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Abstract 

 In October 2001, the researchers undertook a survey to determine the television viewing 

habits of librarians. This article presents the results of that survey, which suggest that librarians 

view less television than the general public and make slightly different program choices. A table 

indicates the top television program choices and the percentage of librarians who viewed this 

program.   

 

INTRODUCTION 

Television is everywhere. Waiting rooms and airports, once stocked with magazines and 

newspapers, now offer television screens for their customers’ entertainment. In the United States, 

98 million homes have television sets, and most homes have more than one set. More homes 

have televisions than have telephone lines!i  Like books, television is a medium for the 

transmission of entertainment, information, and cultural values, and for many Americans, it 

seems to be the preferred medium. Since 1990, the American people are spending more hours 

watching television and fewer hours reading.ii In fact, over 90 percent of people surveyed in 

2000 reported watching television the week before they were surveyed.iii Practitioners and 

advocates of librarianship, a literacy-oriented profession, might think this is cause for alarm!  

 

METHOD 
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 An e-mail based survey form was sent to eight library-oriented mailing lists in October 

2001. These lists included the Bibliographic Instruction list (bi-l@listserv.byu.edu), Fiction_L, a 

reader advisory list (fiction_l@maillist.nslsilus.org), Hasafran, a list devoted to Judaica 

librarianship (hasafran@lists.ohio-state.edu); LawLib, a list for law librarianship 

(lawlib@ucdavis.edu); the Library Administration and Management list 

(libadmin@list.umaryland.edu); LM_NET, a list for school library media specialists 

(lm_net@listserv.syr.edu); PubLib, a list for public librarians (publib@suniste.berkeley.edu); 

and VideoLib, a list dedicated to discussing the video format as used in libraries 

(videolib@library.berkeley.edu). The survey asked respondents to indicate which programs they 

watched regularly and which they had watched in the past week, as well as the type of library 

they worked in and their years of library experience. Between October 17 and October 23, 2001, 

409 usable responses were received from American library employees and library school 

students. The survey did not ask whether respondents were professional librarians or not, though 

the researchers assumed that most respondents would be degreed professionals. For simplicity’s 

sake, all respondents will be referred to as librarians in this article.  

 

RESPONDENTS 

Seventeen percent of respondents identified themselves as male, and 83 percent as 

female, which is suggestive of the female-intensive nature of librarianship. The respondents’ 

depth of library experience suggests an older population. Thirty percent of respondents had five 

or fewer years of experience, while 30 percent had between 6 and 15 years of experience, and 40 

percent had 16 or more years of library experience. These results seem consistent with recent 
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profiles of the profession, which indicate 26 percent of ALA members are male and that 66 

percent are 45 years old or older.iv  

Over half of all respondents (52 percent) worked in academic libraries, and an additional 

36 percent worked in public libraries. The remaining 12 percent of respondents came from 

archives, special libraries, state libraries, school libraries, schools of library and information 

science, and other libraries. When asked about job duties, 44 percent of respondents said they 

performed reference services. Administrative duties were held by 23 percent of respondents, and 

collection development was undertaken by 15 percent of respondents. Other job duties reported 

by respondents were cataloging (13 percent), bibliographic instruction (9 percent), reader 

advisory (7 percent), circulation (5 percent), youth services (3 percent), and “other” job duties 

(12 percent).  

 

Watchers and Non-Watchers 

The majority of responding librarians, 68 percent, considered themselves to be regular 

television viewers. Respondents watched an average of five television programs per week, and 

four programs in the week prior to submitting the survey. One respondent claimed to watch 32 

programs regularly, but 72 others (18 percent) did not watch any program regularly. When 

referring to the programs watched in the week prior to the survey, one respondent watched 24 

programs, while 81 respondents (20 percent) said they watched no programs.  

While 32 percent of librarians say they are not regular TV watchers and 16 percent say 

there is no program they watch regularly, most of the public does watch television regularly. In 

1999, the general public spent 1,588 hours per person watching television. That figure averages 

out to 30.5 hours of television watching per person per week. The Census Bureau reported that 



 4 

93.5 percent of American adults surveyed reported watching television the week prior to being 

interviewed.v In other words, less than 7 percent of American adults reported not watching 

television during the prior week. In this survey, over twice as many librarians admitted not 

watching television during the previous week. Far from watching 30 hours of television per 

week, library employees watch an average of only five television programs per week. 

Admittedly, these statistics were collected for different purposes, and cannot directly be 

compared. However, there seems to be a marked disparity between how frequently the public 

uses the television medium and how frequently librarians do.  

 

SHOWS LIBRARIANS WATCH 

The 409 librarians who responded watched a total of 325 television programs in the week 

prior to submitting their surveys. Of those programs, 155 were listed by only one respondent, and 

59 by only two. Programs listed by only one or two respondents were generally child-oriented 

(Between the Lions, Sesame Street), syndicated re-runs of classic programs (I Love Lucy, 

M*A*S*H), or subject-specific (Ultimate Kitchens, Cooking Live). Also listed by several 

different respondents were a variety of British and Canadian comedies.  

