 

the institution. Library Science qualifications are also deemed a necessity. The study shows 

Art Librarians in Ireland do possess the skills required to assist artistic patrons’. The study 

also shows, Art Librarianship depends on the practise and creation of art in order to stay 

viable and visible in the canon of academic librarianship. Therefore, Art Librarians are of 

upmost importance in the modern world, in order to sustain the continued growth and 

development of the Arts. Ultimately, the value of the Art Librarian in academic circles today 

is of high acclaim as they continue to recreate, reinvent, discover and lead the ‘Art World’ 

into the future.  

 

 



 5 

Table of Contents 

Declaration………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….2 

Acknowledgement………………………………………………………………………………………………………………3  

Abstract……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….4 

Table of Contents…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………5 

List of Tables………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..9 

List of Figures……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….9 

1.0 Introduction………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….10 

1.1 Context for the Research…………………………………………………………………………………..10 

1.2 Aims………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….13 

1.3 Rationale…………………………………………………………………………………………………………..15  

1.4 Suitability of Researcher……………………………………………………………………………………16 

1.5 Time, Project Management and Cost………………………………………………………………..17  

1.6 Literature Review………………………………………………………………………………………………18  

1.6.1 Literature Introduction…………………………………………………………………….18 

1.6.2 The Art Library…………………………………………………………………………………18  

1.6.3 The Art Librarian……………………………………………………………………………..22  

1.6.3.1 Core Competencies and Skills………………………………………………24  

1.6.3.2 Teaching and Learning………………………………………………………….25 

1.6.3.3 Critical Librarianship…………………………………………………………….27  

1.6.4 The Evolution of Art Librarianship……………………………………………………29  

1.6.4.1 Digitisation…………………………………………………………………………..30 

1.6.5 The Future of Art Librarianship………………………………………………………..33  

1.6.5.1 Social Media and Website Development………………………………33 



 6 

1.6.5.2 Democratisation of Art………………………………………………………..39  

1.6.5.3 Open Access to Art Collections…………………………………………….40  

1.6.5.4 Should Art Libraries Collect Art?..............................................41  

1.6.6 Conclusion……………………………………………………………………………………….42  

2.0 Methodology………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..43  

2.1 Introduction………………………………………………………………………………………………………43  

2.2  Participants and Sample…………………………………………………………………………………..44 

2.2.1 Population……………………………………………………………………………………….44 

2.2.2 Sampling Frame……………………………………………………………………………… 46 

2.2.3 Sampling Size and Technique…………………………………………………………..46 

2.3 Design……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….47 

2.3.1 Design Overview………………………………………………………………………………47 

2.3.2 Research Philosophy………………………………………………………………………..48 

2.3.3 Research Approach………………………………………………………………………….50 

2.3.4 Research Strategy……………………………………………………………………………51  

2.3.4.1 Qualitative…………………………………………………………………………..51  

2.3.4.2 Multi-method………………………………………………………………………53 

2.3.4.3 Semi-structured…………………………………………………………………..55 

2.3.5 Time Horizon…………………………………………………………………………………..57  

2.4 Materials………………………………………………………………………………………………………….58  

2.5 Procedure…………………………………………………………………………………………………………61  

2.5.1 Primary Data Collection…………………………………………………………………..61  

2.5.1.1 Invitation to Participants……………………………………………………..61   

2.5.1.2 COVID-19……………………………………………………………………………..62 



 7 

2.5.1.3 Conducting Interview………………………………………………………….63  

2.6 Ethics……………………………………………………………………………………………………………….65 

2.7 Data Editing, Coding and Analysis …………………………………………………………………….66 

3.0 Results………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….70  

3.1 Introduction………………………………………………………………………………………………………70  

3.2 Thematic Analysis……………………………………………………………………………………………..71  

3.2.1 Data Immersion……………………………………………………………………………….71  

3.2.2 Coding……………………………………………………………………………………………..72 

3.2.3 Development of Themes………………………………………………………………….74  

3.3 General Information………………………………………………………………………………………….76  

3.4 Themes……………………………………………………………………………………………………………..77  

3.5 Models of the Data……………………………………………………………………………………………99 

4.0 Discussion…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..102 

4.1 Introduction……………………………………………………………………………………………………102 

4.2 General Information……………………………………………………………………………………….103 

4.3 Discussion of Themes……………………………………………………………………………………..104  

4.4 Strengths………………………………………………………………………………………………………..114  

4.5 Weaknesses……………………………………………………………………………………………………115  

4.6 Future Implications…………………………………………………………………………………………116  

4.7 Future Research Recommendations……………………………………………………………….116 

4.8 Conclusion………………………………………………………………………………………………………117 

References……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….118 

Appendices……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….126  

Appendix A Dissertation Schedule…………………………………………………………………………………….126  



 8 

Appendix B Dissertation Costings……………………………………………………………………………………..127  

Appendix C Sampling Frame……………………………………………………………………………………………..128  

Appendix D Interview Questions………………………………………………………………………………………130 

Appendix E Information e-mail…………………………………………………………………………………………132 

Appendix F Information Sheet………………………………………………………………………………………….133 

Appendix G Consent Form………………………………………………………………………………………………..136 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 9 

List of Figures 
 
Figure 1.6.5a Emily Carr University of Arts and Design Library, Instagram account……………34 

Figure 1.6.5b Ringling Art Library Rare Book Pinterest Board…………………………………………….35 

Figure 1.6.5c Chester Beatty Conservation, Instagram account…………………………………………36 

Figure 1.6.5d Chester Beatty Virtual Tour………………………………………………………………………….36  

Figure 1.6.5e National Gallery, Instagram account…………………………………………………………….37 

Figure 1.6.5f National College of Art and Design, Instagram account…………………………………37 

Figure 1.6.5g National Institute of Visual Art Library, NIVAL, Instagram account……………….38 

Figure 1.6.5h Museum of Modern Art, Instagram account………………………………………………..38 

Figure 2.3.1 Research Onion………………………………………………………………………………………………48  

Figure 2.3.4.1 Hutter-Hennick Qualitative Research Cycle………………………………………………….53 

Figure 3.5a Initial Thematic Map………………………………………………………………………………………..99 

Figure 3.5b Refined Thematic Map…………………………………………………………………………………..100 

Figure 3.5c Finalised Thematic Map………………………………………………………………………………….101 

 

 
List of Tables  

 
Table 3.1 Main Themes and Subthemes of the Data…………………………………………………………70 

Table 3.2.2 Examples of Coding for Data Extracts.................................................................73 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 10 

1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Context for the Research 

 
Art Libraries and Art Special Collections have often been thought of as a Wonderland, a 

place to find a collection of ideas and a vault for the imagination. Artist Alexander Bell 

describes walking through the corridors of Chelsea College of Arts as though he were 

“tumbling down a rabbit hole” (Bell, 2019). Forget silent spaces and gatekeeping tomes, the 

art library is a space for communication, connection and creation. This leads us to the 

infinitely obvious topic of the art librarian and the expanding role or duty they govern in 

today’s world. Who then are the custodians of this dreamy Wonderland and what role do 

they play in this ever growing fantasy?  

 

The term ‘Art Librarian’ or ‘Special Collections Librarian’ may conjure up images of 

romantic writers or painters, enraptured by the beauty of the world, tormented artists 

struggling with their inner demons, or the poets of ancient Greece, reciting merely a conduit 

of the muses (Peterson, 2013). However, when the Library and Information Science 

literature talks about an ‘art librarian’ they often define it in decisive boundary-ridden 

terms.  The ARLIS/NA Competencies define an art information professional as ‘a librarian or 

visual resources curator who is a specialist skilled in organising and providing access to 

information on the visual arts, architecture, design and related subjects’ and details four 

main areas that art librarians need to be proficient in: subject knowledge and expertise; 

teaching, instruction, reference and public service; collection management, development 

and organisation; and professional practise (ARLIS, 2017).  
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What then makes an Art Librarian different? An answer to this is found in two places. 

The documentation of art is found not only in the printed word but also in text-free visual 

resources. The study of art, is after all the study of visual materials (Lucker, 2003). In 

describing the history of art librarianship Wolfgang Freitag pointed out that as early as 

1893”…the course of art history had become inextricably tied to the progress of the new 

technology of pictorial reproduction….”(Freitag, 82, p39). Collectors and connoisseurs were 

dependent on this technology even earlier. Second, and of equal importance in the study of 

art history is the historiography of the discipline itself. Art history as an academic field is 

concerned not only with works of art and their creators but also the scholars and critics who 

have in their turn studied and commented upon them. This means that the content of art 

historical resources rarely goes out of use. As opposed to a library that supports the study of 

chemistry, where currency of information is of utter most concern, for instance, it is equally 

crucial for the art library to keep its old books and journals as it is to collect the new. More 

than in other specialities, the art librarian must keep an eye out for the past as well as the 

future.  

 

Stephanie Kays (2017) acknowledges that not only must art librarians continue to keep 

up with advances in collection development, research, teaching and learning, but also, an 

engaged art librarian must seek to enhance creative and scholarly productivity with arts 

faculties in all forms, which increasingly involves an ever-shifting selection of digital tools 

(Kays, p.30). Kays also adds, that at Denison University, a private four-year liberal arts 

college located in Granville, Ohio, more fine arts faculty members including art librarians are 

becoming increasingly tech savvy and want to create online exhibitions using Omeka or start 

using a learning management system to support a ‘flipped classroom strategy’ (Kays, 2017, 
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p.30). It is evident that art librarians must be equipped with the necessary skills to 

understand how to bridge the gap between the physical (old) and virtual (new) aesthetic 

worlds, connecting with ‘digital natives’ by learning how to utilise images and visual media 

in order to enhance their existing perception of what art is. As librarians continue to 

experiment with new tools, emerging opportunities will undoubtedly arise (Dyki and 

Glassman, 2017).  

 

According to Cloonan (2015) Preserving Our Heritage: Perspectives from Antiquity to the 

Digital Age, research conducted on art librarians, curators or archivists working in art and 

design libraries or in special collections tends to focus on traditional skills such as 

preservation, management, organisation (cataloguing, classification) and collection 

development (Cloonan, p. 45). While it is important to consider traditional techniques, the 

role of the art librarian alongside internal library staff perceptions are essential elements 

worth analysing as art librarians are not only the gatekeepers to unique collections but they 

are also the prime stakeholders in the library. However, few studies have taken place 

examining the role of art librarians within academic art libraries or art special collections 

particularly by internal library staff within the last decade. Any of the previous studies also 

predominantly took place in the United States of America. This dissertation will look to 

contribute to this niche area of research by collecting data from a sample size of academic 

art librarians in Ireland. 

 

Results from this dissertation can provide implications for art librarians and art libraries 

or special collections. If art librarians perceive their role as being increasingly technical 

rather than artistic in nature, then significant shifts on perception may arise. If the art 
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librarians’ skills do not match those of their users then negative effects on usage of 

materials can occur. Oftentimes, a library’s value is measured in terms of use and services 

provided. Lack of usage, accessibility or decreased use in materials can have a serious 

detrimental impact on the future and survival of the library. The value and therefore 

justification of art libraries and special collections is deeply intertwined with that of the role 

of the art librarian, sentry of so-called ‘treasure rooms.’  

 
1.2 Aims 

Research Question 

 
How have academic art librarians in Ireland redefined their role in the last decade?  

Thus, the purpose of this dissertation is to explore the role of the art librarian at senior and 

intermediate level in academic Irish art libraries and art special collections. It will focus on 

the changing nature of this role in the last decade. For the purpose of this dissertation, ‘role’ 

will be defined as the position or function that someone has in a situation, organisation, 

society or relationship. This means the ‘role of the art librarian’ will explore how art 

librarians feel about their duty and/or responsibility within art and design libraries or special 

collections today, the opinions they may share, while the ‘evolving nature in the last 

decade’ will measure the amount of change (minimal or significant) in art and design 

librarianship, looking at whether art librarians have adapted successfully to those changes 

or whether they welcome new developments with positivity or negativity. Results will 

contribute to a better understanding of the dynamic nature and evolving duty of the 

academic art librarian in the modern world. Highlighting the significance, if any, that new-

found duties play in fostering the prosperity of the library.  
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The researcher is based in Dublin and has chosen the whole of Ireland (Republic of 

Ireland and Northern Ireland) as the sample population. The research investigates the 

specific nature of the role of the academic art librarian both in national art and design 

colleges and academic special collections. The researcher will evaluate if the librarians feel 

their role has evolved overtime and if so in what context and with what implications to the 

profession of art librarianship at large. The researcher will also investigate if there are any 

key skills that  art librarians feel they acquire additional training in.  

 

Research Objectives 

¨ To determine the specific nature of the role of the academic art librarian working in 

both national art and design colleges and academic special collections in Ireland.  

¨ To evaluate if the role of the academic art librarian has evolved in the last decade.  

¨ To establish if art librarians align their duties with modern practises.  

¨ To ascertain if art librarians are equipped with the necessary skills to maintain art 

collections and special collections in the modern (digital) world.  

¨ To investigate if subject expertise is more important than traditional library skills in 

the art (academic) library world in Ireland.  

¨ To establish what challenges are faced by academic art librarians today.  

¨ To ascertain how academic art librarians view the future of art librarianship in the 

modern era.  

¨ To determine the value of art libraries and academic art librarians in Ireland today.  
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1.3 Rationale 
 

According to Nicholas Brown, Learning Resources Manager at Christie’s Education, 

the current position of art librarianship is dynamically viable (Brown, 2019). The book is very 

much alive, with print still the wider form of scholarly communication in the arts and 

humanities. There is a growing prevalence of functional specialisms and skills in digital 

literacies and digital humanities due to our information-soaked society. There are 

challenges, though; the multifaceted and interdisciplinary practise fits into a landscape still 

bearing the weight of financial cuts (Bell, 2019). Despite this, the creative industries 

including the Arts Council of Ireland still has a strong global influence and the profession is 

finding ways to innovate and challenge the status quo of the current social political 

environment. Many of the talented art librarians of today come from artistic backgrounds 

with some choosing to optimise their role by implementing progressive ideas into their 

practise. From zines and special collections, decolonising the library, material literacies, 

haptic learning and makerspaces to collaborative practise (Bell, 2019).  

 

Therefore this research endeavours to ascertain how academic art librarians in 

Ireland feel about the nature of their profession today. Investigation of art librarianship is 

important at a time where users’ expectations are at an all-time high. Thanks to modern 

technologies art is available on an unprecedented and potentially overwhelming scale 

(Zimmermann, 2018). The role of the art librarian in providing answers to patrons’ queries is 

needed more so than ever before in the history of art librarianship.  

 

From a financial viewpoint, the Irish Government has invested a lot of money in 

promoting and preserving the arts in Ireland. Art librarians are an established resource 
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which can be optimally utilised to benefit not only the arts community in Ireland but also 

Irish society at both National and International level. Art libraries play a contributory role in 

the success of the arts by supporting education, research and creativity. It is therefore vital 

to investigate this Wonderland, to unveil the hidden magic within and to shine a light on the 

unsung heroes of academic art libraries and special collections – the Art librarians.  

 

To the author’s knowledge, there has been no research undertaken specifically into 

the nature of academic art librarianship in Ireland. This study will fill this research gap.   

 

1.4 Suitability of Researcher 

The researcher is a suitable candidate for this research as the researcher 

participated in extensive modules in art theory, art history, colour psychology and art 

surrealism at undergraduate level in Trinity College Dublin. The researcher also wrote an 

undergraduate dissertation on aesthetic art and literary impressionism. The researcher has 

a great appreciation for the art world and has a profound interest in the promotion of art 

librarianship and special collections.  

 

The researcher is not a librarian and is therefore not biased to the current situation 

of art librarianship in academic institutions of art and design and academic special 

collections as the researcher is unknowledgeable to the reality in a practical setting. The 

researcher has, however undertaken a comprehensive literature review on the topic and 

has applied critical judgement to previous research conducted. The researcher is therefore, 

sufficiently theoretically knowledgeable to pursue the research objectives.  
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1.5 Time, Project Management and Cost 

 
The researcher must complete the research within a timeframe of twelve weeks. In 

order to achieve success with optimum results, ensuring validity and reliability for the 

research, the researcher will organise adequate steps to be taken in a productive, realistic 

and timely manner (Gray, 2018, p.45).  

 

The timeframe is an important consideration when planning research to ensure the 

research design and sample size is realistic and planned to achieve optimal results (Gorman 

and Clayton, 2005, p. 96).  

 

The researcher has created a Dissertation Schedule to assist with Time Management. 

Each sequence of research activity is given an allocated time/date (Appendix A).  

 

Costs are detailed in Appendix B.  
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1.6 Literature Review 

1.6.1 Literature Introduction 

The literature review serves as a precursor to the interviews, expanding the 

researchers’ knowledge of existing research, theories, and historical, cultural and cross-

disciplinary viewpoints. With this preparation, the researcher is able to identify and connect 

aspects of the personal discussions with the findings from the literature.  

 

The literature review comprised an in-depth reading of existing literature in the 

research field. In the context of the research mission, all findings were critically examined so 

as to select the best research design for the research topic as well as to formulate the 

research question and define the research objectives.  

 

The literature mostly focuses on the U.S.A and the U.K as there is limited existing 

literature available on the research area in Ireland.  

 

The literature themes discussed in this literature have emerged from extensive 

reading and critical analysis of the existing literature on this topic. The themes demonstrate 

the relevance of this research in the context of the existing literature.  

 

1.6.2 The Art Library  
 

According to Leo Appleton, director of library services in Goldsmiths, London, 

defining the role of an art librarian is quite difficult without firstly defining what an art 

library is and to whom the users are (Appleton, 2019, p. 262). Art libraries are libraries that 
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contain unique items. They can be independent or found within a variety of institutions 

(Appleton, Latimer and Christie, 2017, p.263). Users in art libraries typically consist of 

students, staff, artists, researchers and historians (Millar, 2017). Art libraries are more likely 

than any other branch or special-subject library to maintain protected or limited access to 

separate collections within their boundaries, known professionally as ‘special collections’ 

(Carter and Whittaker, 2015, p.354).  

 

Lee Sorensen (2017) notes in ‘What is Special about Special Collections?’ art libraries 

typically fall under three broad genres, a classification based more on their constituencies 

than their material content: academic, museum, and art or design school libraries 

(Sorensen, p. 89). The organisation and mission of the special collection within each of these 

library types fluctuates with the identity of the library itself (Dyki and Glassman, 2017, p.90). 

As Rachel Ivy Clarke (2017) notes in Design thinking for design librarians: rethinking art and 

design librarianship; approaches vary considerably across the art library discipline with 

some libraries more entrepreneurial and visionary than others in the field (Clarke, p.41). 

 

For example, art museum libraries can be considered standalone special collections 

in themselves: they are non-circulating and object-based; their items are frequently 

catalogued descriptively more than in other art collections; and they often supervise their 

readers (Sorensen, 2017, p.90). Museum libraries often maintain an additional restrictive-

access level for some of their materials and thus create a special collection within special 

collections (Mitchell, 2017, p.287). Academic art libraries, often branches of main libraries, 

maintain their special collections, with few exceptions, as a small stack space within the art 

library and without special librarian oversight. Design school libraries can be a hybrid of 
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these previous two, characteristically with a mandate of encouraging the highest level of 

patron interaction with the material (Sorensen, p.90).  

