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As in many academic libraries all over the 
country, attracting and retaining people 

of color has been a continuous, uphill battle.”1 
“It is a troubling reality that our current 

librarian ranks do not represent the communi-
ties served by libraries.”2 

Sadly, both of these statements, from 2001 
and 2003, still hold true today. Sustained at-
tempts to lower barriers for BIPOC (Black, In-
digenous, and People of Color), such as through 
residency programs, have not resulted in their 
long-term retention, and white librarians still 
make up the vast majority of degreed librarians. 
Now is the time to stop this cycle and change 
the narrative in academic librarianship.

The lack of representation is indicative of 
deeper structural inequalities pervasive in U.S. 
institutions, the resulting racial disparities of 
which are being blatantly exposed in the current 
global pandemic and economic crises. Work life 
has been upended, and those among us privi-
leged to still be employed and in good health 
are confronted with a workplace in flux. Due 
to the pandemic, academic librarians needed 
to pivot services mid-semester to virtual-only 
services. During the fall term, the change has 
been to a hybrid model of library services with 
the necessity of a quick shift back to virtual-only 
services as a possibility at any moment, should 
COVID-19 cases increase. At the same time, 
the Black Lives Matter movement has gained 
support on a global scale. Organizations are 
issuing statements in support of racial equity, 
while mass protests are being held to demand 
racial justice. Let’s use this momentum of change 

to disrupt our own behavior that is contributing 
to supporting structural inequality in our institu-
tions. Reading antiracist literature and putting 
together diversity committees alone won’t 
change our behavior. We must additionally 
commit to replacing the underlining structural 
foundation with an inclusive framework paired 
with an ongoing focus on an openness to learn-
ing and self-reflection, the latter of which is a 
central factor of “cognitive flexibility,” which can 
reduce resistance to organizational change.3 And 
change we must. Failing this, we will continue 
ingrained behavioral patterns that shut out 
diverse perspectives. 

Self-reflection, implicit biases, and 
learning
Too often throughout the workday, we quickly 
go through emails and rush from one deadline 
to the next without incorporating self-reflec-
tion into our work. The absence of reflection 
leaves us operating on an automatic basis, pro-
pelled forward in part by numerous implicit bi-
ases. While we may consciously try to project 
we are open to learning and are proponents 
of fair treatment for all, our actions likely tell a 
different story because people generally hold 
implicit biases against that which is different—
other people as well as ideas.
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The low number of academic librarians 
who are BIPOC can partially be attributed to 
intergroup bias. Intergroup bias basically is the 
wariness of (and sometimes feeling threatened 
by) people we socially categorize as belong-
ing to another group (such as to another race), 
whereas we are drawn to people we perceive 
as being a member of our own group. This is a 
concern because the inclusion of diverse voices 
is an essential component of learning. For librar-
ies to truly become learning organizations, the 
input from people from diverse backgrounds 
and experiences helps us question assumptions 
and find solutions to issues, which we may not 
have been aware existed. The potential breadth 
and depth of everyone’s learning are diminished 
without the participation of a diverse library 
workforce complete with authentic interactions 
between people of different backgrounds.

Other implicit biases further point to our 
general inclination to not be open to changing 
and therefore not fully engaging in antiracist 
behavior, which could enact significant changes 
in our organizations, including increased 
representation of BIPOC in professional roles 
in academic libraries. We say we want to be 
innovative; however, there is a creativity bias 
in higher education. Creative ideas need to be 
both novel and useful. The more novel an idea 
is though, the higher the uncertainty becomes 
for an evaluator to determine if the idea is useful 
to implement. Because people are motivated to 
avoid the state of uncertainty, novel ideas are 
frequently rejected.4 While the status quo bias is 
the “tendency for ‘doing nothing or maintaining 
one’s current or previous decision,’”5 the biases 
for existence (“people treat the mere existence 
of something as evidence of its goodness […] 
an existing state is evaluated more favorably 
than an alternative”)6 and longevity (“the lon-
ger something is thought to exist, the better 
and more right it is judged to be”)7 promote 
the status quo.8 Furthermore, egalitarianism 
requires mental effort whereas hierarchy is 
valued quickly. Even individuals proclaiming 
to hold egalitarian values fall back on making 
decisions of a hierarchical nature when they are 
distracted or have to make a quick decision.9 
Adequate time to reflect expands our potential 

to explore alternative ways of doing our work 
(and with whom we partner) and enables us to 
make decisions that are more inclusive, such as 
decisions that lead to more equitable outcomes.

Some of us may be falsely under the impres-
sion that we are unable to learn certain subject 
matters and thus unintentionally hold col-
leagues and ourselves back from learning and 
changing how we do our work. We may make 
unmerited judgements about the capabilities of 
our colleagues, including our paraprofessional 
team members, which impede their progress 
and stifle their contributions to organizational 
change. However, scientific research confirms 
everyone is capable of learning—able to 
change, grow, adapt, and rewire their brains. 
We can furthermore unlock learning.10 Under-
standing how the brain works can empower us 
to embrace deep learning, even in subjects we 
previously believed were too difficult for us, 
and encourage our colleagues in their growth.

A new foundational grounding
Higher education traditionally rewards indi-
vidualism and was created to support a white, 
male-dominated world. In LIS literature, aca-
demia is documented as being perceived as 
an unwelcoming, even at times hostile, envi-
ronment by some BIPOC.11 Relational-cultural 
theory (RCT), which has its origins in coun-
seling, provides an alternative framework with 
growth-fostering relationships at its core. In 
RCT, “individuals approach optimal develop-
ment while participating in relationships char-
acterized by authenticity, relational connection, 
mutuality, and engagement.”12 The emphasis is 
on creating and sustaining authentic relation-
ships, collaborating with others, and sharing 
the workload.13 This framework aligns well 
with the keys to unlocking learning, which 
place an importance on collaboration. 

Now is the time to get out of business as usu-
al by replacing stagnant behavior that upholds 
the status quo with an openness to learning and 
incorporating a self-reflection modus operandi 
into our decision making so that we are actively 
engaged in antiracist behavior. Interacting with 
colleagues within the RCT framework as a re-
placement to a strict hierarchical model in the 
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academic library workplace will furthermore 
help us create more equitable environments 
open to welcoming diverse perspectives and 
transforming our practices. On this founda-
tion, we will collectively imagine services truly 
pertinent to supporting and engaging with the 
diverse populations we serve. Now is the time.
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