[Put Table 1 about here.] 

Thirty programs were listed by more than ten respondents, and 14 were listed by more 

than 20. By far the runaway favorite in this survey was West Wing. A quarter of all respondents 

watched this political drama. Other top choices were Friends, ER, and Law and Order. These 

four shows were the top choices for librarians responding to our survey and for the general 

public.vi  
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Three programs which were markedly more popular with librarians than with the general 

public are Buffy the Vampire Slayer, its spin off series Angel, and Enterprise, the most recent 

entry into Paramount's Star Trek lineup. These programs fall into library respondents’ top ten 

programs; they don’t make it into the top fifty programs in Nielsen ratings. Admittedly, Buffy has 

received considerable attention in the library press for its portrayal of a high school librarian as a 

recurring character, and Angel draws some its audience from Buffy fans. Enterprise owes its 

strong showing to librarians’ loyalty to the Star Trek series. Librarians’ relatively high ranking of 

these programs suggests that they have different desires from their television programming than 

the general public has.  

 

The Allure of Buffy 

Because Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Angel, and Enterprise were disproportionately popular 

among librarians, we queried 25 survey respondents who indicated that they watched these 

programs regularly. Why, we asked, did they enjoy these programs? 

Buffy the Vampire Slayer, a television series inspired by a 1992 movie of the same name, 

has aired since 1997. Its premise is that supernatural forces, both good and bad, operate behind 

the scenes in our contemporary world. In each generation, a young woman is chosen to protect 

the world from vampires, demons, and other malevolent entities. This “slayer” is supported by a 

mentor known as a “watcher.” In Buffy’s early years, this mentor-figure was Rupert Giles, a 

middle-aged high school librarian played by Anthony Steward Head. In the show’s earlier years, 

many of the scenes involving research and operations planning took place in the high school 

library. The fact that a librarian was a recurring character appealed to several respondents. A 

female respondent to our survey said, “[Giles] was a great role model for information literacy.” 
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With a librarian as a recurring character, the series also got considerable press in library 

literature.  

Our respondents lauded Buffy for having good chemistry among the group of young 

actors, and they were also impressed by the wit and sophistication of the series. One person 

praised the show for its “intelligent and clever dialogue,” and another characterized it as “witty 

and droll.” Buffy operates consistently within its self-defined bonds, one respondent said. 

Respondents also mentioned “the complexities of the characters,” including the “promise of a 

well-defined gay character” (Willow Rosenberg, a character who explored and accepted her 

lesbian identity in Season Four).  

The eponymous spinoff series, Angel (1999),  centers around Buffy's vampire beau 

(David Boreanaz), and the high school socialite Cordelia Chase (Charisma Carpenter). Their Los 

Angeles detective agency specializes in cases with supernatural twists. With episode titles culled 

from sources as diverse as Yeats ("Slouching Toward Bethlehem"), and quantum physics 

("Supersymmetry"), the show maintains the Buffy tradition, blending erudition and action. “The 

number one reason I stick with a show is that I enjoy the characters,” said one long-time science 

fiction viewer. “I especially enjoy the way the characters have changed … and it has been a lot 

of fun to watch as Cordelia’s and Angel’s personalities have changed.” This same viewer lauds 

the show’s humor and drama. “They’ve been more successful at keeping the absurdity of the 

whole premise at just the right distance; playing it real but also at times pointing out just how 

silly it can be.  Another respondent mentioned a different appeal: “Angel [the character played 

by Boreanaz] is a hunk.”  

Respondents who watched both Angel and Buffy were not as effusive in their praise for 

Angel as they were for Buffy. Although one respondent lauded it for “intelligent and clever 
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dialogue”, another suggested that Angel is guilty of “bogging down and letting characters remain 

a little too one-note.”  

Underlying the Star Trek shows is a philosophy of inclusiveness, summarized in the 

acronym IDIC (infinite diversity, infinite complexity). This imaginary future world depicts a 

galactic civilization based upon a Stoic and Zen-like philosophical principle: that the beauty of 

creation lies in its infinite diversity, and the ways our difference combine to create harmony. 

However, Enterprise takes place before the original series, in which the political, social, and 

philosophical ideas of inclusiveness and non-interference were still being formed.  

Respondents who replied to follow-up questions about the shows appeal cited loyalty to 

Paramount’s previous Star Trek series as their initial incentive for watching Enterprise.  In short, 

Enterprise  appeals to a science fiction genre audience. Said one respondent, “I love science 

fiction, and have been a fan of all of the Star Trek programs.” Other respondents suggested that 

wit, clever dialog, action, and cast chemistry ranked highly as elements of appeal. One 

respondent summarized this by saying, “I like Enterprise because it is intelligently written, well-

acted, and humorous, and has a feel very similar to the original show.”  

