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Introduction 

I have not met many librarians who set out to become subject specialists in business research. 
Rather, the common denominator in many origin stories seems to be some variation of the 
refrain, “I just fell into it.” Maybe you too took a chance on business research and realized, 
somewhere along the way, you had accidentally become a business librarian. 

That is certainly my tale. Having set out to become an archivist, I ended up a business librarian. 
For others who find themselves walking this path, I have good news for you. There is much to 
love about business librarianship. It can be challenging and rewarding in equal measures. Over 
the past three years, I have struggled with imposter syndrome, public speaking, and engaging 
with my new community. Because I lack a business background, these obstacles have often felt 
substantial. But overcoming them has presented an opportunity to expand my skills in new and 
challenging ways. 

Lessons learned 

Imposter Syndrome 

When starting out on the path of the accidental business librarian, imposter syndrome can haunt 
you. Especially as it is a challenge to feel like an authority when you lack a business 
background. I still occasionally feel that one question could expose my lack of business 
knowledge and shatter my persona as an authority. When such a feeling sets in, there is little 
that can be said to assuage it. But one of the greatest benefits of working with students is that 
they are learning, too. Odds are when your knowledge of a subject is incomplete, theirs is as 
well. In those moments, ask questions and use language that encourages students to share 
their knowledge to help you learn together. Some useful scripts are: 

●​ “Can you refresh my memory on this topic?”  

●​ “What did your professor say about this item?”  

●​ “Let’s find a definition for that so we can make sure we are in the right place.”  

Using language like this allows you to open a dialogue with students and offers an opportunity to 
learn with them. Remember, at the end of the day most reference questions are not focused on 
what the information means but rather where they can find it. In that, you are the expert. 

Public Speaking 

Communicating your knowledge is another place where imposter syndrome can rear its head. 
You are asked to speak publicly to communicate knowledge that you do not always feel yourself 
to be an expert in. For much of my life, public speaking has been a great fear of mine. I felt 
anxious while presenting, and even when asking questions in class, my hands shook. Only 
through practice and by discovering my style of preparation and speaking have I been able to 
improve. I have found how I prepare for a session has a major impact on my comfort and, as a 
result, performance. Some preparation tips I have used are: 

●​ Write out the main points you need to touch on. 
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○​ Use bullet points and bold text to highlight critical items. 

●​ Being comfortable with your notes will build your confidence with the teaching material. 

○​ Personalize your notes to help define your speaking style and make your 
performance more natural. 

●​ Use others’ performance as inspiration, but do not copy them wholesale. 

○​ Speak as your authentic self. It is much easier to speak as yourself than to parrot 
someone else’s style. 

 
At the end of the day, if you are worried about how well you conveyed the information or if you 
left something out, recognize that no matter how everything went with your performance, you 
gave your audience new information, and they left knowing more about the topic. And that is a 
win. 

Engaging with the Campus 

One of the joys of walking the path of an accidental business librarian has been the opportunity 
to engage with students and the campus community. However, if you feel like an outsider in the 
business world, it can be challenging to put yourself out there and make connections. In my first 
three years on the job, I have come to recognize the importance of being present. I am not the 
type of person to knock on doors and cold-call people, but I continually strive to have a 
presence in the minds of students and faculty. Attending university events and functions offers a 
great opportunity to be present and seen. Conversations at events and functions can turn into 
miniature reference appointments, inform upcoming in-class sessions, or help make a new 
connection. Small interactions can have a substantial impact and will help you form organic 
relationships across campus. You do not have to be the life of the party, but you do have to be 
at the party. You may find yourself enjoying it. 

Conclusion 

Walking the path of an accidental business librarian is an exciting but sometimes daunting 
experience. In my experience, as someone without a business background, there is much to 
learn, and you may often feel like an imposter with something to prove. When this occurs, 
embrace a learning mindset. Use open dialogue to learn along with students and allow them to 
share their knowledge with you.  

Take the time, through preparation and practice, to discover your presentation and public 
speaking style. It is a challenge to communicate knowledge when you do not see yourself as an 
expert. But refining your notes and defining your speaking style can immensely help your 
confidence when public speaking. Know that students will learn from your instruction. No matter 
how you perform. 

While it can be uncomfortable to perform outreach in a space where you feel like an outsider, 
just being present can have great benefits. Move out of your comfort zone one interaction at a 
time, forging new connections as you go. Small interactions can have a significant impact. You 
will be surprised by how many people you know at the end of your first year. The path of the 
accidental business librarian can be tough, but it is rewarding. Enjoy it! 