 

According to Michèle Valerie Cloonan in Preserving our heritage: perspectives from 

antiquity to the digital age, today there is a tendency to draw comparisons between art 

libraries and galleries (2015, p.60). Under its broadest rubric, an art library special collection 

is any group of objects under library control requiring extra curatorship, housing, use-

supervision and review. They frequently do not have (or need to have) an intellectual 

organising principle governing them, though frequently they do. One of the most driving 

needs for art library special collections grew from the need to separate titles that over the 

years came to be considered the monuments of art history (Sorensen, p.90). Libraries 

fortunate enough, for example, to own Franz Kugler’s Handbuch der Kunstgeschichte (1842) 

or Crowe and Cavalcaselle’s A New History of Painting in Italy from the Second to the 

Sixteenth Century (1864) would keep those secure despite allowing other 19th century titles 

to circulate (Sorensen, p.90/91).  

 

A second principle for ‘specialness’ is uniqueness. Art libraries frequently find 

themselves alone in collecting art ephemera documenting singular or local interests (White, 

2017, p99). These primary sources are the least likely to be books and are usually collected 

at the impetus of the librarian-scholar who sees that the individual institutional initiative 

can create a valuable set of materials or information sources (Sorensen, 2017, p89-92).  

 

Another stable element in the world of art librarianship is the relationship between 

the art library and its’ parent institution, be it museum, university or art school. The varying 



 21 

nature of the art library itself is directly reflected in the varying nature of the role of the art 

librarian working within. The defining mission of the individual art library directly responds 

to the primary goal of the art librarian. Therefore defining the specific type of art library is 

essential to understanding the nature of the position of the art librarian within the 

institution. According to Lucker, Evolution of a profession: The changing nature of art 

librarianship, the relationship between the library and its’ parent institution remains equally 

as strong and equally as critical to both entities, as of when the institutions were first 

founded (Lucker, 2003, p.164). In an academic setting, whether a university, college or art 

school, the mission of the library today reflects the teaching and research needs of its’ 

faculty and graduate students. While those specific needs have changed over time, this 

driving focus has not. Additionally the art library often serves as inspiration. Artists come 

into the library not with a particular image or artist in mind, but rather a mood or an idea 

(Lucker, p.164).  

 

Another matter that remains is the variety of users, and the need to meet the 

particular needs of each of those users. The art library audience has not changed radically; it 

consists primarily of art historians, artists, collectors, curators, connoisseurs, students of art, 

and those persons affiliated with art institutions. As Philip Pacey noted in “Viewpoint” Art 

Libraries Journal (1983) ‘art belongs to us all, to enjoy, and to create; art libraries can 

provide not only the resources necessary for the study of art but inspiration’ (Pacey, p. 3-5).  

 

According to Tamsyn Bayliss (2019) in ‘What is the Future of art libraries?’ art 

libraries and special collections are in a stronger position than other subject-based libraries 

today, because of the importance of original documents for the study of art history, the 
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preference of art students for browsing alongside the use of books, and relative paucity of 

e-resources in art history (Bayliss, p. 4). Compared with subjects such as the sciences, art 

and art history resources do not date quickly, and are retained because the information 

they contain remains valuable. The special collections which are so common in art libraries 

are a strength, highlighting the distinctiveness of individual art libraries (Craig, 2003, p.91) 

 

1.6.3 The Art Librarian  

 
An art librarian is any individual who works in an art library or works in an art special 

collections sub-section of a broader institution (Note, 2011, p.12). The job title or 

description can appear in many forms such as; art librarian, curator, archivist, art collector, 

keeper, art manager, digital curator, art historian and artistic information professional 

(ARLIS, 2020). The depth of knowledge and experience required to work in an art library or 

in an art special collections library depends on the institutions’ mission and hiring policy 

(Golden and Williams, 2014, p24).  

 

The ALA and CILIP-accredited MLIS qualifications are generally required for librarians 

working in artistic fields, with subject expertise requirements ranging from specific to 

intentionally vague (Dyki and Glassman, 2017, p.20/22). Reading knowledge of Western 

European Languages such as; French, Italian, Spanish and  Portuguese appears frequently in 

job postings for art librarians (Golden, 2014). According to Nick Lloyd, (2020) art librarian in 

Central Saint Martins, School of Art and Design in London, a postgraduate qualification in 

some form of art; art history, fine art or photography is essential (Lloyd, 2020). The only 

exception for not holding a postgraduate art qualification is usually specified for artists or 
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art historians. The philosophy being that the library staff should be experts in the specific 

subject areas within the collection such as; sculpture, design, drawing, architecture, 

landscape painting, art history and early modern manuscripts. The art librarian must 

therefore be able to understand the complexities and dynamic nature of the subject fields 

within the collection. This way library users will receive the best form of assistance with 

their studies and the librarians can provide a deeper understanding of the associated topics 

provided. Tamsyn Bayliss of the National Portrait Gallery in London notes that while art 

librarians subject knowledge is valued less than it used to be, its relevance, combined with 

an interest in the subject area, is clearly important both to art library professionals and to 

their users for the maintenance of collections and the encouragement of their use (Bayliss, 

2019).  

 

As Jeffrey T. Schnapp and Matthew Battles note in The Library Beyond the Book 

(2014) ‘in antiquity, the librarian was a custos librorum, a keeper of books – a caretaker, 

guard and amanuensis’ (Schnapp and Matthew, p.48). From antiquity through the early 

modern era, they were loosely-specified generalists – makers as well as keepers of books, 

teachers as well as providers of instructional materials (Schnapp and Battles, p.48). Where 

art librarians once acted as custodians of materials, guarding limited resources, in the 

modern era they have become lockpickers and safecrackers. What they guard instead is our 

very participation in information culture: our opportunity, our privacy and our freedom 

(Schnapp and Battles, p49).  
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1.6.3.1 Core Competencies and Skills of Art Librarians  

 
The Art Libraries Society of North America (ARLIS/NA) alongside ARLIS/UK & Ireland, 

are both committed to increasing the effectiveness of art librarians and art information 

professionals by focusing their efforts on professional and continuing education as well as 

professional development activities (ARLIS, 2020). In 2017, ARLIS/NA published an updated 

Core Competencies for Art Information Professionals with the primary aim to identify the 

fundamental knowledge, behaviours and skills currently essential to most professional 

positions within the art information field (ARLIS, 2017). This document intends to be a 

flexible document that can be revised as the field evolves and changes (ARLIS, 2017).  

 

ARLIS/NA (2017) Core Competencies, lists four main areas required by art 

information professionals; subject knowledge and expertise; teaching, instruction, reference 

and public service; collection management, development and organisation; professional 

practise (ARLIS, 2017).  

 

According to ARLIS/NA, under the criteria subject knowledge and expertise, art 

information professionals should have a broad and specialised subject knowledge in the 

fields of art, architecture, design and related fields (ARLIS, 2017). It is recommended that art 

information professionals acquire a familiarity with creative practise, historical and social 

research methodologies employed in the fields of art, including analysis and descriptions of 

visual forms, image/work, iconography, digital humanities and drawing as an art form. They 

should also acquire the ability to identify major art movements, periods or exemplary works 

and “masters” in the fields of art from around the world as well as awareness of current 
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trends and emerging media, artists, architects and designers. A basic knowledge of media, 

materials and techniques employed in the fields of art and design as well as a working 

knowledge of terminology commonly employed by artists, architects and designers. A 

working knowledge of or familiarity with German and French or Italian (Romance languages) 

the most common languages used in art literature is also desirable (ARLIS, 2017).  

 

The remaining categories of teaching, instruction, reference and public service, 

collection management and  professional practise, align with current ALA and CILIP 

librarianship competency guidelines. Therefore, according to ARLIS/NA, art librarians must 

acquire a broad range of specialised skills in the field of art librarianship. As Amy Lucker 

points out ‘the skills required for success as an art librarian today go well beyond a grasp of 

library management and a passion for the subject area (Lucker, 2003). Technical skills need 

not only be learned but must be constantly updated. ‘It is not enough to understand what 

technology is doing for us today, rather we must participate in discussions about what it 

could do for us tomorrow’ (Lucker, 2003). It is incumbent upon art librarians’ to learn as 

much about new technologies, resources and tools as they can and to incorporate what 

they learn into how they provide services to their users. Art librarians must therefore evolve 

if they are to remain viable and important participants in the world of art information and 

scholarship.  

 

1.6.3.2 Teaching and Learning – The Teaching Art Librarian  

 
In her article on assessing the needs of art students, Hannah Bennet wrote that she 

viewed her role as evolving from a ‘subject specialist and subject librarian into a resource 
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explorer’ (Bennet, 2006, p. 38). This is an apt description of the experience of working with 

art and design students. According to Michael Wirtz in Embedded in their world: moving 

mentally into the studio environment, over the past thirty years, numerous articles and 

studies on the art practitioner’s use of information have appeared, but most have focused 

on how art librarians define information and information usage within artistic production 

(Wirtz, 2017, p. 142). According to William Hemming’s extensive review of the literature on 

the information-seeking behaviour of visual artists, artists require information for 

inspiration, visual images, technical information and career guidance (Hemming, 2008, p. 

355). He also concluded that the literature shows that art students have highly 

individualistic information needs, prefer serendipitous browsing and favour human 

mediation to searching catalogues or indexes (Hemming, p. 356).  

 

In ‘A Recent History of Embedded Librarianship,’ Matthew Browser stresses the 

necessity of ‘long term planning with the patron’ as a key element of working successfully as 

an embedded librarian (2011, p. 3). According to Wirtz (2017) in the art and design library 

this is critically important (Wirtz, p. 143). To understand fully where students are in the 

cycle of production and how they are using information requires a commitment greater 

than an hour-long instruction session. A level of embeddedness is necessary to connect art 

and design practitioners with the information they require. The art librarian must therefore 

increasingly engage openly with information or digital literacy sessions with one-to-one or 

group learning and teaching seminars in a proactive informative manner. Attending 

critiques, visiting studios and workspaces and initiating informal conversations are effective 

ways to establish an embeddedness within art and design culture (Wirtz, 2017, p. 145).  
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1.6.3.3 Critical Librarianship – The Critical Art Librarian  
 

Leo Appleton (2019) in ‘Is Critical Librarianship actually a thing?’ examines 

inspirational art special collections – The Women’s Art Library (WAL) and Women of Colour 

Index (WOCI) at Goldsmiths; the Zine collection at London College of Communication; the 

African-Caribbean, Asian and African Art in Britain Archive at Chelsea College of Arts - in 

order to investigate just how critical art librarians are as information professionals 

(Appleton, p. 92). His study supports the idea that critical art librarians are engaged in all 

kinds of liberation through their library work, from enabling access to accurate information 

through events such as Art+Feminism’s Wikipedia edit-a-thons (Art+Feminism, 2020) to 

teaching critical information literacy through a variety of creative outlets such as object 

based learning, which by its nature inherently challenges dominant views of what 

constitutes information and knowledge (Appleton, 2019, p. 92-95).  

 

According to Appleton (2019), the art library environment enables and encourages a 

greater or different level of critical librarianship. Both the type of collections housed in art 

libraries and the colourful array of users using the collections, contribute greatly to the 

ethos of critical art librarianship. Kate Hatton in ‘Towards an inclusive arts education’ asks 

‘Does art and therefore art library collections expose social injustice to a greater extent than 

other types of library collections (STEM collections, law collections).’ Are the arts regarded 

as marginalised within the realms of academia, and therefore are art libraries more 

representative of marginalised voices? (Hatton, 2015). Lee Appleton in his study suspects 

the answer is ‘yes’ to some or all of these questions (Appleton, 2019, p. 3).  
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According to Jane Carlin (2018) in her ARLIS presentation entitled Artists books as 

catalysts of change, books have played a role in shaping society and the enduring legacy of 

the book as a powerful vehicle for social transformation is just as significant today as it was 

five hundred years ago. Carlin strongly believes that artists books can be catalysts for social 

change and can give art librarians the opportunity to be leaders in their campus and in their 

community, to contribute to dialogues, diversity, inclusion and social justice. In her own 

words, ‘Artists books can be used to help foster a space for respectful discussion to produce 

principles of passionate communication’ (Carlin, ARLIS, 2018).  

 

Marilyn Clarke in ‘Liberate our library’ (2019) notes that most examples of critical 

library practise are within an arts education environment, and are examples of dedicated 

passionate ideological (art) librarians, motivated by social injustice who are deliberately and 

intentionally using their library craft to affect this (Clarke, 2019). Like so many others they 

are choosing to collect and make visible marginalised voices through their special collections 

and archives. They are choosing to expose inequalities and micro-aggressions in arts 

education. They are choosing to ensure that those marginalised within the arts world have a 

stronger and louder voice in the curriculum and in the scholarly collections that support the 

curriculum. They are choosing to engage in the critique  of the status quo in their art 

institutions and their art libraries. Art librarians have in affect become critical librarians 

(Appleton, 2019, p. 95).  
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1.6.4 The Evolution of Art Librarianship  
 

Similarly to the library and information sector as a whole, art librarianship and 

special collections are undergoing rapid and large-scale changes, from the fundamental 

impact of digital technologies to the transformation of higher education (Crilly, Montero 

and Mahurter, 2017, p.84). Evolution has come primarily in three forms; increased 

digitisation of art collections, increased accessibility of online art content through the open 

access movement and increased importance of exhibition space. Change creates challenges 

but also many opportunities for developing and delivering innovative collections and 

services that support a rich and diverse culture of engagement and creative use (Dyki and 

Glassman, 2017 p.84/85).  

 

Barbara Opar (2017) notes in Evolution not revolution: evolving trends in art and 

design libraries, streamlining and downsizing are occurring, modern technologies are being 

implemented and new skills are being sought (Opar, p.22/23). There is a contemporary 

energy in art library spaces as team rooms, exhibit zones and galleries are being added with 

increased emphasis on accessibility, social media engagement and virtual or physical spaces 

and interaction as the majority of art collections are hybrid but rarely all digital (Opar, p.22).   

 

As the art world is evolving, art librarians need to simultaneously evolve by working 

with specialised vendors, following non-traditional procedures for acquisition, cataloging, 

promotion and preservation in order to match the needs of new generations of ‘digital 

natives’ (Schoen, 2016, p.52). In the age of Google patrons interact with visual resources 

more than ever before yet this does not mean they know how to interpret or use creative 

images effectively. Art librarians can stay relevant by advocating for visual literacy and 
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curating unique repositories of images that may not be available elsewhere (Schoen, 2016, 

p.52/53).  

 

In his overview of library evolution Brian Edwards points out that ‘there was not 

much difference in the architectural arrangement between a Renaissance art gallery and 

that of the art library’ (Edwards, 2009, p.4). Exhibition space remains important in the 

modern art library, and has been made more feasible through the freeing up of space as a 

result of ‘compact collaborative storage and digitisation of resources’ (Appleton, 2017, 

p.264). We need to dispel the myth that ‘full libraries are on our smartphones’(Van 

Susteren, 2016) and demonstrate that libraries continue to be at the heart of our campuses, 

cities and institutions, providing added value and well maintained places to carry out 

scholarly and creative work with expert help and a range of services at hand (Appleton, 

p264).   

 

1.6.4.1 Digitisation – The Digital Art Librarian  

According to Montero (2017) in Art documentation: exhibition catalogues and 

beyond, over the last few decades an ever larger number of digitisation projects have been 

carried out by individual art institutions or as part of collaborative projects (Montero, p. 

116). Much of this material is now available online to all, including important historical 

catalogues and collections such as the Royal Academy of Arts Winter Exhibition catalogues, 

the Ashmolean collection catalogues and complete collections of the exhibition catalogues 

published by the Metropolitan Museum of Art and Guggenheim Museum (Montero, p. 116). 

The Getty Research Portal (www.getty.edu/research/tools/portal/index.html) provides free 
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online access to an extensive collection of more than 100,000 digitised art history texts from 

a range of institutions, including many art catalogues (Montero, p. 116).  

 

A growing range of digital-born material is being produced to document and 

disseminate  information about artworks and exhibitions, and much historical print content 

is in the process of being digitised, creating large online collections of digital facsimiles. This 

is a complex and rich environment where a mix of print and online resources seems likely to 

stay with us for much longer than may have been anticipated, in contrast with other subject 

areas and standard information management practises (Montero, 2017, p. 116).  

 

In response, art and design librarians have become active partners in digital art 

history initiatives while still facilitating access to print formats. According to Colin Post 

(2017) in The ever-shifting landscape: mapping the present and future of digital art histories, 

art and design librarians and other arts information professionals have a critical role to play 

in the future of digital art history (Post, p. 213). Identifying what this role might be is 

especially difficult, as digital art history is a moving target, developing in relation to dynamic 

technologies that promise an increasing range of possibilities (Post, p. 213). 

 

Katie Learmont speaking at the ARLIS conference in London in 2018, noted that it is 

also important to consider the expectations of users with regards digitisation, as artists, 

academics, and art history students consulting the collections may not only be interested in 

the textual content of these publications but also as examples of book art. As such, some 

may share the permanent view that technology will never be able to capture the expressive 

and emotional qualities to works of art and one cannot respond in the same way to a digital 
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reproduction as to a physical book. It is indeed the role of the art librarian to dispel this 

myth and reassure the user. (Learmont, ARLIS, 2018).   

 

Art librarians and information professionals have fostered a dynamic and vital 

diversity of digital practises, and continued efforts will serve only to strengthen the field of 

art as a whole (Post, 2017, p. 223). According to Lee Sorensen, art special collections can 

once again take the lead by archiving the ephemera of born-digital projects. As digital art 

history becomes mainstay of art scholarship, the tools of the art librarian – not simply 

archiving, but also organising a collection into a focused resource for scholars – return 

(Sorensen, 2017 p. 96). This new type of art special collections offers the opportunity to art 

libraries of like interests and size to combine customised special collection interests. In 2010 

the New York Art Resources Consortium (NYARC) – Brooklyn Museum of Fine Art, The Frick 

Collection and the Museum of Modern Art – began a project of web-archiving digital 

ephemeral art sources into a tool that saves the format in which born-digital information 

was created (Duncan and Blumenthal, 2016, p. 116). They have done much the same for 

online catalogues raisonnés (Duncan, 2015, p. 50-5).  

 

With so much scholarship and creative work created digitally in colleges and art 

schools today, and to contain costs for server space, judicious selection and conservation of 

digital art projects restores the art librarian’s mission of creating a collection within a 

collection to the principles that first governed much of art special collections (Sorensen, p. 

96).   
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1.6.5 The Future of Art Librarianship  

1.6.5.1 Social Media and Website Development – The ‘Insta’ Librarian  

Today Art libraries are focusing on digital art landscapes and the integration of 

website and social media software tools to assist art libraries in increasing their online 

presence and interaction with their user communities in order to stay ‘relevant’ and 

progress dynamically into the future (Laing and Webb, 2017, p306).  

 

According to Ken Laing and Hillary Webb in ‘Engaging with social media’ social media 

is a powerful tool that can be harnessed by art libraries to promote collections, events and 

activities. ‘Visually based platforms such as Instagram and Pinterest can be particularly 

effective in art and design organisations,’ especially when used in innovative ways (Laing 

and Webb, 2017, p.313). According to Judi Dyki (2017) art and design libraries are in the 

enviable position of having visually stunning collections with which to create websites and 

online content that appeal to their visually orientated clientele (Dyki, p. 315). The art 

librarian today must therefore become fluent in the digital realm of online social media 

linguistics, diagnostics and analytics in order to create excitement and curiosity on the part 

of their visually orientated students (Dyki, p. 320).  

 

In 2013 a social media case study was carried out at the Emily Carr University (EDU) 

of Art and Design Library in Vancouver, British Columbia (Laing and Webb, 2017 p. 307). The 

EDU Library found creating a library social media committee and setting goals and strategies 

collaboratively were important for building and maintaining an active presence online. The 

process of setting goals and benchmarks, analysing data, and hearing from the community 

through a survey helped to determine what success on social media looks like. A thorough 
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investigation revealed meaningful connections forged with students, alumni, university 

library staff and community members, resulting in the circulation of, and excitement about, 

library materials and attendance at library events (Laing and Webb, p. 307).  

