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area with minimal job opportunities for
law librarians, it can be a competitive
environment to say the least. This means
that you may not have a choice regarding
what type of law librarianship you pursue.

Quality of life. This final factor requires
a case-by-case analysis for each individual.
Some of us cannot bear to work under high
stress levels. Others desire more free time
to fulfill personal obligations. And, our
profession tends to make generalizations
regarding which types of law librarianship
allow the best quality of life.

We say law firm librarianship is high
stress. We say that academic law librarians
have more free time. That is not always
true. Some law firm positions allow greater
flexibility with work hours. Private
employers are not subject to policies and
procedures that can bog down a government
employer. This allows them to offer
flexibility with work schedules. Moreover,
the stress of a solo county law library
position can be as, if not more, demanding
as a law firm position.

It is challenging to find the right job to
fit each individual. As such, limiting oneself
to a single type of law library narrows the
chances of finding the best fit because not
all jobs within one type of law librarianship
are created equal. There is tremendous
variety.

When I entered law librarianship, I
began as an academic law librarian and
could not see myself in any other type of
law librarian position. But life had other
plans for me, and I became a private law
firm librarian. Then, life intervened again,
and I became a court law librarian. I don't
regret either career transition. Had I limited
myself to my preconceptions of what a law
firm or court law librarian position would
be, I would have missed out on incredible
opportunities for professional growth.

The Impact of a Transition

As the colloquialism goes, the more things
change, the more they stay the same.
Transitioning from one type of law
librarianship to another is no different.
There are more similarities than differences.
The bureaucracy is the same, and we see the
same people. We just see them in different
phases of their legal careers as the law
student becomes the attorney who becomes

the judge.

To be certain, there are differences.

Bug, at its core, the job of law librarian is
essentially the same across the profession.
We serve our larger institutions through
the delivery of information.

Despite this common denominator
throughout the profession, the perception
can be stigmatic for those who transition
to another type of librarianship. As a result,
I was surprised that when asked whether
their desire to transition from one type of
librarianship to another was viewed as a
detriment during the interview process,
none of the respondents to the law-lib
survey felt that it had been. Instead, they
expressed that the experience was always
seen as a benefit by the new employer.

When asked about what benefit their
work experience gave them, the respondents
were emphatic. One respondent answered
that her varied work experience gave her
“street cred” with law students. Interestingly,
another respondent answered that his
academic experience gave him credence
with attorneys. Others commented on how
their prior work experience allowed them to
bring different viewpoints to the table that
their employers appreciated.

Let me not paint too rosy of a picture.
There certainly are barriers to such career
transitions. Academic law librarian positions
typically require publication and a
curriculum vitae that job applicants from
a private or state, court, and county law
library background may not possess.
However, many of the respondents felt that
if they were unable to publish, academic
institutions typically understood this.

There can also be barriers when one
simply does not have the skill set required
for the job. For example, one type of
transition that we have yet to discuss is
moving from technical services to public
services or vice versa. So, to be certain, there
are jobs that require the applicant possess
specific skills, such as cataloging in the case
of technical services.

Arguably, there is one other important
exception to the thesis that varied job
experience is always an asset. The law-lib
survey brought to light that it is possible for
someone at a managerial level, who has been
outside of a specific type of law librarianship
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for an extended period of time, to encounter
barriers upon attempting to return to that
type of law librarianship. For example, once
you have been outside of academia for a
longer period of time, the less likely you are
to be able to return to academic at the
director level.

Similarly, someone with managerial
experience in a different type of law
librarianship could encounter difficulty in
seeking to obtain a managerial law firm
librarian position. Most law firms wish to
have managers with experience in law firm-
specific matters, such as billing or non-legal
research. As a result, while I have learned
never to say never, certain managerial
positions may require recent experience

specifically related to the job.

Observations on our Future

This begs the question, what do these
experiences mean? In my opinion, as
younger generations enter the profession, it
will become more acceptable to transition
within various types of law librarianship.

I also believe that turnover in general will
become more prevalent.

Millennials, those born after 1982,
have different value structures than we are
used to seeing in the workforce. According
to Harvard Business School Working
Knowledge, Millennials are “not a good bet
for long-term employment, because they are
quite willing to seek other employment (or
no employment) rather than remain in
a job in which they are not growing.”

To our advantage, law librarianship
has a variety of job experiences that will
allow Millennials to remain in the
profession when they otherwise might have
left. This leaves us better situated for this
new generation than many other
professions. However, it is still incumbent
upon law librarians to ensure that we
continue to think critically about who we
are as a profession and how we can attract
and retain new law librarians. W
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