The setting and premise of Enterprise made the show favorable to some respondents, and 

less so to others. One respondent reported particularly enjoying it “because it is set in the not-so-

distant future, so viewers can relate well to the characters.” Others, unhappy with the lack of a 

philosophy of inclusiveness in the show, reported that their enthusiasm for the new series waned 

quickly.  

Librarianship is a profession based on freedom of information, enabling social 

development, tolerance of marginal groups, and inclusiveness. Speculative fiction, of which 

these series are examples, incorporates ethical, metaphysical, and social ideals which seem 
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naturally appealing. That Buffy, Angel, and Enterprise all blend contemplation and self-

exploration with a healthy dose of action, evidently increases their appeal.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Personality testing of librarians suggests that librarians stand out from the general public 

in two ways. First, while the majority of the general public is extroverted, gaining energy from 

interacting with others, librarians tend to be introverted, getting their energy from solitary 

reflection. Second, librarians prefer to get information from intuition and thinking, while the 

general public prefer to receive sensory information that they can look at, hear, or touch. A 

majority of librarians report entering the field because they enjoyed books and reading. Reading 

is a solitary activity that involves intellect and imagination. 

 As a profession, librarianship has traditionally been based on print literacy and the ability 

to read information. The television-watching librarian may seem to contravene the stereotypical 

image of the librarian as reader. Television viewing can be the librarian’s way of keeping the 

pulse of American society, keeping up with popular culture, and societal values. However, 

librarians’ responses to this survey suggest that for them, reading continues to be more important 

than viewing.  

 The evidence presented here suggests that librarians do interact with television somewhat 

differently than the general public. While most librarians do admit to watching television, they 

don’t watch as much as the general public, and while librarians’ favorite shows are also the 

favorite shows of the general public, the strong showing of fantasy-oriented shows suggests that 

librarians want their television programs to expand upon reality, rather than just document it.  
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Table 1.  

Program Name Number of 

Library 

Respondents Who 

Watched this 

Program 

Percentage of 

Library 

Respondents 

Who 

Watched this 

Program 

Nielsen Media Research, 

Estimated Percentage of 

American Households Who 

Watched this Program, 

October 8-14 

West Wing 83 25.3 15.3 (2) 

Friends 70 21.3 17.9 (1) 

ER 65 19.8 14.4 (3) 

Law and Order 57 17.4 14.4 (3) 

Buffy the Vampire Slayer 44 13.4 3.7 (82) 

Enterprise 37 11.3 5.0 (66) 

Will and Grace 34 10.4 12.4 (8) 

Angel 26 7.9 2.9 (90) 

Frasier 26 7.9 10.1 (17) 

The Practice 25 7.6 10.3 (16) 

Survivor 25 7.6 13.2 (7) 

The Simpsons  24 7.6 -- 

CSI: Crime Scene 

Investigator 

22 6.7 13.8 (6) 

Judging Amy 21 6.4 11.0 (15) 

Everybody Loves 

Raymond 

18 5.5 14.1 (5) 

The Gilmore Girls 18 5.5  

Ed 17 5.2 8.3 (31) 

Alias 16 4.9 6.8 (43) 

JAG 16 4.6 11.3 (12) 

Law and Order: Special 

Victims Unit 

16 4.9 11.7 (9) 

Law and Order: Criminal 

Intent 

15 4.6 9.5 (20) 

Antiques Roadshow 13 4.0 -- 

Seinfeld 12 3.7 -- 

That’s Life 12 3.7 4.6 (69) 

Band of Brothers 11 3.4 -- 

Jeopardy 11 3.4 -- 

Just Shoot Me 11 3.4 11.5 (11) 

Providence 11 3.4 8.7 (26) 

Smallville 11 3.4 4.0 (78) 

Whose Line Is It 

Anyway? 

11 3.4 5.7 (67) 

 



 10 

                                                 
i  U.S. Bureau of the Census. (2000). Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2000. Washington, 

D.C.: Government Publishing Office. Available: 

http://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/statab/sec18.pdf [July 16, 2001]. 
ii United States Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1997 (Washington, 

D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1997); available from 

http://www.census.gov/prod/3/97pubs/97statab/communic.pdf; accessed July 18, 2002. U. S. 

Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2001 (Washington, D.C.: Government 

Printing Office, 2001). 
iii United States Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2000 (Washington, 

D.C.: Government Printing Office, 2000); available from 

http://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/statab/sec18.pdf/; accessed July 18, 2002. 
iv Mary Jo Lynch, “What We Now Know About Librarians,” American Libraries 31, no. 2  

(February 2000), 8-9. 
v U. S. Census Bureau, Statistical Abstract of the United States: 2001, (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 2001).  
vi Associated Press, Prime-time Nielsen Ratings [for October 8-14, 2002], October 16, 2001; 

available from http://web.lexis-nexis.com/universe; accessed July 17, 2002. 

http://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/statab/sec18.pdf
http://www.census.gov/prod/3/97pubs/97statab/communic.pdf
http://www.census.gov/prod/2001pubs/statab/sec18.pdf/
http://web.lexis-nexis.com/universe