 

 

 

Figure 1.6.5a  The Emily Carr University of Arts and Design Library’s Instagram account 

(@ecuad_library) 18 July 2020  

 

The Ringling Art Library in Sarasota, Florida uses Pinterest to display items in its rare 

book collection (Figure). In August 2020 there were seven boards including a rare books 

board containing 669 Pins and the art library had 1.08K followers and 21.7k monthly 

viewers. Images on the board consist of covers of rare books that are linked from the 

Ringling Library’s Flickr account (Laing and Webb, 2017, p. 311). According to Ken Laing 

(2017) using Pinterest to display the cover of items in a rare book collection is a simple, 
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effective way to open up a collection that is usually hidden from view or under lock and key 

(Laing, p. 311). Art libraries without a content management platform can use Pinterest to 

organise digital images. Even when libraries have content management platforms, these 

systems are often locked so that only those affiliated with an institution have access to 

them, limiting potential public engagement with collections (Dyki, 2017, p. 312).  

 

 

Figure 1.6.5b The Ringling Art Library Rare Book Pinterest, 4 July 2020  

 

Rare book collections are notoriously difficult to access and can be intimidating 

places to visit. Fisher Rare Book Library at the University of Toronto opens itself up via 

Instagram. Its posts contains images of books from its small books collection, time-lapse 

videos of artists’ books and interior shots of the library itself (Laing and Webb, 2017, p. 313).  

 

Library marketing expert, Nancy Dowd (2013) points out that the majority of libraries 

use social media to disseminate information to their communities (Dowd, 2013). Most if not 

all Irish academic institutions have employed this strategy. Some art and design school 

libraries have their own individual accounts, posting separate unique content while others 
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remain part of the larger academic social media structure. The Chester Beatty Library and 

the National Gallery of Ireland have virtual tour exploration systems built into their websites 

which allow users to virtually access and explore the unique collections at home (Figure 

1.6.5d). Trinity College Dublin, Queens University Belfast, NCAD, LSAD, UCC, UCD, DCU, 

NUIG also have Instagram accounts with large numbers of diverse followers (Figure 1.5.5f).   

 

 

Figure 1.6.5c The Chester Beatty Conservation Instagram account, 4 July 2020  

 

 

 
Figure 1.6.5d The Chester Beatty Virtual Tour (chesterbeatty.ie), 4 July 2020  
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  Figure 1.6.5e National Gallery Instagram account (@nationalgalleryofireland), 8 July 2020  
 

 

 

 

     Figure 1.5.5f National College of Art & Design, Instagram account (@ncad), 14 July 2020   
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                Figure 1.6.5g NIVAL’s (NCAD) Instagram account (@nival_ncad), 23 July 2020 

 

 
 

  Figure 1.6.5h Museum of Modern Art, Instagram account (@moma_library), 24 July, 2020  
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An online presence can represent the heart, soul and personality of an organisation. 

In addition to providing basic information about collections and services, well designed art 

and design library websites and social media campaigns have the potential to create a visual 

kaleidoscope of creativity and colour. Website platforms, functionality and design aesthetics 

change at lightening pace, therefore the art librarian must ensure both the library site and 

social media platforms are current, relevant and fresh (Dyki, 2017, p. 320). A compelling 

online presence is the first step to drawing in reluctant art students who have yet to 

discover that the library has valuable resources to support their practise and career – and 

art library staff who understand and celebrate their artistic personality (Dyki, p. 320).  

 

1.6.5.2 Democratisation of Art – The Democratic Art Librarian  

 
Helen Shenton, Head Librarian of Trinity College Dublin in her TEDxDublin 

presentation on Collaboratories and bubbles of shush – how libraries are transforming, 

discusses the concept of democracy in libraries, coining the term ‘democratisation of 

knowledge’ in the process of consumption of information (Shenton, 2015). Democratisation 

is defined as the action of making something accessible to everyone. For example the 

democratisation of art through technology via online resources, repositories and social 

media platforms. In the context of art the question focuses on the moral and ethical 

principles behind access to art special collections (Muszkiewicz, 2017). We live in a digital 

age and in recent years, due in no small part to the rise of social media, there has been an 

explosion in the volume of visual images and visual media available for consumption (Kam, 

2016). This re-emergence of the visual as a major conduit for the communication of 

thoughts and ideas has, in terms of art research, education and art special collections, 
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highlighted the necessity to provide clarity and to define what art is (Kemp, 2016). Art 

librarians today must therefore outline their democratic objectives within their annual 

library reports, strategic plans and collection development policies in order to fully embrace 

the concept of multi-access within their artistic collections. Art librarians today must be 

aware of the democratic purposes to which art and design content can be viewed, 

distributed and retrieved. The art library for all intents is a Wonderland for all, governed by 

equality to all forms of knowledge and information.  

 

1.6.5.3 Open Access to Art Collections – The Open Access Art Librarian  

 
Doubtless, the practical and conceptual challenges of transforming scholarly 

publishing are enormous. Patrick Tomlin (2017) in ‘Beyond the Monograph?’ notes that 

emerging models of scholarly communication force art librarians, perhaps more so than any 

other librarian, to reassess  the relationship between old and new media (Tomlin, p. 254). 

For if traditional scholarly publishing represents an unsustainable model, as it increasingly 

seems to be, how does that inform the work art librarians do? Creating and fostering new 

means for conducting research and circulating knowledge will require serious reflection 

from the profession about the unique, scalable contributions it can make to the 

advancement of arts scholarship in the digital age. It will acquire the acquisition of new 

skills, particularly those related to publishing and preserving scholarship, if the university 

library assumes greater responsibility in those areas. It will almost certainly entail the 

careful recalibration of what defines an art library collection (Tomlin, p. 255). Only by 

working collaboratively alongside other stakeholders in arts scholarship will art librarians 

have an impact on the future shape of scholarly communication.  
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1.6.5.4 Should Art Libraries Collect Art?  

Delving further into the research the question ‘should libraries, archives and 

research institutes collect art?’ appears frequently. This question is linked to the historical 

development of art libraries and begs the consideration of the institutions’ identity and 

mission, including the impetus and rationale for special collections, defined broadly as 

collections that ‘exist to support preservation of the human record’ (Cloonan, 2015). Many 

art librarians have been forced to consider this question, their very relevance and their 

existence.  

 

As Judith Kemp notes in Art in the Library: Should Academic Libraries Manage Art? 

art librarians who routinely acquire art objects play a crucial role in the development and 

management of precious materials for special collections (Kemp, 2016). They often interact 

directly with artists and dealers promoting or selling works. At times the criteria for 

choosing art works is relatively straightforward. At other times, art librarians find 

themselves deliberating in more nebulous or unchartered territories. They are forced to 

make choices that are subjective, that require the thorough knowledge of the field 

possessed by curators in fine art circles who rely on traditional methods such as a ‘trained 

eye,’ connoisseurship, or knowledge of the ‘canon’ of fine art. The role of the librarian in 

these circumstances resembles that of an arbiter of taste and is highly coveted as Flukinger 

notes ‘when the qualities of a librarian are combined with those of curator/museum 

specialist the results can be singular and nearly magical’ (Flukinger, 2014).  
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1.6.6 Conclusion  

There is much debate on the traditional landscape of art librarianship versus the 

modern landscape, the impact of digitalisation and the future of the art library as an 

institution. However there are significant gaps in the literature on the value of art librarians 

and how the art librarian should successfully navigate their position in the modern world.  

 

Art librarians bring a variety of skills and knowledge to libraries of art. Foremost 

among these qualities must be a knowledge of art and design and art history – even an 

inside knowledge of art. The art librarian need not only speak the language of art and design 

but also be able to read images and objects, to be highly visually literate. That there are 

such requirements for the art librarian, as well as ‘the need to be in the swim of new ideas’ 

and techniques in library science, is testimony to the challenges and complexities of 

connecting hungry users with their prey (Dyki and Glassman, 2017).  

 

This research will aim to collect qualitative data from senior and intermediate art 

librarians in Ireland (Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland). The research will aim to 

examine all aspects of the profession; It will assess the skills, duties, responsibilities and 

challenges faced by art librarians in academic special collections and art and design schools 

in Ireland today. It will also investigate how art librarianship in Ireland has evolved in the 

last decade given the speed and transformation of the visual art discipline and aesthetic 

expression in recent times.  
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2.0 Methodology 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter details the participants, research design and strategy process. It also 

outlines the chosen research methodologies and introduces the chosen method of data 

analysis. The chapter will also discuss the ethical implications that were posed in the 

research process.  

 

The researcher chose to conduct in-depth interviews with librarians of the art and 

design discipline both in art and design schools and academic special collections in order to 

gain further insight into the role of the art librarian in Ireland. Due to the in-depth nature of 

the interviews, the scope was small; eight participants were chosen, representing four of 

each category of academic art librarian – art and design school and special collections. 

However, while trying to be somewhat representative of the variety of art and design 

education, the researcher was not attempting to find generalisable facts or gain statistical 

validity. This portion of the research was intended to explore in more depth a variety of the 

opinions and ideas on the topic of art librarianship in Ireland. The creative process and art 

librarianship are very subjective, and one must recognise that it is impossible to generalise 

about, or even fully encompass the range of possible experiences and views.  
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2.2. Participants and Sample 

2.2.1 Population  

A list of Irish art and design schools and academic special collection libraries were 

obtained online from the Art Library Society UK/Ireland (https://arlis.net/about/uk-ireland-

art-libraries/) and from the Government of Ireland academic and university listings  

(https://www.gov.ie/en/service/colleges-and-universities-in-ireland/). The whole of Ireland 

including Northern Ireland was defined geographically for the purposes of this research so 

as not to limit the research to one chosen area, county or city within Ireland. For the 

purposes of the research, art and design school was defined as an educational institution 

with a primary focus on the visual arts, including fine art, illustration, painting, photography, 

sculpture and graphic design. Academic special collections was defined as a library or library 

unit within an academic institution housing materials requiring specialised security and user 

services (including rare books, manuscripts, photographs, archives, ephemera and digital 

records).  

 

The Republic of Ireland contains a total of three national operational art and design 

libraries located in highly specialised art and design schools. Many institutes of technology 

also have creative arts divisions within their schools, however they are not officially 

classified as an art and design school at national level and their libraries would not be 

defined by ‘art’ as they house only a minimal collection of artistic materials alongside an 

array of general academic texts and multi-media resources. Northern Ireland contains one 

operational school of art which is a sub-division of a larger academic institution. Most if not 

all large-scale academic universities in Ireland and Northern Ireland house a special 

collections department within their institution. The Republic of Ireland contains eight 
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operational academic special collections libraries and Northern Ireland houses two 

operational academic special collections libraries.  

 

The target population for this research was academic librarians in art libraries and 

special collections, at senior or intermediate level, employed within the geographical 

boundaries of the island of Ireland. Invitations to participate in the research were sent out 

in the form of e-mails detailing information sheets and consent forms. E-mail addresses 

were obtained from official academic and art and design school websites for each library.  

 

The target population for this research was academic librarians in art libraries and 

special collections, at senior or intermediate level, employed within the geographical 

boundaries of the island of Ireland. Invitations to participate in the research were sent out 

in the form of e-mails detailing information sheets and consent forms. E-mail addresses 

were obtained from official academic and art and design school websites for each library.  

 

The invitation e-mail for participation requested that the sample population be 

librarians who have adequate of experience working within art and design or special 

collections libraries in Ireland. The sample population is not limited to urban libraries 

located in one specific location rather all libraries both rural and urban are considered. The 

gender and age of participants were not influencing factors for selecting the sample. The 

researcher did not wish to limit the results to a perspective of one particular gender or age 

group. The researcher endeavoured to include librarians at senior or intermediate level in 

the sample, who work in academic art libraries and special collections with adequate 

experience in the field. As from the literature review, professional grade and education level 
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achieved were regarded considerably in art librarianship however the researcher 

endeavoured to include all librarians employed in art libraries with significant experience 

regardless of academic background. The researcher obtained this information in the 

interview. The number of years of experience of the librarian is a strong influencing factor in 

their perception of the value and role of academic art librarianship in Ireland in the last 

decade.  

 

2.2.2 Sampling Frame  

The sampling frame used (Appendix A) was a list of Irish art and design school 

libraries and academic special collections obtained online from ( https://arlis.net/about/uk-

ireland-art-libraries/) and (https://www.gov.ie/en/service/colleges-and-universities-in-

ireland/) respectively. All librarians included were listed in the online directories of the art 

and design school libraries and special collections departments of their respective 

institutions.  

 

2.2.3 Sample Size and Technique  

Probability sampling or simple random sampling (SRS) where each library has an 

equal chance of being included (Blumberg, Cooper and Schindler, 2014, p. 180; Greener, 

2008, p. 48) was used to select a sample size of eight libraries from the sampling frame 

which fitted realistically into the aim of conducting eight interviews in twelve weeks. The 

sample population was specifically chosen on the basis that they are representative of the 

population as a whole, in terms of key characteristics (Gray, 2018, p. 209). Simple random 

sampling decreases bias and sampling error due to its random nature as no library is 

favoured in the selection process (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). According to Patton 
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(1990), randomly selecting even small samples will increase the credibility of a study in the 

eyes of some. The advantage of this approach is that the cases are selected in advance of 

the knowledge generated by the study (Gray, 2018, p. 218). Hence, there is some evidence 

of planning rather than just serendipity. After selection each member of the sample 

selection was allocated a letter (e.g. A, B, C) for anonymity and organisational purposes. A 

larger number of participants would increase “accuracy of inferences” made and thus, 

validity, but time constraints only allowed for a realistic sample size of eight libraries 

(Creswell and Creswell, 2019, p. 151).  

 

2.3 Design 

2.3.1 Design Overview  

Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019) use a research onion model (Figure 2.3.1) to 

provide an overview of the research design (Saunders et al, p. 130). The research onion 

demonstrates the process used to select appropriate data collection techniques. The 

external layers are the initial steps taken in the research process and the internal layers 

eventually lead to the central informed and comprehensive data collection and analysis 

(Saunders, et al, 2019, p. 130).           

 

In the research onion model (Figure 2.3.1) the first external layer is the philosophical 

layer, the essence or nature of the research.  The second layer is the approach to the 

development of the theory. Followed by the specific method, strategies, techniques and 

procedures. It provides a comprehensive step-by-step guide to uncovering the best possible 

route of choice for a specific type of research.                                                                                                          
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Figure 2.3.1 Research Onion (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019, p. 130). 

 

2.3.2 Research Philosophy  

 
The first external layer of the research onion examines the research philosophy. The 

research philosophy underpins the logic of how theory and data are related and it is largely 

aligned with the mission and goals of the research as well as the researchers’ own personal 

preferences and opinions (Saunders et al, 2019, p. 128). According to David Gray (2018) 

research philosophy is a belief about the way in which data about a phenomenon should be 

gathered, analysed and used. The term epistemology (what is known to be true) as opposed 
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to doxology (what is believed to be true) encompasses the various philosophies of research 

approach (Gary, p. 18-20).  

 

This research formed around two philosophical concepts, interpretivism and critical 

realism. Interpretivism looks for ‘culturally derived and historically situated interpretations 

of the social life-world’ (Gary, 2018, p. 67). There is no direct, one-to-one relationship 

between ourselves (subjects) and the world (object). The world is interpreted through the 

classification schemas of the mind (Williams and May, in Gray, 2018).  

 

In terms of epistemology, interpretivism  asserts that natural reality (and the laws of 

science) and social reality are not equal and therefore require different kinds of methods 

(Gray, 2018, p. 24). While the natural sciences are searching for consistencies in the data in 

order to deduce laws (nomothetic) the social sciences often deal with the actions of the 

individual (ideographic) (Gray, 2018, p. 24).  

 

Critical realism is based upon ‘what we see and experience (Saunders, Lewis and 

Thornhill, 2019, p. 140). For critical realist, reality is the most important philosophical 

consideration, a structured and layered ontology being crucial (Fleetwood, 2005). In critical 

realism there are two steps to understanding the world (Saunders, et al, 2019, p. 147).  

 

1. Experience: The sensations and events experienced.  

2. Mental Processing or Retroduction: The underlying reasoning or reality behind our 

experiences (Saunders, et al, 2019, p. 147).  
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Critical realism looks at the bigger picture of which only a small part is visible (Saunders, 

Lewis and Thornhill, 2019, p. 147). Critical realism research focuses on providing an 

explanation for observable organizational events by looking for the underlying causes and 

mechanisms through which deep social structures shape everyday organizational life 

(Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 148). Due to this focus, much of critical realist research takes the 

form of in-depth historical analysis of social and organizational structures, and how they 

have changed overtime (Reed, 2005).  

 

The researcher therefore, aims to be able to understand the larger perspective of what 

is going on in the social world in order to understand the social structures that have given 

rise to the phenomena the researcher is in reality trying to understand (Bhaskar, 2011). The 

researcher endeavors to employ qualitative research methodologies as discovery tools to 

gain experiences and observations from which to collect data of the subject while gaining 

perspective of the reality that is the underlying bigger picture.  

 

2.3.3 Research Approach  

 
The research approach to theory development undertaken was inductive. This 

research employed qualitative tools to obtain data in order to generate an answer to the 

research question. Research using an inductive approach to reasoning is likely to be 

particularly concerned with the context in which such events take place (Saunders, et al., 

2019, p. 155). Therefore the study of a small sample of subjects is more appropriate than a 

large number as with the deductive approach. The deductive approach is concerned with 

the establishment of a pre-determined answer to a research question that must be tested 
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subsequently by the research methodology. Researchers in the inductive tradition are more 

likely to work with qualitative data and due to its connection to humanities and its emphasis 

on the importance of subjective interpretations, the inductive approach is also most likely to 

be informed by the interpretivist philosophy (Saunders, et al, 2019, p. 155). Therefore this 

research employed the inductive approach to this research as it was far more suitable (Gray, 

2018).  

 

2.3.4 Research Strategy  
 
          2.3.4.1 Qualitative  

 
Qualitative methodologies are suitably aligned with the interpretivism and critical 

realism philosophies and inductive approach to theory development (Saunders, et al., 2019, 

p. 155). Qualitative methods go beyond giving a mere ‘snapshot’ or cross-section of events 

and can show how and why things happen while also incorporating people’s own 

motivation, emotions, prejudices and incidents of interpersonal cooperation and conflict 

(Charmaz 1995, in Gray, 2018, p. 163). Qualitative methods allow for a greater exploration 

of the subject as they do not limit participants’ responses. Qualitative methods were chosen 

to align with the research question and objectives to achieve best coherence and to allow 

for a greater discovery of the subject. Qualitative methods were mostly employed by 

previous research evaluated in the literature review of this study. The researcher therefore, 

felt confident to employ in-depth interviews as research tools to gain the same depth of 

perspective as the research in the literature review.  
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Qualitative methods were applied in the research using the methodological 

framework of Hennink, Hutter, and Bailey (2011). This framework includes the Hutter-

Hennink qualitative research cycle (HH-QRC) as a model for designing and conducting 

qualitative research (Figure 2.3.4.1 ). This model illustrates the cyclical nature of qualitative 

research; this is in contrast to quantitative research, where the research process is more or 

less linear (Hennink et al, 2011). In the overall research, the HH-QRC was a useful tool for 

providing structure and transparency, which was crucial to achieving coherence and 

academic rigour.  

 

Quantitative research methodologies were not employed as they best align with the 

philosophy of positivism (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 166). Quantitative methods also follow a 

deductive approach which does not align appropriately with the selected inductive 

approach to theory development for this research (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 166). 

Qualitative is highly contextual, being collected in a natural ‘real-life setting’ (Gray, 2018, p. 

163). Quantitative methods have a limited exploratory depth of information that the 

researcher wishes to pursue in order to answer the research question and objectives as 

qualitative methods ‘apply a more holistic and natural approach’ to research than 

quantitative methods do (Connaway and Powell, 2010, p. 77).  
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Figure 2.3.4.1 Hutter-Hennink Qualitative Research Cycle  

(Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, 2011, p. 4)  

 

 

2.3.4.2 Multi-method  

 
The researcher endeavoured to fulfil the criteria outlined in the research strategy by 

employing the best aligned approach in order to answer the research objectives and more 

importantly the research question. The research was greatly influenced by time limits and 

the level of access to the sample population (e.g. social distancing, COVID-19 restrictions). 

The researcher initially proposed to use a multi-method qualitative model utilising individual 

face-to-face semi-structured interviews and mini discussion groups consisting of three to 

four candidates as research tools for data collection. The advantage of a mixed method 

approach according to Hanson et al. (2005) is that it allows the researcher to simultaneously 
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generalise from a sample to a population, gaining a richer contextual understanding of the 

phenomenon being researched (Hanson et al, 2005 in Gray, 2018, p. 196).  In using more 

than one method of data collection, triangulation would be introduced in the research 

design which would increase validity and credibility (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019, p. 

207). ‘Validity is the extent to which the research findings accurately reflect the phenomena 

under study’ (Collis and Hussey, 2014, p. 130) and credibility is a measure of how the 

findings actually match the intended meaning of the participants responses’ (Saunders, et 

al., 2019, p. 207).  

 

The researcher was unable to recruit participants to perform the mini-group 

discussions due to social distancing restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, 

resulting in the researcher performing eight individual interviews as opposed to the 

proposed six plus two mini-group discussions.  

 

For a research instrument to be reliable it must consistently measure what it set out 

to measure (Gray, 2018, p. 384). Interview bias can creep into the interview situation in 

many subtle and not so subtle ways. In order to avoid and minimise interview bias, the 

researcher used a set protocol to standardise not only the interview schedule but to 

standardise individual behaviour throughout the interview procedure (Gray, 2018, p .385). 

As there was only one interviewer conducting the research, it was easier to align the same 

principles in all of the interviews. According to Gray (2018) this does not mean that all 

interviews will be identical, since sometimes an interviewer will have to depart from a script 

to provide guidance or clarification (Gray, p. 385). The skill of the interviewer is to provide 

such an explanation without influencing the answer of the respondent (Gray, 2018, p. 385). 
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The researcher also used a set guideline of standardised questions and wrote memos to 

ensure consistency in the coding process as recommended by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 

(2019, p. 202).  

 

To ensure accuracy of interpretation, participant validity would be increased by 

sending the transcriptions of the interviews to the participants (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 

207). The researcher did not have to time to conduct this step.  

 

2.3.4.3 Semi-structured Interviews  

 
Qualitative data was gathered by means of eight individual, semi-structured, in-

depth interviews in order to gather valid and reliable data to answer the research question 

and achieve the learning objectives (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 388). The semi-structured 

interview allows for probing views and opinions where it is desirable for respondents to 

expand on their answers (Gray, 2018, p. 381). This is vital when a phenomenological 

approach is being taken where the objective is to explore subjective meanings that 

respondents ascribe to concepts or events. Such probing allows for the diversion of the 

interview into new pathways which, while not originally considered as part of the interview, 

help towards meeting the research objectives (Gray, 2018, p. 381). Open-ended exploratory 

questions were posed as the answer to the research question was not pre-determined by 

the literature (Saunders, et al., 2019). Semi-structured interviews allowed ‘flexibility’ to 

delve into the ‘complexity’ of the subject and therefore a high level of credibility and validity 

was achieved (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 400).  
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The advantage of conducting interviews face-to-face allows personal rapport to be 

established. One interview was conducted face-to-face, six interviews were conducted 

through the online platform ‘Zoom’ and one interview was conducted by phone interview. 

The use of online technology and the necessity to conduct a phone interview directly 

corresponded to the COVID-19 social distancing measures implemented by the Irish 

Government. This limited the established ‘rapport,’ but its’ inherent accessibility increased 

the number of participants (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 421).  

 

Due to the ‘intrusive’ nature of interviews, the interviewee may respond in a socially 

‘desirable manner’ which may pose limitations to the validity of the findings by introducing 

‘interviewee or response bias’ (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 448). This type of bias can be 

caused by interviewees’ perceptions about the interviewer, or perceived interviewer bias 

(Saunders et al., 2019 p. 448). Bias may also result from the nature of the individuals or 

organisational participants who agree to be interviewed known as ‘participation bias’ 

(Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 448). Further concerns may also arise from cultural differences 

between the interviewer and the intended interviewees (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 448). The 

use of video or audio calls and audio recordings may also reduce reliability as the 

participants may limit their responses as they are aware that they are being recorded 

(Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 452).  

 

External reliability refers to the extent to which the findings can be generalised 

(Gray, 2018, p. 384). It also refers to the level of integrity of the data collection methods in 

obtaining consistent results if employed again in another study by the researcher or used by 

another researcher (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 202). In terms of external reliability, semi-
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structured interviews are not inherently repeatable as they capture a unique moment at a 

particular instance which may be subject to change (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 448). Due to 

the complex nature of qualitative data, employing a more fixed, repeatable approach to 

data collection could potentially limit the depth and richness of the participants’ responses 

(Saunders, at al., 2019, p. 448).  

 

However the researcher, endeavoured to ensure that reliability was achieved by 

using interview techniques that build rapport and trust, prompting informants to illustrate 

and expand their initial responses, ensuring that the interview process was sufficiently long 

for subjects to be explored in depth and by constructing interviewing schedules that 

contained questions drawn from the literature and from pilot work with respondents (Gray, 

2018, p. 384). The researcher also achieved reliability by detailing the research design, 

research data choices and data analysis methods in the study (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 

449).  

 

The time horizon alongside the COVID-19 restrictions influenced the choice of 

research strategy methodologies and the amount of data that could be realistically collected 

within the twelve-week timeframe.  

 

2.3.5 Time Horizon  
 

A cross-sectional study using ‘time sampling’ was carried out due to the imposed 

timeframe. Time sampling allowed the researcher to make ‘snapshot’ observations over the 

select period of time in order to answer the research question (Gray, 2018, p. 303). One of 
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the advantages of cross-sectional design is that it can reveal associations among variables 

(age, gender, etc). But what it cannot do is reveal causation (Gray, 2018, p. 146). To achieve 

this a longitudinal study would have to be considered, taking a series of samples over time. 

The problem here, however is that it may be difficult to gain access to the same sample of 

people over a long period (Gray, 2018, p. 146). A longitudinal study was not possible as the 

researcher would not have had time to see how the situation changes and develops over 

time.  

2.4 Materials 

 
The interview questions were designed with the research question and research 

objectives in mind as they served as the underlying principles and core mission throughout 

the study. The researcher used the literature review to gain a better insight into the style 

and type of questions that should be used in order to yield the best results to maximise the 

prospects of gaining a deeper insight into the subject. The qualitative interviews contained 

semi-structured questions in order to obtain ‘rich detailed answers’ (Bell, Bryman and 

Harley, 2019, p. 435) as opposed to limiting answers with restrictive quantitative questions.  

 

The researcher included the interview questions (Appendix D) in the appendices and 

submitted full transcripts of the interviews for review in order to ensure reliability and 

transferability and to reduce bias (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019, p. 434).  

 

An information sheet (Appendix F) detailing the purposes of the research and how 

data would be collected and analysed was designed using a template provided by Dublin 

Business School (D.B.S). The participants rights were outlined on the information sheet in 
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order to ensure ‘fully informed consent’ could be obtained. An invitation e-mail (Appendix 

E) for participation was sent to all participants and the information sheet was also provided. 

After acceptance and permission was granted, an interview booklet (Appendix D) containing 

the interview questions and consent form (Appendix G) were sent to all of the participants. 

By sending the interview questions to the participants before the interview, the validity and 

reliability of the study were both enhanced as it allowed the interviewee to fully prepare 

their responses on the subject (Saunders, et al., p. 434). The consent form was developed 

using the D.B.S template.  

 

The interview questions were divided into six main sections; Library services (art 

libraries and special collections); The role of the librarian; Evolution of the role of the 

librarian; Library skills; Challenges; The future of art librarianship. Within each section every 

angle of possible inquiry was covered through a series of interconnected open-ended 

questions. In order to identify any influencing factors, questions to ascertain professional 

classification, level of education and length of time working as a librarian in a current role 

were asked and evaluated as these factors may have influenced the librarians perspective 

on art librarianship thus introducing participant bias and reducing reliability. The 

interviewees were asked; 

 

1. Can you tell me about your role and position in your library? (Open-ended)  

2. What specific job title would you apply to your position? 

3. What is your level of education?  

4. Do you have a working knowledge of or background in art?  
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5. How long have you worked as a librarian and how long have you worked in your 

current role? 

 

Usually the participant would respond to all of the above questions on answering the 

first question and therefore the following probing questions were deemed unnecessary.  

 

Two pilot interviews were conducted with colleagues to ensure that the themes and 

structure of the questions were adequate and relevant, yielding enough data to answer the 

research question and objectives (Blumberg, Cooper and Schindler, 2014, p. 59). The pilot 

interviews ensure that the questions move from a general viewpoint to a specific question 

or topic (Stewart et al. 2007). The pilot interview ensures the questions are relevant, 

unbiased and unambiguous while also facilitating assistance with timing and time 

management. Examples of how the research questions matched the research objectives are 

detailed below; 

 

¨ Objective 1 – To determine the specific nature of the role of the academic art 

librarian working in both national art and design colleges and academic special 

collections in Ireland.  

 

Question 7 – How do you define your role in an art and design or special collections 

library?  

 

¨ Objective 2 – To evaluate if the role of the academic art librarian has evolved in the 

last decade.  
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Question 8 – How do you feel your role has changed over the course of the last 

decade?  

 

¨ Objective 5 – To investigate if subject expertise is more important than traditional 

library skills in the art (academic) library world in Ireland.  

 

Question 14 – In your opinion, is subject expertise more important than traditional 

library skills?  

2.5 Procedure 

2.5.1 Primary Data Collection  

         2.5.1.1 Invitation to Participants  

The researcher sent invitation e-mails (Appendix E) containing the information sheet 

(Appendix F) to ten randomly selected libraries (including both art and design schools and 

academic special collections) inviting potential participants to take part in individual 

interviews. The information sheet informed participants of the specific nature of the 

research, it’s aims, objectives and strategy in order to reduce the level of potential 

confusion as to the primary goal of the study and to ensure maximum participation levels. 

The information sheet informed the participants that the study was being conducted as part 

of a MSc. Information and Library Management thesis in D.B.S. Once the participants 

contacted the researcher and agreed to participate, the researcher sent the interview 

booklet (Appendix D) containing the interview questions, consent form (Appendix G) and 

information sheet (Appendix F) to the participants for their own perusal. The information 
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sheet and consent form outlined the specific research nature and purpose of the study. 

Therefore fully informed consent was obtained. The invitation e-mail and information sheet 

informed participants that the interview would take approximately thirty minutes to one 

hour to complete. The information sheet also guaranteed participants and their institutions 

full anonymity.  

 

The researcher conducted the interviews at the participants’ convenience as if 

participants did not feel comfortable then this might have influenced responses (Saunders, 

et al., 2019, p. 445). Six interviews took place via ‘Zoom,’ the online audio-visual platform, 

one participant requested a phone interview and one interview took place in a café. From 

the eight libraries selected for interview, seven participants agreed to be interviewed within 

the scheduled time (until the 31st of July). The eighth participant agreed to be interviewed 

on the 6th of August. The researcher was aware that the data collection process was now 

over the allocated timeframe but felt that it was important to collect a sufficient amount of 

data to improve the validity and generalisability of the study, hence eight interviews were 

conducted over a period of four weeks.  

 

2.5.2.2 COVID-19  

 
Due to the social distancing measures implemented by the Irish Government, the 

researcher had to conduct the majority of interviews online. Six through the online platform 

‘Zoom’ and one participant request by telephone. Using the visual element of Zoom offers 

the possibility of generating much better interpersonal communication, the development of 

greater trust, and as a result, a more rounded and detailed response than would have been 
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the case in just using a telephone (Gray, 2018, p. 400). Irvine (2011) suggests that compared 

to face-to-face interviews, in telephone interviews respondents tend to talk for shorter 

bursts of time, providing slightly less depth and elaboration (Irvine 2011, Gray, 2018, p. 

399). On conducting the interviews online and by telephone, the researcher took note of 

Drabble et al. (2016) three overarching approaches; cultivating rapport and maintaining 

connection, demonstrating responsiveness to interviewee content and concerns; 

communicating regard for the interviewee and their contribution (Drabble et al. 2016, Gray, 

2018, p. 399). The advantage of using online platforms however, allowed the researcher to 

access art librarians across the whole island of Ireland hence, a wider selection of art 

libraries and academic special collections were incorporated into the study, thereby 

improving the validity and credibility of the research while also increasing the geographical 

area and reducing any demographic limitations.  

 

2.5.2.3 Conducting Interviews  

 
The initial ‘invitation for interviews’ e-mails were sent on the 10th of July 2020 and 

eight interviews were conducted over the course of four weeks from the 14th of July until 

the 6th of August. The researcher requested that the interviews be conducted by July 31st 

but an extension could be made if participants were willing to participate after this date. 

This was to ensure maximum participation and to facilitate librarians who were only 

available after this date. Seven participants were interviewed by the 30th of July, one 

participant requested to be interviewed on the 6th of August.  
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On initially greeting the participants, the researcher introduced herself and ensured 

the participant had read the information sheet so that fully informed consent could be 

obtained. The researcher reassured the participant of anonymity and invited any final 

questions before the research commenced. The information sheet and consent form 

informed the participants that the researcher intended to record the interview if it was 

permissible by the participants. The researcher also verbally checked with the participant if 

audio-recording and the taking of hardcopy notes was permissible. Hardcopy notes ensured 

that the data collection was as valid as possible and served as a means of back-up when 

audio recording failed or was not permissible (Saunders, et al., 2019, p. 445). All participants 

agreed to be audio-recorded. The researcher tested the video (Zoom) and audio-recording 

equipment prior to usage for both face-to-face, Zoom and phone interviews. All audio 

recordings were successful.  

 

The researcher took note of the time and began the interview. In order to comply 

with interview standards and to reduce interviewer bias and increase the reliability of the 

data the researcher delivered all questions in as neutral a tone of voice as possible and 

strove to maintain objectivity through verbal communication and unbiased gesticulations 

(Saunders, et al., 2019). Improvisation was used in the form of probing questions in order to 

further illuminate and explore new lines of inquiry or fresh discoveries made (Gray, 2018, p. 

390). Questions were posed clearly and explained if not fully understood and data was 

viewed objectively by the researcher in order to increase validity and credibility (Saunders, 

et al., 2019). The interview times averaged seventy-two minutes (one hour and twelve 

minutes) with the shortest interview taking forty minutes and the longest interview taking 

one hour and fifty minutes.  
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Data analysis began when the first interview began. The researcher noted the 

participants body language, gestures’ demeanour and tone of voice. The researcher typed 

up a complete summary of the proceedings immediately after the interview including 

detailed observations made throughout the interview. The researcher transcribed all audio-

recorded material manually as soon as was possible to ensure validity and reliability so 

details were not forgotten. Manual transcription is a time-consuming process, however, as 

Patten (2002) suggests there is no substitute for being able to see all transcribed data at a 

glance during the analysis stage of the research (Patten, 2002, Gray, 2018, p. 393). The 

researcher did not use the Jefferson method of transcription as she is not trained in it 

(Howitt and Cramer, 2017, p. 323). The Jefferson system helps to maintain the level of 

meaning of responses that is lost from the original when the interview is transcribed using a 

verbal word process (Howitt and Cramer, 2017, p. 319). Therefore, all eight interviews were 

recorded and manually transcribed successfully and the researcher was happy to proceed 

with the research analysis.  

 

2.6 Ethics 

 
The details, objectives, methods and intent of the research were clearly defined for 

potential participants to ensure fully informed consent was obtained. All participants were 

aware that participation was entirely voluntary, there was no incentive or penalty involved 

if they chose to withdraw consent. The researcher supplied contact details and invited 

questions from potential participants throughout the process.  
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Participant privacy and confidentiality rights were upheld strictly at all times. Names 

of libraries, associated institutions and participants were anonymised. All correspondence 

was held securely on a password protected e-mail account and all data was held on a 

password protected laptop. All data was anonymised and analysed objectively in a 

responsible and confidential manner in order to derive an accurate representation of 

results. The G.D.P.R (General Data Protection Regulations) were adhered to at all times.   

 

Permission for video (Zoom) and audio-recording of interviews was sought and all 

audio files will be destroyed in a confidential manner within six months to one year for 

potential review. Interviews were held on Zoom, in a café and by telephone as the 

participants demonstrated a preference for such. All questions were posed in a respectful 

and unambiguous manner and participants had the right to decline to answer or withdraw 

at any time.  

 

2.7 Data Editing, Coding and Analysis 

 
A thematic analysis was conducted in order to identify a rich and detailed 

exploration of the data collected by the qualitative interview method applied (Braun and 

Clarke, 2006). While content analysis provides a direct representation of participants’ 

responses, a thematic analysis provides an interpretation of participants’ meanings (Crowe 

et al. 2015) and ‘flexibility’ in analysis of the results (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019, p. 520). 

Themes were assigned codes through a process known as coding. All themes identified 

captured something important about the data in relation to the research question and 

represented a level of ‘patterned’ response or meaning within the data (Gray, 2018, p. 692). 



 67 

Advantages of coding include ‘forcing interpretation to higher levels of abstraction’ which 

allowed the researcher to reflect upon the themes and relate them to a greater degree of 

explicitness to the research question and objectives (Connaway and Powell, 2010, p. 255). 

Relationships between themes were then explored as the researcher became immersed in 

the data through transcription and analysis. Sub-themes emerged after analysis of the 

overriding main themes. Duplicate themes and minor themes not relatable to the research 

question were eliminated. All themes emerged from the data themselves in an inductive 

thematic approach (Gray, 2018, p. 692).  

 

Data was analysed after every interview to discover themes and to ensure that more 

relevant, probing questions were posed in subsequent interviews. Self-memos were written 

and recorded during and after data analysis in order to prevent omission of significant 

material (Silver and Lewins 2014). Data was analysed objectively from a range of different 

viewpoints to ensure increased validity and credibility (Saunders, et al., 2019).  

 

Braun and Clarke (2006) identify six key phases in a thematic analysis process. The 

researcher when applying thematic analysis as a data tool, followed each step carefully and 

considerably throughout the process. Even before the data collection started the researcher 

began to make decisions grounded in Braun and Clarkes’ theory of thematic analysis to 

ensure consistency, validity and credibility at all times (Saunders, et al., 2019). Qualitative 

methodologies through semi-structured interviews produce a substantial amount of data. 

By conducting a thematic analysis following Braun and Clarkes’ six step process the 

researcher could didact data in a clear and concise manner while also ensuring a level of 

flexibility in relation to how the data was subsequently used (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 78).  
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Before the data was collected the researcher began to make some decisions. Firstly, 

the researcher decided what would count as a theme and what size the theme needed to 

be. A theme is defined as a critical aspect of the data that directly relates to the research 

question. In principle there needs to be a number of instances of the theme across the data 

set, although the mere number of instances in themselves do not make the theme more or 

less important than other themes (Gray, 2018, p. 692). The researcher took note of the 

prevalence of certain themes within the data corpus. As qualitative data is not linked to 

quantities, the researcher did not rely on repeated instances of themes but rather placed 

value on themes most connected to the research question and research objectives.  

 

Secondly, the researcher focused on a group of themes in significant detail in the 

dataset rather than giving a generalised description of the overall dataset. The researcher 

took this approach in order to prevent omission of any significant detail (Braun and Clarke, 

2006). This was necessary to ensure that the researcher aligned the best related material 

collected from the dataset to the research objectives and research question.  

 

Thirdly, the research approach was inductive, the researcher used a ‘bottoms-up’ 

design to identify themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 83). All themes were extracted from 

the data rather than being pre-defined by the theory (deductive). An inductive approach 

was used as this is a relatively new area of research in Irish art and design libraries and 

academic special collections as most of the literature is based in libraries in the U.S.A. No 

previous study has been conducted in Ireland, focusing exclusively on the role of the art 

librarian within academic institutions (art and design libraries and special collections).  
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Fourthly, semantic coding was used as opposed to latent coding in analysing the 

data. Participants’ responses were critically analysed on an ‘explicit level’ rather than 

approaching the analysis on an interpretive level where theories would be used to try to 

analyse the foundation for the formation of the participants’ responses on a semantic level 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 84).  

 

Fifthly, the research employed both the interpretivism philosophy and the critical 

realism philosophy of what we ‘perceive and experience in the world’ (Gray, 2018, p. 27). 

This was the underlying epistemological foundation of this research. Therefore the 

researcher utilised the participants responses to develop themes rather than endeavouring 

to theorise sociocultural contexts from a constructionist epistemological approach (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006, p. 85).  

 

Sixthly, the researcher used the research objectives to form the research question. 

The research questions were aligned with answering the research objectives. The research 

objectives did not explicitly guide the data analysis as the researcher decided to allow 

themes to be derived from the data and then after a process of coding, the researcher then 

related the themes to the research objectives and ultimately the research question.  

 

All six decisions were reviewed throughout the data analysis process to ensure 

validity, suitability and credibility.  

In the following results section, the specific process for coding the collected data is 

outlined, how the codes transformed into themes is detailed and the resultant themes and 

possible models of the data are presented.  
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3.0 Results 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter will present the qualitative findings from the data collection. The 

researcher reviewed the data collected through a process of coding which resulted in a set 

of themes that are presented as models of the data. The researchers’ aim was to evaluate 

how art librarians working in academic art and design schools or special collections in 

Ireland define their role in the library. It also examines how they have ‘re-defined their role’ 

in the last decade. The researcher endeavoured to explore how art librarians feel in relation 

to the ‘evolving changes’ in the profession of art librarianship as a whole and what if any, 

are the implications of such changes.  

 

The main themes and subthemes derived from the data are detailed in Table 3.1 below.  

 

Table 3.1 Main Themes and Subthemes of the Data  

 

 

                Main Theme           Sub-Theme  

 

               Library                                                       Environment, collections, users  

 

               Role                                                           Duties & responsibilities, skills, challenges        

 

               Evolution                                                 Outreach, technology, advocacy        

 

               Future                                                      Art, design and space                        
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The researcher will outline further how the themes and subthemes emerged 

through the process of coding. The researcher will present models of the data in the form of 

a thematic map demonstrating how the themes and subthemes interrelate to each other.  

 

3.2 Thematic Analysis 

 
3.2.1 Data Immersion  

 
The researcher employed Braun and Clarkes’ six steps to conducting a thematic 

analysis in a flexible and ‘recursive’ manner (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 86). Firstly, the 

researcher familiarised herself with the data collected by repeatedly listening to and re-

watching video and audio-recordings and content. The researcher identified ‘patterns of 

meaning’ in the data as advised by Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 86). The researcher then read 

through all of the hard copy notes and memo-notes made before, during and after the 

interviews proceeded. The researcher manually transcribed all eight interviews individually 

as she felt it was an excellent way to become highly familiar with the data (Riessman, 1993). 

As Bird (2005) recommends and strongly believes it is a key phase in data analysis within 

interpretative qualitative metholodgy (Bird, p. 227) and recognised as an’ interpretative’ 

act, where meanings are created, rather than simply a mechanical act of putting spoken 

sounds on paper (Lapadat and Lindsay, 1999).  

 

Once the interviews were thoroughly transcribed, the researcher checked the 

transcripts back against the original audio-recordings for ‘accuracy’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, 

p. 88). The researcher undertook ‘repeated readings’ by reading and re-reading the data in 

an active manner and noting down any initial thoughts or new exploratory ideas. The 
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researcher began marking potential ideas for coding and thematic patterns throughout the 

data process and reviewed the data in a ‘return’ manner as opposed to a linear approach in 

order to increase familiarity with the data set and to ascertain establishment of themes and 

relationships between themes and subthemes. The researcher took a flexible approach and 

relied on her own judgement as advised by Braun and Clarke (2006). The reasoning behind 

familiarisation quickly became apparent as by familiarising herself thoroughly with the data 

collected, the researcher developed a new higher level of understanding and deeper level of 

insight into the data generated at interview phase. This increases the validity and credibility 

of the research and assists the researcher in aligning the data with the research question 

and objectives.  

 

3.2.2 Coding  

 
‘Codes identify a feature of the data….that appears interesting to the analyst’ (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006, p. 88). The researcher began the process of coding in ‘phase one’ of the 

thematic analysis by identifying ‘interesting features’ of the data systemically across the 

entire data set (Gray, 2018, p. 693) with the research question and research objectives in 

mind. In phase ‘two-generating initial codes,’ the researcher manually produced a list of 

initial codes by accumulating written notes in the texts and by using highlighters and post-it-

notes to indicate potential patterns (Gray, 2018, p. 693). The initial codes were then 

organised into meaningful groups (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 88). All of the data was 

collated in accordance to a relevant code. The researcher approached coding in a consistent 

and detailed manner as individual extracts of data were coded into ‘as many potential 

themes as possible,’ ensuring complete analysis of the data without omission of any 
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potentially meaningful findings derived from the dataset (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 89). 

Data extracts were coded multiple times to potentially fit into multiple themes in order to 

gain a true insight into the meaning of the data extracts. All data was analysed thoroughly 

for appropriate allocation into themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Examples of how data 

extracts were coded are detailed in Table 3.2.2 below.  

 

Table 3.2.2 Examples of Coding for Data Extracts  

 

 
  Data extract       Coded for  
 
 
 
We offer microfilm service, a reference           Service  

reading room, access to our rare books      Collection Items 

and archives. Then we would also be                                                        Service 

involved in collection development,           Role  

donor services, teaching and learning,                                                       Role  

outreach with various people in the                                                           Role  

community, there’s alumni activity, be                                                      Activity  

they physical or online. Training within the                                               Skills  

library for librarians. Internships for students                                           Activity  

who want to go on library courses and various                                        Activity 

work placements for students who are currently                                    Activity  

doing various modules within the university.                                           Activity  
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3.2.3 Development of Themes  

 
In ‘phase three-searching for themes,’ the list of codes generated from the data were 

collated into broader potential themes (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 89) and all data relevant 

to each theme was gathered. A visual representation of the individual themes in the form of 

a thematic map (Figure 3.5a) was created in order to illustrate the relationships between 

the themes and sub-themes that were derived from the codes (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 

89). Some themes progressed to become main themes, some codes became subthemes and 

some codes were discarded. Subthemes were established to give ‘structure’ to a more 

‘complex theme’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 92).  

 

Further analysis was undertaken of the initial themes and subthemes in ‘phase four-

reviewing themes’ (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 91). In this phase, the themes were checked 

for validity in relation to the coded extracts and the entire data set (Gray, 2018, p. 693). A 

‘refinement process’ was adapted in order to investigate whether themes had enough 

sufficient data to support them. During the ‘refinement process’ the suitability of the theme 

in relation to the coded data was reviewed repeatedly and changed accordingly to ensure 

accuracy of representation (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 91). Themes were integrated, 

renamed and divided into separate categories in accordance to their level of integrity in 

representing the meaning of the data (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 91). The data set was then 

read through critically to ensure consistency and coherence of all themes throughout while 

also ensuring any additional data missed in the coding process would be included and its 

relevance considered (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 91). A refined thematic map (Figure 3.5b) 

was devised by recoding, fine-tuning and making a more nuanced coding frame that fits the 

data well (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 92).  
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In ‘phase five-defining and naming themes,’ the themes and sub-themes included in 

the thematic map were further refined and analysed to examine their level of integrity in 

representing the concept they captured. The representation and ‘essence’ of what each 

theme and sub-theme conveyed in the thematic map meant, was identified and defined to 

ensure they fit with the purpose and criteria of what the researcher intended the reader to 

comprehend. The scope and content of each theme was checked for similarities in order to 

prevent significant cross-over of ideas and repetition of related content. Multitasking of 

themes was avoided where the researcher reviewed the themes to ensure that no one 

singular theme attempted to capture too many aspects of the data. The finalised themes 

and sub-themes were named concisely to best portray the findings of the research (Braun 

and Clarke, 2006, p. 93). The finalised thematic map (Figure 3.5c) resulted in main themes 

and their relevant sub-themes and serves as the final model of the data.  

 

Throughout the data analysis process, the researcher referred to and reviewed the 

six decisions made before commencing the thematic analysis, as detailed in the 

methodology section, in order to ensure that the process was approached uniformly and 

conducted in a coherent manner.  

 

‘Phase six-producing the report’ is undertaken in the remainder of the results section 

and in the discussion section to present the findings of the research in a ‘concise, coherent, 

logical and comprehensive manner in order to merit validity and credibility in the analysis 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 93). Models and extracts of the data are presented to further 

explore and support the themes and sub-themes identified as best to answer the research 

question, the ultimate goal of the research study.  
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3.3 General Information 
 

The participants were all female and aged approximately between thirty five and 

fifty five years old. Four participants worked in art and design school libraries and four 

participants worked in academic special collections. One of the art and design schools also 

had a special collections art library and another art and design school housed a small 

collection of rare ‘artists books’ considered a unique ‘special collection.’ Six participants 

were of Irish nationality and two participants were of American nationality. Two ‘Deputy 

Head’ librarians, two ‘Special Collections librarians’, one ‘Assistant Librarian Special 

Collections’, two ‘Senior Library Assistants’ and one ‘Library Assistant’ participated in the 

interviews.  

 

Six participants held a Master’s degree in information and library science and two 

participants (Senior Library Assistants) did not hold a Master’s qualification in Library 

Science. All eight participants held a bachelors’ degree and five participants held Masters’ 

qualifications other than Library Science.  

 

In terms of art, two participants held history of art degrees, one of those participants 

also held a Masters’ in history of art. Two participants held qualifications in history  

specialising (Masters’) in archaeology which is considered an art discipline. One participant 

held a qualification in English literature and French and a Masters’ in English languages and 

letters possessing a profound understanding of linguistics suitable for working within special 

collections. The remaining three participants who did not officially have an art qualification, 

held a profound working knowledge and passion for the arts and special collections.  
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The longest amount of time employed in a current role was forty years, the total 

time employed as a librarian for this participant was also forty years. Another participant 

had been employed in a current role for twenty three years, with a further fifteen years of 

experience working in a variety of libraries. One participant had over twenty years’ 

experience working in the arts heritage sector, including the Museum of Modern Art New 

York and City Arts Centre, Project Arts Centre Dublin. This participant had been employed in 

a current role for eight years with a total of twelve years a current institution. One 

participant had over seventeen years of experience working in the current institution with 

seven years’ experience employed in a current role. Two participants were employed in a 

current institution for twenty five years with over fifteen years’ experience in a current role. 

One participant was employed in a current position for twenty years with a further ten 

years’ of library experience. One participant had eleven years’ experience with just under six 

years’ experience employed in a current position. The final participant had been employed 

in their current role for one year and two months, this was the least amount of time 

employed in a current role of all participants. This participant also had the least amount of 

time employed as a librarian at ten years and six months. The average amount of time 

employed in a current role was fourteen years. The average amount of time employed as a 

librarian was twenty two years and four months.  

 

3.4 Themes 
 

The Art Library  
 

The theme of the ‘art library’ and ‘special collections’ library is a key theme in this 

research as the role of the librarian working within is defined by the very nature and design 
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of the institution. The librarians were asked about the term ‘art library’ or ‘special 

collections’ library, they were asked to define or describe their library and to outline the 

most important components as well as discuss the collections, services and usership. The 

subthemes of this theme are; environment, collections and users.  

 

Environment   

 
The ambiance, design and environment of the library determines the nature of the 

role of the librarian working within by directly influencing the duties, responsibilities and 

skills required to successfully complete the required tasks.  

 

Librarians, C, E, G and H described their libraries as ‘art libraries.’ Librarian C , also 

described her special collections division as an ‘art library’ as she considered the collection 

to be less ‘hands-off’ and more ‘public’. Librarians A, B, D and F defined their libraries as 

‘Special Collections’ libraries. Librarian A, described her library as a ‘treasure trove.’ ‘If 

something’s in special collections, it’s a delight, it’s a treasure and it has some kind of 

backstory which is worth investigating.’ Librarian B, initially put her library into an academic 

setting, in terms of concepts she described it in terms of ‘unique and distinct collections, or 

the ‘elements of distinction to differentiate any one library from its’ peers.’ Librarian D, also 

defined her library as ‘unique and distinct.’ Librarian C, defined her art library as ‘serving the 

needs of artists, those interested in learning about art, while she also noted, the special 

collections divisions’ ‘primary activity is custodianship.’ Librarian E, defined her library in 

terms of ‘art and design content.’ Librarian F described her library in visual terms, as a 

‘leather bound books, 19th century country house type library.’ Librarian G, defined her art 
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library as ‘supporting teaching, research and learning in the broad areas of art history, 

studio art and design – the fine and decorative arts. Librarian H, described her library as ‘a 

diverse culture of people that appreciate different things in life and want to share it.’ She 

also noted ‘there are some things that should always be canon to libraries but an arts library 

in my experience is, it’s a different culture.’ ‘The arts library is more about questioning 

things and producing things that make people think outside of the rules so they are just, 

they are just really different people.’  Librarian H, defined her art library as ‘a multi-cultural 

diverse plethora of young and old, it’s ageless, it’s faceless, it’s everybody working to look at 

something and say there, make something beautiful out of it. Art library is just what you 

expect when you say art, it’s messy, books everywhere probably falling out of their spines 

from overuse. It’s a beautiful chaos.’  

 

Collections 

 

This subtheme details the specific nature of the items within the collections housed 

in art libraries and special collections. What items are displayed in the collection can 

influence the role of the art librarian working in the library.  

 

All eight librarians described their collections in terms of specific items available. 

Librarian A noted that the college also contains a museum with ‘penal crosses and 

vestments’ and ‘scientific equipment’ on display. Librarians A, B, D and F, all mentioned 

‘manuscripts, architectural drawings, maps, pamphlets, incunabula, rare books, 

newspapers, artists books, photography and micro-film.’ While librarians C, G, H and E, 

mentioned ‘artists books’ ‘Art Stor image database,’ ‘Fashion databases’ ‘Vogue Fashion’ 
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‘exhibition catalogues.’ ‘design and art index,’ ‘art-related DVD collection.’ Librarians C, G, H 

and E also mentioned having ‘a lot of 700’s’ in the Dewey Decimal system, Librarian G, 

mentioned the categories within the ‘huge’ 700 field, ‘interior art, art history, architecture, 

sculpture, ceramics, drawing and decorative arts, design, textiles, painting, film.’ Librarian C 

and H, mentioned having a large base of ‘social justice books, gender and sexuality books, 

architecture and anatomy books.’ Librarian E, also noted that her students draw significant 

‘inspiration from our collections.’ 

 

Librarians A, D and F, believed the most important component of their libraries were 

the actual collections, both physical and electronic. Librarian A, noted ‘I think the quality of 

the collections, matching that to the objectives of the university.’ Librarian D, agrees ‘the 

collections are the most important thing, we had an issue with mould a few years ago, that 

really puts everything into focus, you’re nothing without the health of your books and 

manuscripts.’ Librarian F, also feels the collections are vital ‘because you can have all the 

staff you like but the collections and the interpretation of the collections, is everything.’ 

Librarians B, C and H, by contrast felt ‘people’ and ‘staff’ were the most important 

component of their libraries. Librarian B, notes, ‘People. Not collections. Everyone will say 

collections but collections without people they’re nothing. Collection, if you haven’t people 

using the collections, the collections just sit there doing what. So people above anything.’ 

Librarian C agrees, ‘I mean enormous collections are unbelievable but if they’re just sitting 

in a room, they’re no use to anybody.’ Librarian H, adds, ‘The Students! I love them. Art 

students are the best patrons I’ve ever had!’ Librarian E and G both suggested a 

combination of people, staff and collections as the most important component in their 

respective art libraries.  
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Library Users  
 

This subtheme examines the nature of the specific users and visitors entering the art 

and special collections libraries and what expectations they have of the library itself. This 

will ultimately affect the kind of relationship the librarian will forge with his/her community.  

 

Librarians A, B, D and F, all mentioned ‘students,’ ‘visitors’ ‘alumni’ and ‘international 

academics’ frequenting their libraries. Librarian A, mentioned ‘VIP’s’ arriving to the library, 

and she also mentioned the reading room being used for filming’ with film crews and 

producers frequenting the premises. Librarians C, E, G and H, all noted ‘students,’ ‘artists’ 

and ‘academics’ as the most frequent users of the collections. Librarian A, noted ‘the people 

coming in to special collections have a fair idea of what they’re looking for. They’re at a level 

of expertise.’ This is in stark contrast to librarians, C,E,G and H who suggested students 

come into the library to browse and become ‘inspired.’ Librarian E, noted that her art 

students ‘like physically coming into the library, they like the atmosphere within the library 

and they like to physically hold the items.’ Librarian C, described her students as ‘visually 

orientated’ and both librarians G and H, noted ‘physical journals’ as opposed to ‘online 

journals’ were the preferred format for their art students. Librarian H, noted by comparison 

to other academic division libraries in IT, business or sciences ‘in the arts college they’re 

definitely there for the physical collection.’ Librarian E, also pointed out in comparison to 

other academic departments in their institution, ‘we are probably per student numbers, the 

most heavily used library’ as art students heavily rely on the ‘physical element.’  
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The Role 
 

The theme of ‘the role’ is the main theme of this research as it directly relates to the 

research question and it underlines most if not all of the research objectives. The librarians 

were asked to outline their duties and responsibilities, to provide perspective on their skills 

and to describe some of the challenges they face in their respective libraries. The sub-

themes of this theme are; duties and responsibilities, skills and challenges.  

 

Duties and Responsibilities  

 
The duties and responsibilities of each individual librarian directly corresponded to 

their job title and level of seniority or speciality. All eight participants had a high level of 

experience and yet there was a wide variety of job titles and therefore a wide variety of 

duties and responsibilities. All eight librarians agreed art librarianship or special collections 

librarianship is highly varied with a broad array of responsibilities, largely dependent on the 

institution and ‘your position’ within the institution.  

 

Librarian C and E, both Head Librarians, held ‘umbrella roles’ within their 

institutions, with their tasks and duties aligned with a top-tiered hierarchal structure. 

Librarian C, is the Head Librarian of an art and design school library plus an ‘over-arching’ 

special collections library of high regard which is also deemed a national ‘public’ collection. 

She defined her role as ‘responsible for sustaining and reviewing the mission, collection 

development and user needs assessment in relation to academic development.’ She also 

added, ‘people management, budget and resourcing.’ Collection development played a 

significant part in her role as she pointed out that the ‘subject areas collection may expand’ 
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because they are ‘primarily creating artists and designers, they’re looking at the 

contemporary.’ Her collections are ‘a kind of active, living, breathing library.’ A large part of 

her role was characterised by ‘stakeholder communication’ and ‘external interaction outside 

of the department.’  

 

Librarian E, is the ‘Deputy Head Librarian’ of an academic institution that also has a 

national college of art and design school, to which she is the ‘Subject Librarian.’ Therefore 

Librarian E, oversees four academic libraries including the art and design school library as 

well as holding the position of subject librarian for art and design. Librarian E, felt her main 

responsibilities and duties were related to ‘staffing and the management of people.’ 

‘Liaising with academics, supervisors, heads of function and having meetings with other 

institutional departments, ‘acquisitions and collection development.’ She also mentioned 

‘information literacy.’ She would ‘roll out information literacy for different disciplines such 

as fashion, ceramics, fine art, painting, sculpture, photography and multi-media.’ She also 

mentioned liaising with a ‘postgraduate department’ to implement information literacy.  

 

Librarian B and F, are both ‘Special Collections’ librarians and their duties and 

responsibilities were closely tied to ‘teaching and learning.’ Librarian B, defined her role as 

‘connecting people with information and getting them to think critically about the type of 

information and how it applies to special collections.’ She noted much of her time is 

dedicated to ‘managing and developing the team of staff and facilitating user engagement’ 

with a variety of ‘unique and distinct collections’ and ‘learning to find ways that users 

engage with special collection services.’ She also noted that in 2013/2014 she did ‘twelve 
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hours of teaching’ and this year even with COVID-19, she has done approximately ‘fifty five 

hours.’  

 

Librarian F, noted that there is ‘enormous variety’ in her role and she defined it as a 

‘liaison for the readers,’ a link ‘between them and their research needs and our collections.’ 

She mentioned participation in ‘quality review groups,’ answering queries, meeting with 

collection management librarians, space planning and teaching.’ Librarian F, specifically 

noted that she was doing an ‘increasingly high level of teaching,’ and that herself and an 

archivist ‘run a module for history students’ where they teach ‘a complete module on using 

archives and special collections.’ She also mentioned that herself, the digital archivist and 

two archivists, ‘manage the time tabling and the subject content for the entire module.’ She 

further explained the nature of the course, ‘as they’re history students, we try to map 

collections to other modules they are studying,’ so for example, ‘if they are studying 

imperial history, I would be picking out atlas’s of the empire that were produced in the 19th 

century to show to them.’ The archivist might ‘pick out something on the history of 

Northern Ireland for students studying Irish history in the twentieth century.’ She also 

noted, that her ‘curatorial role’ what she would call ‘looking after the physical collections, 

working with them and looking at them, that has reduced in terms of time.’ She claims, ‘I 

wouldn’t have as much time looking at the collections, time to devote to that, as I would 

have had formally.’  

 

Librarian A, is a ‘Senior Library Assistant’ in an academic special collections library 

with over forty years’ experience in her current role. She describes her role as a ‘supervisory 

role.’ Some of the main tasks she mentioned were ‘assisting readers, putting on exhibitions, 
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supporting conferences or events, receiving visitors, assisting the archiving team and 

supporting teaching and learning.’ She also mentioned ‘overseeing training’ of new or 

younger staff members. ‘I’d be the sort of go-to person at this stage. I’m the one with the 

longest institutional memory in the library.’ Her daily tasks include, ‘handover, emails, 

statistics, checking the calendar, staff and student queries.’ Librarian A, refers to the 

‘security conscious’ nature of her library. ‘There’s a method of opening up, there’s fire 

checks.’ She also describes, preparing ‘the material for the readers, you have to unlock the 

room and uncover the cases, it’s usually by appointment, so we will have the material ready 

for them.’ Librarian A, also refers to the ‘public’ nature of her role. She presents ‘tours’ to 

incoming visitors and must prepare ‘interesting stories to tell them.’  

 

Librarian G, is a ‘Senior Library Assistant’ in an art and design school library with over 

twenty years’ experience in her current role. She described her role as a ‘supervisor-

manager.’ Her daily tasks include ‘tracking the workloads and dedicating duties to the 

library assistants,’ as well as routine ‘circulation duties, student-staff queries, shelving, 

cataloguing, acquisitions, supervision, ordering, receipting and dealing with accounts and 

budget.’ She noted ‘maintenance of machines and equipment’ and ‘maintenance of the 

library building’ keeping in touch with ‘Bibliotheca’ their main suppliers in the U.K. Librarian 

G, also noted that her art and design library ‘carry out all book repairs’ and they also 

implement ‘information literacy’ instruction and induction.  

 

Librarian D, is an ‘Assistant Librarian Special Collections’ and her role is linked closely 

to that of ‘digital content librarian.’ She defines her primary role as ‘making the collections 

as accessible as possible’ in the catalogue, through web presence and also to ‘promote 
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special collections both within the university and outside the university.’ Therefore her main 

responsibility is to ‘make things accessible.’ Her daily duties involve ‘creating and organising 

others to create online content’ so that her ‘collections are as accessible as possible.’ She is 

responsible for ‘all content on the webpages.’ She ‘organises the social media strategy each 

year,’ and she has also ‘created a system for digitising material, by creating lists or 

guidelines on how to list the manuscripts’ online. She spends most of her time ‘re-organising 

and re-naming creative guidelines for naming files.’ As her library increases the amount of 

digital content she wants her drives to be as accessible as a store like a virtual library.’ She is 

currently involved in a variety of different projects; creating ‘an online exhibition in 

conjunction with institution academics’; updating manuscript images on ‘The Irish Song 

Project’; a filming project involving four thousand images, adding metadata and uploading 

content. She also mentions ‘teaching classes’ as an element of her role in special collections 

alongside ‘tours.’  

 

Librarian H, is a ‘Library Assistant’ in an art and design school library. Her main duty 

is ‘answering reference or portfolio queries’ and ‘assisting students with requests.’ She 

helps ‘students to find the materials they require’ for their theses or portfolios. Librarian H, 

mentions the interactive dynamic nature of her role within the art library. She notes, ‘in the 

main library you think I could be replaced by a computer but you could never be replaced by 

a computer in the arts library.’ Her role is very ‘hands-on.’ Her students need her physically 

in the library as ‘they’re working with different pieces of artwork and they need to analyse 

them for long periods of time, they lose out if they’re online.’ Therefore her role involves a 

lot of engagement and human interaction with her art students, ‘you just have to care about 

information and you have to maintain the importance of physical use of information.’  
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Skills  
 

The skills subtheme corresponds to the necessary training or personal development 

required to work in an art and design library or special collections library. It provides an 

insight into the key skills required to work as an art librarian today. Each librarian was asked 

what they felt were the most essential skills required for working in an art and design or 

special collections library.  

 

Librarian A, E and G, all list ‘communication skills’ as the most essential skill required 

for working in their library. Librarian A, also suggests ‘to develop a critical and creative way 

of thinking and to raise new ideas.’ Librarian E, feels ‘developing relationships with the 

students’ and ‘trying to draw out information from them, in order to find the resources they 

need’ as a particular skill in itself as Librarian G agrees and adds ‘when someone is looking 

for something you need to establish what it is they’re looking for, a reference interview as 

such.’ Librarian H, lists ‘interpersonal skills’ as her most essential skillset, alongside 

‘flexibility, communication and networking.’ Librarian F, suggests ‘people skills’ as her 

primary skill set. In her role she notes ‘you deal with a lot of different people so you need to 

be able to be as good an interpreter as you can in terms of what they might need.’ Librarian 

B, suggests ‘being curious’ as her most coveted skill, stating ‘if you were flexible, adaptable 

and curious, that will stand to you.’ She further adds that ‘it’s useful to read outside the 

echo chamber.’ While Librarian F, also adds ‘being a kind of detective’ as another vital skill, 

having an ‘inquiring or curious mind or being able to think laterally are good skills to have in 

special collections.’ Librarian C, lists ‘diplomacy’ as her most essential skill as well as 

‘empathy and compassion and the ability to take the long-view.’ She also suggests having 
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the ‘ability to advocate for what you do in a wider circle.’ While Librarian D, lists ‘digital 

skills’ and ‘research skills’ as her top two essential skills to have.  

 

In terms of subjective expertise and traditional library skills, Librarian C, firmly 

believes subject expertise is crucial, as everyone in her art library ‘has an art background, 

most of them have a practise base so it’s the subject knowledge and knowledge of being an 

art student that’s puts them at a higher standing.’ Librarian H, entirely disagrees and ‘thinks 

if you become too snobbish and prudish about being an expert in one thing, you’re going to 

miss out on a lot of stuff especially as an art librarian.’ She adds, ‘like art is a reflection of life 

if you have no life skills, you’re not very artistic.’ She believes in an art library, ‘personal 

expertise not job expertise is great.’ Librarian B, feels it is a balance of both, ‘for format 

alone the traditional’ however the ‘specialised skills have broadened hugely, you just have 

to balance it.’ Librarian G, feels ‘it’s not essential’ to have subject expertise to work in an art 

and design library, however ‘an interest and knowledge of the subject matter is very useful.’ 

Librarian F, also believes subject knowledge is ‘helpful’ as she ‘did her primary degree in 

history and archaeology which has been ‘beneficial’ to her working in special collections. 

Librarian E, feels she is ‘disadvantaged’ because she ‘doesn’t have an art and design 

background’ but at the same time she notes ‘it’s not incremental as you’re constantly 

learning about art and design.’ Librarian A, believes subject expertise ‘might have an edge in 

special collections,’ however she concludes that ‘knowledge of special collections might be a 

historic knowledge but not knowledge of the content of the collection.’ In her view, ‘they’re 

on an equal footing.’ Librarian D, is adamant that ‘traditional library skills’ are more relevant 

than subject expertise. She notes, ‘we’re librarians, we’re not researchers, our bricks and 
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mortar is to try and make stuff organised and findable so that other people can find it and 

the other stuff is kind of more dressing.’  

 

Challenges  

 
The challenges subtheme conveys an ‘avenue of purpose’ by investigating the key 

areas of ‘difficulty’ presented to each individual librarian. It ties in with their duty and 

responsibility in governing those roles, while also determining the specific qualities required 

to work successfully in the library environment in order to overcome those challenges they 

face. 

 

Librarian A, B, D and F all cite ‘staffing’ as their biggest challenge. Librarian B, details 

‘lunch-hours and over-hours are expected while staff levels remain unchanged.’ Librarian A, 

cites retirements and staff not being replaced as an issue. Librarian D, states that her 

biggest challenge is ‘a lack of professional staff’ with the ‘epidemic of volunteering’ being a 

major problem. Librarian F, notes ‘staff management is difficult but it’s added to by the fact 

people have other responsibilities, trying to plan projects around that is a challenge.’ 

Librarian G, believes her greatest challenge is ‘keeping abreast of the technological changes’ 

and deciding ‘how to prioritise between the traditional library and digital library.’ Librarian 

G, also noted ‘storage and space’ as a big issue. Librarian E, agreed and considered ‘space to 

be a massive problem’ stating that ‘we have filled every nook and cranny with extra shelves 

to accommodate our print collections.’ Librarian G, continued, ‘our art students rely heavily 

on the physical journals, its more cost effective for us to continue to buy hardcopies which 

ultimately fills up our space.’ Librarian C, also agreed ‘we’ve got lots of stuff and we’re 
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getting more collections and bigger collections with no more space.’ However, Librarian C, 

believed her biggest challenge was ‘the position’ of her library ‘within the parent 

institution.’ Trying to benefit from the ‘financial support of the college’ gaining ‘recognition’ 

and ‘priority.’ All eight librarians also cited financial struggles, budget cuts, Brexit and 

COVID-19 as great challenges they face in their respective libraries.  

 

Evolution 

 
The theme of ‘evolution’ relates to the ever changing nature of the role of the art 

librarian in art and design libraries and special collections. It also outlines the changes or 

shifts over time within art librarianship. Each librarian was asked to discuss their beliefs with 

regards ‘change’ in terms of their position and role within their respective institutions. As all 

eight librarians have adequate experience in the field, they are all in a ‘superior position’ to 

make a judgement on the ‘shift’ if any, that has occurred in the field of art librarianship and 

special collections. 

 

Outreach   
 

The sub-theme of ‘outreach’ refers to the internal and external partnerships forged 

by the individual libraries with respective departments, academics, researchers, scholars, 

stakeholders, international visitors and the wider ‘global’ community beyond.  

 

Librarian A, cited the most influential change that has occurred as ‘the interest that 

is being displayed by academic departments to see our collections as a wonderful tool in 

their teaching.’ She adds, that her role is a more ‘public role’ and that ‘it’s nearly librarian-
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come-tour-guide.’ She states in the past ‘it was probably a lot more routine’ in more recent 

years ‘we have to go to conferences, submit papers, participate in committees.’ She adds, 

there’s a lot more ‘having to go down to Waterford to talk about the Teresa Deevy archive 

or to travel with the archive.’ Librarian B, agrees and believes that ‘ special collections isn’t 

just for or within the community, it can go further afield and it can have different 

applications.’ She also notes, the mission of her institution is ‘more outward facing rather 

than inward looking, we have been in our footprint areas since 1845, but it is really only in 

the last fifteen years that we’ve started looking further afield to the community we find 

ourselves in.’ Librarian F, notes in recent years, ‘there’s a greater emphasis on the 

community and the role of the university within the community, it’s a university of 

sanctuary, we have a lot of students coming from places of war, we’ve moved away from 

the business model.’ Librarian H, feels her art library ‘is a lot more community based and 

flexible’ than a main corporate library. Librarian D, adds, our university ‘looks internationally 

a lot now, you know we would have guests from overseas, we have a Bunting Collection and 

a Harp Collection and mostly Americans are interested in it.’ She believes, it’s ‘just reaching 

out internationally, reaching out into the community and we’re happy to jump on the 

bandwagon.’ All eight librarians, noted an increased level of ‘exhibitions,’ ‘seminars’ ‘talks’ 

and ‘conferences’ within their libraries. Librarian A, also added ‘the opening up’ of the 

library has changed its’ function.’ Before it was a ‘rarefied place where your Bonafede 

researchers and scholars came but now it is being recognised as a treasure,' in terms of its’ 

building and its’ collections.  
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Technology  

The subtheme of technology, covers the topics of digitisation and social media. The 

impact of technology has directly affected the role of the art librarian working in art libraries 

and special collections. It is vital therefore to explore the essence of information technology 

and how that has changed the nature of art librarianship for the art librarian.  

 

All eight librarians cited technology and ‘digitisation’ of resources as a source of 

change in their respective roles. Librarian E, notes ‘having the wherewithal to navigate’ new 

resources has added a new dynamic to her role. ‘Everything is online.’ She adds, ‘it’s 

advantageous as now we can have a 24/7 service.’ ‘Our roles have been more defined as a 

result of the new technologies and advances.’ Librarian G, notes that ‘the shift from hard 

copy to digital resources’ and the implementation of a ‘self-service kiosk’ has changed the 

‘productivity’ levels within the library as they are ‘free to catalogue’ as opposed to 

repeatedly doing physical ‘circulation duties.’ She also adds, ‘the digital resources that we 

have, the students can access them remotely, so they can do it from the comfort of their 

own home.’  

 

Librarian D, believes ‘it’s important to be visible, you want to be visible’ say 

internally ‘so the powers that be in the university, can see we exist.’ She adds furtherly, ‘it’s 

very easy to be hidden, the library as an entity doesn’t have as prominent a position as it did 

years ago and then special collections is within the library, you need to show your worth 

and I think digitisation makes that more possible.’ Librarian D, feels ‘the digital aspect of 

special collections has made special collections more open.’ Librarian A, admits ‘digitisation, 

we have less readers coming in now because we have early English books online, we have 
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eighteenth century collections online.’ Librarian G, feels ‘the move from cards, catalogues, 

sitting on the shelf and finding physical materials for students’ has changed due to ‘online 

catalogues and the fact students can access e-Books.’ She notes, ‘we’ve had to adapt to 

that, user education needs.’ Which means ‘more training, more frequently and upskilling 

more.’ Librarian C, believes ‘librarians today must be very comfortable with technology and 

be willing to go with it and learn on-the-hop, which is a new change from what librarianship 

used to be.’  

 

Despite the technological advances, some of the librarians pointed out the necessity 

of ‘physical collections’ for art students while also ‘managing expectations’ of some users. 

Librarian H, believes art students, given the choice ‘will always take the physical copy.’ 

However she also admits ‘they want to look at the piece of art in a book but they want to 

use the image online for their assignments.’ Librarian C, feels ‘just because something can 

be digitised doesn’t mean it should be.’ She firmly believes, ‘it couldn’t be the expectation 

that every special collection and museum or artist will respond by putting their information 

on the web, because it does change the nature of what you are looking at and we can’t be 

guaranteed that that’s understood.’ Librarian H, notes ‘going to the Louvre and seeing the 

pieces of art is going to be different from the book’ or online. Librarian D, agrees, ‘I do 

understand that you can’t share everything because there’s major copyright issues, we have 

CS Lewis material and if you were to share some of that online, you could be in big trouble 

because we own the material, we don’t own the rights.’ She notes, ‘there is that friction 

there between protecting your assets or sharing them.’ ‘You can’t share everything because 

they’re unique and you want people to come to the university.’ Librarian C, believes you 

must finely select specific material to digitise, ‘what is actually physically manageable as a 
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digitisation project? Will it look good on social media? How powerful is the donor?’ Librarian 

H, also notes ‘putting everything online is greatly overlooking a huge population.’ She feels, 

‘people who don’t have laptops, who don’t have computers or access to online material, are 

going to need the physical library and art students prove we will continue to have a physical 

collection.’  

 

In terms of social media all eight librarians believed it is a positive development for 

art libraries and special collections. Librarian G, feels ‘it is a way of entertaining and reaching 

your audience.’ ‘Grabbing their attention.’ Librarian D, feels it is ‘free advertising.’ ‘Any tool 

to draw people in to your collection is essentially good.’ She also believes in a ‘one voice 

strategy’ and being ‘organised’ online. ‘Our tone is professional but friendly, never political.’ 

She also feels, ‘Instagram in particular is good for specials as we have nice stuff that works 

well on it.’ Some Librarians noted receiving ‘different responses’ on different platforms. 

Librarian D, adds that ‘our Bunting Collection does very well on Facebook because it’s an 

older population, other items do well on Instagram and Twitter.’ Librarian B, also feels their 

Latin manuscripts and maps do very well on Twitter. Librarian E, believes it is ‘absolutely 

essential to utilise social media.’ Librarian C, agrees, ‘from the perspective of letting people 

know what we have.’ She also adds, ‘we put a lot of effort into keeping ourselves media 

fresh and interesting visually.’ ‘Instagram is my favourite, it’s great, it’s quick, it’s easy, but it 

shouldn’t be expected to change the world.’ Librarian H, agrees ‘as long as the information 

you’re putting out there is good and useful for something, then there’s no reason to not put 

it up.’ However, Librarian F, feels ‘you can’t beat that personal connection’ and feels social 

media is ‘part of a wider thing’ although she regularly contributes to the ‘library blog page.’ 

All eight librarians mentioned a variety of social media platforms including ‘Instagram, 
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Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Flickr’ as well as incorporating blogs into their websites 

featuring weekly updates and regular news items.  

 

Advocacy  

 
Advocacy, fairness, equality, open access and democratisation featured in many of 

the interviews. All eight librarians agreed in democratic access to art materials and special 

collections.  

 

Librarian C, states that they ‘are dependent on the knowledge of the arts 

community’ in order to exist. Her library aligns with ‘reciprocity’ and they ‘follow a finely 

tuned democratic wheel.’ On receiving public art donations she points out, ‘I take 

everything from everyone, I don’t say, oh you’re not an artist or you’ve only had one show 

or whatever else, so we take everything, it’s not up to us to discriminate.’ She adds, ‘it’s a 

hundred and fifty percent democratic.’ Librarian B, spoke of increased availability of items in 

terms of ‘open access and equal delivery of content.’ Librarian D, believes in ‘sharing more 

material online, I think it’s fairer.’ Librarian G, mentions her institutions’ ‘collection 

development policy.’ Stating the ‘core value is democratic access’ by enabling equal access 

to all online resources by favouring the multi-user over the single user model.’ Librarian H, 

also notes her art library believes in ‘open access’ and that ‘people should have the right to 

know information about their world and about them.’  

 

Librarian H, also touched on elements of critical librarianship within her art library. 

She believes art librarians today are trying to make their libraries more of an ‘inclusive 
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space’ for all. ‘A social space.’ She feels in her ‘art library we don’t have the same rules as 

the main library, it’s more social, more laid back.’ She mentions ‘mental health advocacy’ 

and ‘autism friendly’ spaces, where art librarians can reach out to their community. Her art 

library ‘is an old laundry’ she explains ‘there was a convent and a laundry and the art library 

today is in the convent part.’ She believes the biggest shifts in recent times for art librarians 

have been ‘social changes.’ For example, she mentions, ‘sexuality and gender’ including 

materials in the library and including modules on ‘sexuality and gender studies’ on the 

curriculum. She can see ‘the art library has changed because in the past they were austere, 

cold places’ they were only ‘about being quiet’ and ‘studying’ but now ‘you can see that 

trend for being more relaxed.’ She believes, ‘until we get the buildings to reflect what we 

want, libraries to reflect what we want, we will always have some problems with our 

adaption.’ Librarian C, also feels ‘education is very different now’ the ‘students are very 

different.’  They were involved in an ‘artist campaign to repeal the eighth amendment.’ They 

also digitised a ‘slide exhibition of women’s art from the women artist’s section group 

established in the eighties.’ Their art library regularly ‘advocate for inclusivity and diversity 

within the arts.’  

 

Future  

The future subtheme covers both the ‘production and collection of art’ and ‘library 

design and space.’ Both topics are significant in terms of the practise and profession of art 

librarianship and special collections. All eight librarians were asked about the future of art 

librarianship and how they feel their roles will evolve in the next five to ten years.  

 



 97 

Art  

Librarian C, believes ‘it’s all interconnected by the way art is made, produced and the 

way art is experienced, that changes everything.’ She notes, ‘an art library in the future can 

be just a room full of terminals with staff who walk around, explaining to people what 

they’re looking at.’ Or maybe she adds, ‘art is made in a digital space and you have to 

provide a digital space, but you still need to know what you’re looking at.’ However, she 

feels, with ‘art you rarely come close to the original.’ She also believes that ‘if access to 

space is reduced and if education happens at home’ the ‘students will make in a different 

way.’ ‘They won’t have the same access to work-shops and face-to-face tuition.’ She 

concludes, ‘so artists documentation is going to change radically.’ ‘We assume there will be 

new digital formats, with the same nightmare of having to have the software to view them 

and the visual space to store them.’ What concerns her most is that ‘libraries will not be 

ready or won’t be able to keep up.’  

 

Design and Space  

Librarian H, also mentions COVID-19, ‘the college is made up of workshops so there’s 

dust and clay in the air, so there will be a lot of different fashion masks, but I’m worried 

about the students not having access to their workshops.’  All eight librarians believe there 

will be increased ‘online learning’ ‘online seminars’ and ‘digital platforms.’ Librarian F, asks 

‘what is the future for physical special collections?’ she replies, ‘the library is not going 

anywhere but the use of it is fairly crucial.’ She feels, the technical aspect will ‘be adapted 

and absorbed’ but she notes, ‘I would be less concerned about that than I would be about 

the role of the physical building and the role of the people within it.’ Librarian A, feels ‘we 

need to re-imagine the way we use our collections’ in order to stay relevant. Librarian G, 
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believes ‘the question of how we operate in our libraries and deliver our services’ will pose 

new challenges. She also notes, in the short-term, ‘click-and-collect’ ‘scanning services’ and 

‘delivery of materials’ will be implemented. However, Librarian E, notes ‘it will pose a threat 

to art students who like to physically come into the studio’ and host ‘annual exhibitions’ 

‘workshops’ and  ‘artistic presentations.’ Librarian B, believes art librarians will have to 

‘adapt’ to new methods, but at the same time she feels ‘it is impossible to be the gold star 

in everything.’ Librarian A, feels librarians ‘need to explore how to deliver teaching and 

learning, amalgamating approaches to learning that will work in different ways.’ 

‘Streamlining it’ without losing the ‘value’ of it. Librarian C, agrees and believes ‘how art 

libraries use their space and how art is consumed, produced and created’ will have wider 

implications for the future of art and design librarianship.  
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4.0 Discussion 

4.1 Introduction 

 
The discussion section interprets the findings in relation to the research aim, 

research objectives and previous research discussed in the literature review in chapter one. 

The discussion section will also highlight the strengths and weaknesses of the research as 

well as its’ future implications and future research recommendations.  

 

The aim of the research was to ascertain the role and value of the art librarian in 

Ireland today. It also examines the ‘evolving dynamic’ of the role and how art librarians in 

Ireland have re-defined their position within the canon of librarianship. The research 

objectives were met after a thorough analysis of the qualitative data was undertaken in the 

results section to define the librarians’ perspective.  

 

There were two notable differences between the findings of this study when 

reviewed in contrast to the literature. One notable discordance is that art librarians working 

in academic art and design libraries and academic special collections in Ireland do not place 

specific emphasis on requiring an art degree or qualification in an art discipline as that 

reported in the literature from the U.S.A.  Another notable discordance is that art librarians 

in Ireland feel that while technology has certainly changed one aspect of their role within an 

art and design or special collections library, it has not radically changed their position, by 

comparison to the literature from the U.S.A which supports the idea of ‘radical technical 

transformation’ in art librarianship and special collections. Art librarians in Ireland place 

more importance on aspects of ‘outreach’ ‘advocacy’ ‘art production’ and ‘library design 

and space’ as having the most influence over the changing nature of their profession in art 
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and design school libraries and academic special collections. By contrast, studies in the U.S.A 

report ‘digital skills’ and ‘technical skills’ as the most essential skills required by art librarians 

today. Only one of the eight participants in this study suggested digital skills as the most 

essential skill required, the other seven participants firmly believed ‘communication’ and 

‘interpersonal’ skills as well as ‘having a sense of curiosity’ as the most essential skills 

required to work as an art librarian in Ireland today.  

 

The results section defined the themes of the findings of the study. In this discussion 

section, these themes will be set into context with the research aim, research objectives and 

their relevancy in relation to the previous research and literature detailed in the literature 

review section of chapter one.  

 

4.2 General Information 

 
Seven of the eight participating librarians were of senior authority within their 

respective institutions. One participant was relatively new to the field of art librarianship 

however she also had substantial experience working in academic libraries. All eight 

participants had a high level of experience working within the field of librarianship. The 

research question focused on the ‘changing nature’ of the role of the art librarian and 

therefore required participants with adequate experience in the field to acknowledge the 

‘shift’ or ‘change’ overtime. The researcher found significant relevancy of the participants’ 

professional working experience to their responses to the questions during the data analysis 

process. The researcher concluded that this factor was of upmost importance in justifying 

how the role has ‘evolved’ over time.  
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All eight participants held qualifications with six participants holding a Master’s 

degree. Education has the potential to introduce bias due to an increase in knowledge of 

those who have achieved higher education levels. However, the literature somewhat 

alleviated the potential implications of this bias as a study that includes mostly Master’s 

degree participants conducted in the U.S.A found that art librarians needed continuous 

training and professional development regardless of the fact that they held a Master’s 

degree (Bell, 2019).  

 

The researcher analysed the participants’ responses in relation to the length of time 

a participant was working as a librarian and the length of time spent in the current role. The 

researcher found that there was no significant trend that suggested that this factor 

introduced bias to the results, however the researcher felt the level of experience was of 

importance to the study in the sense that the research question was investigating the role 

of the art librarian overtime and therefore required a specific set of participants with 

adequate experience to justify the ‘changing nature’ and ‘shift’ that has occurred in the 

profession.  

 

4.3 Discussion of Themes 

The Art Library 

 
All  eight participants are currently working in academic art and design libraries or 

academic special collections in Ireland. The concept of defining an ‘art library’ and ‘special 

collections’ library is further discussed in the context of the subthemes; environment, 

collections and users.  
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Environment  

The literature reports that an art library is a library that contains ‘unique’ items 

(Appleton, Latimer and Christie, 2017, p. 263). It also reports that design school libraries can 

be a hybrid of both an art library and special collections library (Sorensen, p. 90). This is the 

case for art libraries and special collections in Ireland as reported in this study, as all eight 

librarians reported a sense of ‘uniqueness’ or ‘specialness’ within their collections. Two 

libraries were a hybrid of both art and design and special collections while the remaining six 

were exclusively art and design or academic special collections. The literature also mentions 

a strong connection between the relationship of the parent institution to the library (Lucker, 

2003, p. 164). All eight librarians unanimously mentioned the core library strategy as 

directly aligning with the mission and ethos of the governing institution.  

 

The heart of an art library or special collections library is its’ distinctive nature. The 

literature mostly focuses on unique items within the collection, however in this study, three 

librarians felt their uniqueness related to the distinctive ‘people’ and ‘staff’ within the 

library. The other three librarians felt the collections defined their library and the final two 

librarians felt the defining ‘unique’ characteristics of their libraries were a combination of 

the distinctive collections and the people.  

 

Collections 
 

The literature primarily focuses on the characteristics of art and design collections 

and special collections in terms of physical features, relaying terms such as; ‘rare books, 

manuscripts, pamphlets, maps, photographs, ephemera, prints, drawings’ etc (Glassman, 

2017). All eight librarians referred to a large variety of content within their collections 
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matching the description of much of the literature, however they also mentioned modern 

collections such as ‘artists books’ and electronic items such as ‘Art Stor image database’ or 

‘Vogue Fashion’ database as being of significant importance within their art library 

collections. The librarians also reported having large sections of 700 fields within their 

collections, this supports Barbara Opars’ (2017) statement that library collections will 

continue to house large art collections in the immediate future (Opars, 2017). Molly Schoen 

(2017) reports on the management and preservation of art collections or special collections 

in terms of physical needs and security, as well as the importance of digital space and 

preservation for electronic items (Schoen, 2017, p. 53). Many of the librarians mentioned 

physical book repairs and collection maintenance while also voicing concern over the ever-

growing electronic collections and virtual art spaces required in their libraries.  

 

Users 

 

Tamsin Bayliss (2019) reports the importance of original documents for the study of 

art. She also reports a preference of art students for browsing alongside the physical use of 

books as a significant determining factor in art libraries and special collections (Bayliss, p. 4). 

All eight participants reported this distinguishing characteristic amongst their user body. 

According to the participants in this study, art students prefer working with physical 

materials rather than digital imagery. This is also true of special collections, as participants 

reported a higher usage of physical materials rather than digital reproductions. This 

supports Amy Luckers’ statement in Evolution of a Profession that it is equally crucial for the 

art library and special collections to keep its old books and journals as it is to collect the new 

(Lucker, 2003). Additionally the literature supports the idea that art library users come to 
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the library not with a particular image or artist in mind but rather an idea. They use the art 

library to gain inspiration. Special collections users by contrast usually have a high level of 

expertise in one area of study and will use the collection to enhance their existing 

knowledge. Academic researchers are the predominant user body of special collections with 

artists and art students the primary users in art and design libraries.  

 

The Role 

 
The theme of the role is the main theme of this research and all eight librarians were 

of the opinion that their roles revolved around a broad range of responsibilities and duties. 

This is in keeping with the viewpoint of the literature, where it is suggested that a wide 

variety of tasks feature prominently in the set of responsibilities of the responsive and 

successful art and design or special collections librarian (Glassman, 2017, p. 2).  

 

Duties and Responsibilities  

 
The duties and responsibilities of each librarian largely corresponded to the position 

and title they held within the parent institution. Within special collections, Jeffrey T Schnapp 

and Matthew Battles, note that librarians are no longer custodians but rather participants in 

information culture (Schnapp and Battles, 2014, p. 49). This is also the viewpoint of the 

librarians in special collections as they support the statement of increased participation in 

external operations as opposed to maintaining, cataloguing and preserving their physical 

collections. In academic special collections they reported less time spent per day in physical 

contact with the collections than previously, with staffing and outreach becoming a 

prominent feature in their daily duties. In the art and design libraries, the librarians reported 
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a sense of ‘shift’ in their daily tasks and responsibilities with ‘information literacy’ and 

‘technical tasks’ taking priority over cataloguing and shelving. The art librarians also 

reported spending much of their day interacting with art students and answering reference 

queries. All of the librarians reported an increased external responsibility within the parent 

institution than before, with teaching and learning becoming a prime feature in their 

schedule.  

 
Skills 

 
According to the Arts Library Society of North America, ARLIS/NA, Core 

Competencies for Art Information Professionals, subject expertise is given precedent over 

teaching, instruction reference and public service, collection management and professional 

practise (ARLIS, 2019). By contrast only one librarian supported this idea, stating that the 

knowledge of art was an essential requirement to work in her art and design library. The 

remaining seven librarians hinted towards an interest and passion in art as sufficient. They 

deemed it an advantage and helpful, however they did not see it as a necessary 

requirement. Nick Lloyd of Central Saint Martins in London, deemed a postgraduate 

qualification in some form of art essential (Lloyd, 2020). He claims it enriches the experience 

of the art students in the library as they receive the best form of assistance with their 

studies (Lloyd, 2020). One librarian agreed entirely with this viewpoint, as she believed the 

art librarian must be able to understand the complexities and dynamic nature of the subject 

fields within the collection. Her view of an art library was to be a place of academic renown, 

a cutting-edge academic resource. The other seven librarians, believed subject knowledge 

could be learned overtime with library skills deemed more crucial. All seven librarians 

agreed that a knowledge of art and design would be helpful and beneficial but felt the 
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nature of their role prioritised library skills over subject expertise. All eight librarians 

believed their MLIS training lacked a certain ‘specialised’ element or module focusing on 

specialised libraries such as ‘art and design’ or ‘art special collections.’ All of them believed 

they gained much of their insight into art librarianship through gradual experience working 

in art libraries and special collections overtime.  

 

Challenges  

 
Colin Post (2017), in Knowledge Creation, highlights the dynamic nature of art 

librarianship by suggesting that the art librarian is no longer a ‘keeper’ of collections but 

rather an ‘active creator’ and ‘research colleague’ (Post, p. 211). Within the fields of art and 

design he reports a shift towards digital publishing and new media as the greatest challenge 

posed to modern art librarians (Post, p. 211). However, by contrast the art librarians 

reported, staffing, budget and spacing as the main challenges they face in their respective 

libraries. All eight librarians mentioned ‘technical advances’ as a change however it was not 

deemed radical. All eight librarians felt positively about the incorporation of new media 

techniques in their libraries. They reported an increased level of upskilling and training 

required to adapt to new digital formats, however they did not view technology as a 

challenge rather a blessing to be used correctly for both the benefit of art and special 

collections and the benefit of all their users; artists, students, researchers, academics, 

curators and scholars.  
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Evolution 

 
Paul Glassman and Judi Dyki’s, Handbook of Art and Design Librarianship (2017) 

contains thirty chapters all of which touch on aspects of the implementation of digital 

resources in art and design libraries and how technology is shifting the nature of the 

profession (Glassman and Dyki, 2017). However, in this study, only one librarian reported 

technology as the most influential change in her role over the last decade. While the 

remaining seven librarians reported ‘outreach, education and learning and advocacy’ as the 

areas of most influential change in their respective roles. The subthemes discussed are; 

outreach, technology and advocacy.  

 
Outreach  

 
Michael Wirtz (2017) discusses the unique nature of art and design libraries and 

special collections and describes them as ‘institutional jewels’ to be promoted, advertised 

and marketed. (Wirtz, p. 137). All eight librarians reported increased levels of external 

outreach and community engagement embedded into their roles. As Schnapp, notes art 

librarians are ‘no longer rarefied hidden beings’ (Schnapp and Battle, 2014). Today the art 

librarian is a public figure in the parent institution. Teaching and learning through seminars 

or inductions, attending conferences, giving tours or sitting on committees, the art librarian 

today must embrace the ‘human element.’ As Helen Bennet noted, her role has evolved 

from a subject specialist to an explorer (Bennet, 2006, p. 38). Wirtz (2017) suggests a level 

of embeddedness is required in art librarianship to connect art practitioners with the 

information they require. All eight librarians, agreed and felt the incorporation of 

information and digital literacy was an essential component of their role today. The teaching 
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element leans in to the internal outreach model whereby art librarians are increasingly 

engaging with other academic departments within their parent institutions.  

 

Technology  

 
According to Crilly, Montero and Mahurter (2017), evolution in art librarianship has 

come primarily through increased digitisation of art collections and online art resources 

(Crilly et al. p. 84). The art librarians acknowledged the shift in technical advances however 

they reported only slight changes not radical changes in their respective roles. All of them 

mentioned the ‘management of expectations’ of students as an outcome of increased 

online media and online resources. However, they agreed art students still remain loyal to 

physical collections and physical materials rather than e-Books or e-journals as supported by 

Tamsin Bayliss (2019). The Fashion journals were popular, however the art librarians again 

reported a preference for physical fashion magazines over online content. In special 

collections, the librarians reported a similar response with their users, a high preference for 

physical items over digital content.  

 

Laing and Webb (2017) consider social media a powerful tool that can be harnessed 

by art libraries and special collections to promote their collections (Laing and Webb, p. 313). 

All eight librarians agreed and supported this statement as they individually reported a 

positive acknowledgment of social media. The librarians believe it is a highly coveted 

method of communication, marketing and engagement with internal and external users of 

the collections. Nancy Dowd (2013) points out the visual nature of online media which 

directly corresponds to the visual nature of art and design or special collections (Dowd, 
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2013). All eight librarians agreed and feel social media particularly Instagram is an excellent 

creative platform.  

 

Advocacy  
 

Leo Appleton (2017) in Is Critical Librarianship actually a thing?, believes the art 

library environment enables and encourages a greater or different level of critical 

librarianship (Appleton, 2017, p. 147-167). All eight librarians supported this ethos and 

mentioned diversity and inclusivity as having a fundamental role in the mission and value of 

their libraries. The creative nature of art and design opens up the library arena and 

broadens the nature of what a library is and what it stands for. The nature of art is blurred 

and the boundaries are undefined, therefore the space as an entity must stand for 

inclusivity of all aspects of life in every form. Democratic access to art and art materials lies 

at the core of art librarianship and special collections in Ireland.  

 

 

The Future 

 
In the literature, the future of art librarianship and special collections is 

predominantly governed by technology and the digitisation of artistic materials. However, 

while all of the art librarians acknowledged technology as a primary element of artistic 

development moving forward, in terms of their role they placed more emphasis on the 

‘production and collection of art’ and the ‘design and space’ of art libraries and special 

collections.  

 
 



 113 

Art  
 

According to Judith Kemp (2016) in Art in the library: Should academic libraries 

manage art?, art librarians play a crucial role in the development and maintenance of 

precious materials for art libraries and special collections (Kemp, 2016). Rebecca Coleman 

(2017) notes that art librarians are part of the process of creativity in an artistic sense 

(Coleman, 2017, p. 120). The art librarians supported this but also voiced a distinct point on 

the varying nature of art production and collection. ‘The future of art librarianship depends 

on the practise of art and if art is produced and consumed in a different format then the 

very nature of art librarianship will change radically.’ Defining art is a complicated process as 

according to many artists there are no defining boundaries, the limits are to infinity. 

Therefore if the production of art shifts then the consumption of art will shift and ultimately 

the profession of art librarianship will have to shift, whether that will take months, years or 

decades is rather unknown.  

 
Design and Space  
 

According to Paul Glassman (2017) the virtual library is becoming increasingly 

imaginable and many art libraries and special collections are assessing the value of their 

physical spaces to determine how they can be allocated for optimal use (Glassman, p. 261). 

Beverly Mitchell notes that space may be more central to the mission of art and design 

libraries, since art students bring a visual sensibility and environmental awareness to their 

engagement with the library (Mitchell, 2017, p. 287). Browsing through print materials is an 

activity that requires the physical library, and it endures as an important activity for art and 

design users, who appreciate the serendipity discovery, inspiration and understanding that 

open-ended searching offers. All of the librarians supported this viewpoint by highlighting 
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the importance of the ‘visual’ and ‘physical’ elements in their collections. The physical items 

are of high regard in art libraries and special collections as they are unique and precious. 

Their rare items and bespoke collections distinguish them from other mainstream academic 

libraries.  

 

However some of the librarians voiced a shift in the way the space is being used. 

How users interact with the collection in the future will be greatly influenced by the nature 

of art and how art is produced. Rachel Muszkiewicz (2017) in More than just art on the 

walls, notes that the utopian condition for the library stems from its’ essential nature as a 

third space, an academic town square, a neutral zone that enables dialogue, and a space 

that nurtures artistic productivity (Muszkiewicz, p. 261). The condition of the art library 

space will ultimately determine the value of the art librarian within, if the consumption and 

production of artistic design shifts, the role of the art librarian will shift.  

 

4.4 Strengths 

 
The researcher entered into this study completely unbiased as to the opinions and 

current situation of the librarians’ perspective of art librarianship and academic special 

collections as the researcher has no experience of working in an art and design library or 

academic special collections library.  

 

The researcher ensured that bias was kept low (discussed in the methodology 

section) and that the researcher gathered reliable and valid data through an organised and 

meticulous employment of a suitable  research method and a thorough data analysis. 
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A qualitative research method was selected as a suitable method which allowed for 

a greater in-depth insight into the librarians’ perception. The researcher recruited eight 

participants for interview within the imposed timeframe of twelve weeks which is deemed 

to be a good yield of participants for this particular research method and it allowed for 

sufficient data to be gathered. The participants were of senior authority with high levels of 

experience in the field which increased the validity of the research. The participants were 

also from a range of art and design schools and academic special collection libraries all over 

Ireland including both the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, which provides a 

demographic balance, increasing the validity and credibility of the research.  

 

4.5 Weaknesses 

 
The literature is mostly based in the U.S.A and the U.K. This poses a limitation to the 

research as it is difficult to place the research topic in a precise context.  

 

The short-time frame posed a limitation to the amount of data that could be 

collected hence limiting validity. A multi-method approach was considered however it was 

not possible due to COVID-19 restrictions. This reduced validity in contrast to using a multi-

method approach which would have introduced triangulation to the study.  

 

The data collection methods may potentially introduce bias into the research, even 

though the researcher endeavoured to minimise all potential sources of bias, the researcher 

was not an experienced interviewer. Interviewee or response bias may have been 

introduced, thus reducing validity and audio-recording may have influenced the response of 

the interviewees.  
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4.6 Future Implications 
 

This research is important to conduct in an Irish context as the creative arts 

industries hold a strong foothold in the history of Ireland. The Arts Council of Ireland still has 

a strong global influence and art librarians are finding innovate ways to expand and develop 

their services. Art librarians are an established resource which can be optimally utilised to 

benefit not only the arts community in Ireland but also Irish society both nationally and 

internationally. The Irish Government have invested a substantial amount of money in 

promoting and preserving the arts in Ireland. This in turn, has the implication to reduce the 

financial burden on the Irish government in the future, if art librarians are supplied with 

effective and reliable creative tools, to help maintain the magical wonderland of the art 

library and special collections space for future generations to come.  

 

4.7 Future Research Recommendations 

 
Further research is recommended from the patrons’ perspective to determine if it 

matches that of the librarians’ perspective. Further research could also be undertaken into 

specific forms of art e.g. painting, sculpture, prints, photography, manuscripts, architectural 

drawings, as this research took a very broad approach to the topic of ‘art.’  
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4.8 Conclusion 
 

Art librarians working in art and design school libraries and academic special 

collections in Ireland today define their role by aligning it with their main duties, tasks and 

responsibilities which primarily consist of ‘sustaining and reviewing the mission, collection 

development and user needs assessment’ of their parent institution. All of the librarians 

were of the opinion that the nature of academic art librarianship and special collections has 

evolved in the last decade with the primary shift in their role coming in the form of 

increased ‘outreach, learning and education, advocacy and technological advances’. All of 

the librarians highlighted the importance of art and art production, as the art librarian is 

largely dependent on the practise and creation of art in order to stay viable and visible in 

the canon of academic librarianship. Most of the librarians believed a knowledge of library 

science, was of superior importance than having an academic qualification in an art 

discipline. The majority of art librarians felt ‘communication’, ‘interpersonal’ and 

‘diplomacy’ skills were the primary skills required to succeed in their respective roles, 

however they also expressed a necessary desire for further training of art digital platforms 

and art resources.  

Art librarians in Ireland do possess information literacy and digital literacy skills 

required to deal with patrons’ artistic requests. The challenges faced by art librarians in 

Ireland primarily revolve around staffing, budget and spacing issues. The majority of 

librarians voiced concern over the format of art production and consumption of art or the 

use of library space as having a radical effect on the future of art librarianship. However 

ultimately, the value of the art librarian in academic circles in modern times is of high 

eminence and acclaim as they continue to recreate, reinvent, customise and lead this ever 

evolving art Wonderland into the future.  
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Appendix A Dissertation Schedule 
 
Dissertation Timetable 
 
 
Dissertation Task  Start Date  End Date  

Reflective Diary  04/06/20 21/08/20 

Introduction & Literature Review  04/06/20 01/07/20 

Drafts chapter 1-3  04/06/20 27/06/20 

Develop interview questions  04/06/20 15/06/20 

Pilot interview  12/06/20 21/06/20 

Revise interview questions 21/06/20 27/06/20 

Develop information sheet and consent forms  21/06/20 24/06/20 

Select and contact sample  01/07/20 04/07/20 

Conduct interviews   14/07/20 31/07/20 

Update literature review  01/07/20 16/07/20 

Transcribe interviews  14/07/20 31/07/20 

Data Analysis  14/07/20 01/08/20 

Draft findings chapter 4  24/07/20 29/07/20 

Draft discussion chapter 5  29/07/20 10/08/20 

Draft discussion chapter 6  10/08/20 15/08/20 

Draft discussion chapter 7  15/08/20 20/08/20 

Finalise chapters and format  20/08/20 22/08/20 

Make revisions  22/08/20 26/08/20 

Final submission  27/08/20 27/08/20 
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Appendix B Dissertation Costings 
 

Shredding/confidential waste bins - €10.00 

Transport to café for interview - €5  

Coffee and cake during interview - €10  

WiFi and electricity for interview - €25 

Paper/ink - €10 

Printing - €10 

 

 

Total - €70 
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Appendix C Sampling Frame 
 

Art and Design School 
Library          

                 Address              Contact  

National College of Art and 

Design – NCAD  

Edward Murphy Library, NIVAL  

National College of Art and 
Design 
100 Thomas Street 
Dublin 8  
Ireland 

Tel: 3531 636 4200 
 
Email: fios@ncad.ie  
 

Limerick School of Art and 

Design – LSAD  

LSAD Library  

Limerick School of Art and Design 
Clare Street  
Limerick  
V94KX22 

Tel: 061 293380  
 
Email: library@lit.ie  

Crawford College of Art and 

Design – CCAD  

CCAD Library  

Crawford School of Art and 
Design 
Sharman Crawford Street 
Cork  
Ireland  

Tel: 00353214335225 
 
Email: library.info@cit.ie  

Belfast School of Art  

University of Belfast  

 

Belfast School of Art 
Ulster University  
York Street 
Belfast  
Co. Antrim  
BT 15 1ED  

Tel: +44(0)287012 3456 

Email: library@ulster.ac.uk  

Academic Special 
Collections Library  

                Address             Contact 

Trinity College Dublin – TCD  

Early Printed Books and Special 

Collections 

Trinity College Dublin  
College Green  
Dublin 2  
Ireland  

Tel: +353 1 89 61172  

Email: epscripts@tcd.ie  

            mscripts@tcd.ie  

Dublin City University – DCU  

Special Collections  

DCU Glasnevin Campus  
Dublin 9  
Ireland  

Tel: 700 8852 

Email: specialcollections@dcu.ie  

University College Dublin – UCD  

James Joyce Library  

Special Collections  

UCD Special Collections  
James Joyce Library, UCD  
Belfield, Dublin 4 
Ireland  

Tel: +353 1 716 7149 

Email: Special.collections@ucd.ie  
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National University of Ireland 

Maynooth – NUIM 

The Russell Library  

John Paul II Library  

Special Collections  

Special Collections  
Maynooth University  
Maynooth 
Co. Kildare 
Ireland  

Tel: 01 4747 423  

Email: specialcollections@mu.ie  

Queen’s University Belfast – 

QUB,  

The McClay Library  

Special Collections  

The McClay Library   
10 College Park  
Belfast  
BT 7 1LP 
Northern Ireland  
United Kingdom  

Tel: +44 (0) 28 9024 5133 

Email: 

specialcollections@qub.ac.uk  

Ulster University  

Special Collections  

Ulster University  
York Street 
Belfast  
Co. Antrim  
BT15 IED 
Northern Ireland 
United Kingdom  

Tel: 028 7012 4345 

Email: 

specialcollections@ulster.ac.uk  

 

National University of Ireland 

Galway – NUI  

James Hardiman Library  

Special Collections 

National University of Ireland 
Galway 
University Road 
Galway  
Ireland  

Tel: +353 91493399 

Email: 

specialcollections@nuigalway.ie  

University College Cork – UCC  

Boole Library 

Special Collections  

UCC Library 
University College Cork  
Ireland 
T12 ND89 

Tel: 021 490 2282  

Email: 

specialcollectionsarchives@ucc.ie  

University of Limerick – UL  

Glucksman Library 

Special Collections  

Special Collections & Archives  
Glucksman Library 
University of Limerick  
Limerick  
Ireland  

Tel: +353 61202690 

Email:  specoll@ul.ie  
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Appendix D Interview Questions 
 

Q1) Can you tell me about the Art Library or Special Collections Library in ___?  

Q2) Can you tell me about the services you offer within ___ Library?  

Q3) Is there a service you didn’t expect would be really popular or well utilised that has 

surprised you or is there a service that didn’t work well for your library?  

Q4) What job title would you apply to your position? 

Q5) How do you define your role as a librarian in an art library or special collections library? 

Q6) Maybe you could tell me more about your specific duties or responsibilities as an art or 

special collections librarian? 

Q7) Could you describe a ‘day-in-the-life’ of a librarian working in an art or special 

collections library? (Your daily routine/tasks/schedule) 

Q8) How do you feel your role has changed over the course of the last decade? 

Q9) Can you identify the most influential change that has occurred in the art library or 

special collections world in the last decade? (2010-2020) 

Q10) What impact has this change had on your career as a special collections/art librarian? 

Q11) How do you feel the art library (special collections) world views these changes? Why?   

Q11.1) Has there been a shift or change in the mission of your institution in the last decade 

and how does that change reflect the role of the librarian working in the library?  

Q12) How have you best adapted to internal/external changes or shifts within your library? 

Q13) As a librarian working in an art library or in special collections, what skills are most 

essential in your opinion? 

Q13.1) How have those skills evolved or changed in the last decade? 
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Q13.2) Do you believe librarians are equipped with the necessary skills to match the criteria 

required for working in an art library/special collections library today or to effectively 

embrace any new changes? 

Q14) Is subject expertise more important than traditional library skills? 

Q14.2) Have you digitalised many items in your art or special collections library?  

Q14.3) I noticed that quite a number of art libraries/special collection libraries have Twitter 

and Instagram accounts? How do you feel about social media engagement and art libraries 

or special collections? 

Q15) How do you interpret the expression ‘democratisation of knowledge/art’ in a special 

collections or art library context?  

Q16) Can you tell me a little about the key challenges you face running the library? Day-to-

day or long-term?  

Q17) So thinking about some of those challenges, what are you planning to do about any of 

them? What avenues are available, short or long-term, to help deal with those pressures? 

Q18) Let’s say you won the local amenity version of the lotto and you had a blank cheque 

and complete buy in from the institution to do whatever you wanted – What is the one 

thing you would do to improve the collection/library/service? 

Q19) What do you believe is the most important component of an art library or special 

collections library? 

Q20) What does the phrase ‘art library’ or ‘special collections library’ mean to you? 

Q21) Would you describe your library as an art library? or/ How would you best describe 

your library? 

Q22) How do you foresee the next 1-5 years in art librarianship and special collections? 
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Appendix E Invitation Email 
 

Dear Librarian, 

My name is Áine Conlon. I am completing a MSc. Information and Library Management 

qualification in Dublin Business School. I am undertaking a thesis for the final stage of my 

MSc. The title of which is –  

 

Capturing Art: Exploring the Role of the Academic Art Librarian in the 

Modern World. 

 

I am contacting you to seek permission to conduct an interview with you. The interview will 

take between thirty minutes and one hour. I hope to conduct the interview before the 31st 

of July if possible.  

 

My supervisor is Mr Trevor Haugh from Dublin Business School. I chose this topic for my 

thesis as I am very interested in Special Collections and Art and Design Librarianship.  

 

I have attached an information sheet with more details of the research and interview.  

 

If participation is granted, I will send a copy of the interview questions before the interview.  

 

I sincerely hope that you can help me with my research. 

 

Further information of this research may be obtained from myself by phone 087 7689145 or 

by e-mail at 10535750@mydbs.ie or conlona2@tcd.ie. My research supervisor may also be 

contacted at trevor.haugh@dbs.ie or by phone at (01) 417 0611.  

 

I would like to thank you for taking the time to consider my request and I look forward to 

your reply.  

Kind Regards, 

Áine Conlon  
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Appendix F Information Sheet 
 

Capturing Art: Exploring the Role of the Academic Art Librarian in the modern World 

 

You are being asked to participate in a research study titled ‘Capturing art: Exploring the 

Role of the Academic Art Librarian in the Modern World.’ The research study is investigating 

art libraries and art special collections in Ireland with particular focus on the role of the (art) 

librarian. The research is focusing specifically on how art librarianship has evolved in the last 

decade (2010-2020). The primary research question asks: ‘How have art librarians (or 

librarians working in special collections) in Ireland redefined their role in the last decade?’  

 

The research will examine the art library landscape, looking at art libraries and art special 

collections. It will examine the impact of digitalisation, ICT advancement and current/new 

measures implemented in special collection libraries in order to enhance services. It will 

investigate how librarians have adapted to internal/external challenges and it will also 

investigate the future of librarians working in special collection libraries today.  

 

The research will be of value to the art special collections division of librarianship as it will 

investigate the skills required to work within the field and how the profession can further 

develop and enhance those existing skills to provide a successful service.  

 

I propose to conduct interviews with five librarians in five different special collection 

libraries. The libraries have been randomly selected for the study but are all geographically 

located in Ireland.  

 

My name is Áine Conlon. I am completing a MSc. Information and Library Management 

qualification in Dublin Business School (D.B.S). I am undertaking a thesis for the final stage 

of my MSc. My research supervisor is Mr Trevor Haugh from Dublin Business School. The 

project has been approved by the Ethics Committee in Dublin Business School (D.B.S) with a 

completion date of August 27th 2020.  

 

What will happen? 
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In this interview you will be asked to participate in a semi-structured interview. The 

interview may be in person or online through Zoom, Skype or a preferred method of choice 

(COVID-19). The libraries have been randomly selected for the study but are all located 

geographically in Ireland. The interview questions will be sent to you before the interview.  

 

Time Commitment 

The interview requires one single session and typically takes thirty minutes to one hour to 

complete.  

 

Participants’ Rights  

You may decide to stop being a part of the research study at any time without explanation 

required from you. You have the right to ask that any data you have supplied be 

withdrawn/destroyed. You have the right to omit or refuse to answer or respond to any 

question that is asked of you. You have the right to have your questions about the 

procedures answered (unless answering these questions would interfere with the study’s 

outcome. A full de-briefing will be given after the study). If you have any questions as a 

result of reading this information sheet, you can contact me by e-mail at 

10535750@mydbs.ie or conlona2@tcd.ie or by phone at 087 7689 145.  

 

Confidentiality/ Anonymity 

The data that I collect does not contain any personal information about you except the 

geographical location of the special collection library. All information collected will remain 

confidential and anonymous. All participating libraries and participants will be anonymised 

by the researcher through a system of codes e.g. Library A, B; Librarian A, B etc. Hard copy 

notes will be taken throughout the interview and transcribed into digital format. Permission 

for audio-recording of the interview will be sought but only obtained if you wish to consent. 

All correspondence, library and participant coding and data collected will be held securely 

on a password protected one-drive email account and on a password protected laptop. All 

audio-files, hardcopy notes and library and participant coding information will be destroyed 

in a confidential manner by shredding and permanent deletion after a period of six months 

to one year to allow for examination board reviews or appeals. The G.D.P.R (General Data 

Protection Regulations) will be adhered to at all times.  
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It is not the immediate intention of the researcher to seek publishing of this research, 

however, the research findings may be developed into articles for publication. The research 

may possibly be made available on the D.B.S website eSource for student educational 

purposes. In all potential forms, the research will remain anonymous and confidential. 

Confidential disposal of interview responses and correspondence will be adhered to.  

 

You have the right to withdraw at any time from the study with obviously no penalty 

whatsoever. You may decline to answer any question and you have the right to withdraw 

your contribution to the research at any time up to two weeks before the final submission 

of the research on August 13th 2020 to allow time to ensure that all responses and 

references to data collected from you can be removed completely. A copy of the transcribed 

interview will be made available upon request.  

 

For Further Information  

I and/or my research supervisor, Mr Trevor Haugh, will be glad to answer your questions 

about this study at any time. You may contact my supervisor by e-mail at 

trevor.haugh@dbs.ie or by phone at (01) 417 0611.  
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Appendix G Consent Form 
 

 
                  Capturing Art: Exploring the Role of the Academic Art Librarian     

                              in the Modern World  

 

Art and Design libraries have changed considerably in recent times, building on traditional 

past practises while also continuing to respond to current challenges. 

 

My research will analyse the duties and responsibilities of the art librarian in Ireland today 

in terms of skill set and knowledge. Ultimately, it will examine how art librarians have 

redefined their role to match the criteria required to work in the field of academic art 

librarianship today.  

 
By signing below, you are agreeing that: (1) you have read and understood the Participant 

Information Sheet, (2) questions about your participation in this study have been answered 

satisfactorily, (3) you are aware of the potential risks (if any), and (4) you are taking part in 

this research study voluntarily (without coercion).  

 
 
_________________________________   _________________________________ 
 

Participant’s signature     Participant’s Name (Printed) 
 
 
   
 
Student Name (Printed)           Student Name signature 
 
 
 
 
_________________________________       
Date  
 

 


