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In mid-March 2020, the U.S. federal govern-
ment officially recognized the COVID-19 

Pandemic (coronavirus). As a result, the nation 
experienced a social and economic shutdown. 
The persistent public health emergency re-
sulted in long-term interpersonal disconnec-
tions as people adhered to stay-at-home orders 
and associated pivots to remote teaching and 
working, while watching the development of 
an increasingly politicized response to the 
pandemic. 

As the spring moved to summer, social 
justice and antiracism movements increased 
in response to heightened reports of police 
brutality and the murder of unarmed African 
Americans. These events were all compounded 
in the LIS field as libraries applied uneven 
responses to the pandemic—some remaining 
fully open during lockdowns, while others 
shuttered completely.

Writ large, these events had a negative impact 
on library employees, as revealed by Kaetrena 
Davis Kendrick’s survey tracking libraries’ CO-
VID-19 responses on librarians already dealing 
with workplace abuse and neglect. Her research 
also showed that African American librarians 
were impacted more deeply. In order to help 
address these needs, Davis Kendrick, Twanna 
Hodge, Amanda M. Leftwich, and Rayna 
Smaller hosted a series of virtual sessions called 
the “Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 
in Library and Information Sciences Mental 
Health Summit” (BIPOC in LIS Mental Health 
Summit) starting on April 1, 2020. 

The summits were a collaborative effort by 
the hosts to offer opportunities for BIPOC 

to meet in a safe space and acknowledge the 
individual and shared impacts of numerous 
stressor events. Moreover, attendees would be 
able to discuss how these events are affecting 
their lived experiences as they engage in library 
practice and associated social-professional 
spheres and workplaces. 

About the Summits
Rooted in collective care—which springs from 
community activism and focuses on providing 
access to quality expertise and authoritative 
information, while decentering the primacy of 
formally recognized channels of communica-
tion and commodification of well-being1—the 
BIPOC in LIS Mental Health Summits were 
not predicated on formal funding nor were 
they connected formally to any organization. 
The events were open to members of the BI-
POC community free of charge. The sum-
mits gave BIPOC LIS workers the chance to 
acknowledge their own stressors and move to-
wards healing in solidarity. 

The goals of the BIPOC in LIS Mental 
Health Summits were to:
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• engage with audiences in an authentic 
and care-centered manner;

• provide space for BIPOC LIS workers 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and intense 
racial climate;

• increase awareness of best practices for 
self-preservation and wellness tools; and

• share resources through a BIPOC in 
LIS Community Record2 created by present-
ers with additions made (and welcome) by the 
community.

The hosts used institution-sanctioned and 
freely available platforms and tools to advertise, 
manage registrations for and host the event, and 
provide post-event resources, including an insti-
tutionally hosted Zoom account, PowerPoint, 
and Google Drive.

Another unique feature of the program was 
the inclusive nature of the facilitator pool, 
which included Rayna Smaller, an established 
social worker who focuses on mental health 
support and community building for BIPOC 
women.3 Her expertise in identifying BIPOC 
mental health practitioners, informational 
resources, and well-being activities added sig-
nificant value to the events.

Summit activity 
The summit was formatted as a panel divided 
into four sections focusing on low morale; 
equity, diversity, inclusion, and accessibil-
ity (EDI/A); mindfulness; and mental health/
emotional hygiene resources. Each host pro-
vided background information on their sec-
tion, best practices for maintaining and 
acknowledging boundaries and care require-
ments during COVID-19, and a call to action 
following their talks.

Calls to action for the audience included:
• Davis Kendrick: participate in the CO-

VID-19 Low Morale Survey;4

• Hodge: establish or maintain emotional 
support systems, identify allies and accomplices, 
contribute, and engage with others;5

• Leftwich: create a daily self-care activity, 
something just for you and identify barriers to 
boundaries needed for your own wellness;6 and

• Smaller: familiarize yourself with the 
BIPOC mental health resources in your 
community and seek a therapist or profes-
sional help.7

This format gave audiences the chance to 
not only learn from all hosts, but to connect 
one another with resources in a psychologically 
safe environment. Summit attendees were also 
encouraged to add information to the BIPOC 
LIS Mental Health Community Record8—an 
open Google document available to attendees 
at all events. Participants actively engaged with 
the document, adding more resources like medi-
tation apps, therapy/counseling directories, 
articles, and videos.

Immediate results and feedback
The first event was very popular, with 391 
registrants and 194 in attendance. The high 
interest and attendance numbers provided 
strong evidence that we were filling a much-
needed gap. Due to the overwhelming positive 
responses during the first event, the hosts of-
fered more events. 

In addition to consistent attendance indicat-
ing high interest in these conversations, summit 
attendee responses to this event were extremely 
positive, particularly during the events. At-
tendees shared feedback on Twitter, offering 
their responses to the panel’s discussions and 
suggestions, sharing their joy in finding com-
munity support, or noting the timeliness of the 
event in their lives.

The BIPOC in LIS Mental Health 
Summit this morning was something 
I didn’t realize I really needed.—@
AprilMuses9  
 
This was fantastic. Thank you @Kaetrena, 
@thelibmaven, @tkhodge19, and @
BrowngirlSpace for putting this together. 
It’s helpful to know that we’re not alone. 
#BIPOCMindsMatter—mimosaishere10 

This event also spurred attendees to action 
in their immediate library workplaces. An at-
tendee tweeted,
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Inspired by @libmaven leading a 2 
minute meditation yesterday at the 
#BIPOC in LIS Mental Health Summit, 
I offered a guided meditation for the 
All Library Personnel weekly zoom this 
morning.—@BiblioXica11 

The event, and the resources generated from 
the event, prompted the authors to move from 
community to praxis by providing the oppor-
tunity for attendees at the first summit to be 
able to reflect and share any progress and get 
further support. 

Additionally, continuing developments 
during the summer of 2020—including the 
murders of Ahmaud Arbery, George Floyd, and 
Breonna Taylor, along with associated increases 
in anti-racism activism—spawned a need for 
follow-up BIPOC Mental Health Summits for 
this community of LIS workers. As a result, 
more events were offered:

• BIPOC in LIS Mental Health Summit: 
(April 1, 2020): 391 registrants 

• BIPOC in LIS Mental Health Summit: 
The Redux (April 22, 2020): 87 registrants 

• BIPOC in LIS Mental Health: Call to Ac-
tion Symposium (May 1, 2020): 158 registrants

• BIPOC in LIS Mental Health Black 
Lives Matter Symposium (June 19, 2020): 210 
registrants.

• BIPOC in LIS Mental Health Sum-
mit: The Year in Review (April 12, 2021): 80 
registrants. 

• Total registrants for all sessions were 926. 

Outcomes 
The Summits generated critical and ongoing 
conversation about mental health and well-be-
ing in library workplaces and the LIS field in 
general, particularly as they relate and impact 
BIPOC workers. The Summits were the first 
of similar webinars and talks focused on ac-
tively gathering communities to discuss men-
tal health care in library workplaces, including 
the African American Medical Librarian’s Alli-
ance Caucuses’ (AAMLA) “Radical Self-Care 
and Wellness for Information Professionals Se-
ries”12 and the National Library of Medicine’s 

(NNLM) “Putting the Self back in Self-Care: 
Wellness in the time of COVID-19.”13

In April 2021, BIPOC in LIS Mental 
Health facilitators offered another event, 
“BIPOC in LIS Mental Health Summit: A 
Year Later.” In May 2021, wehere14 offered 
a similarly structured event in response to 
upticks in Anti-Asian violence, in which two 
of the BIPOC in LIS Mental Health facilita-
tors offered their expertise.

The authors, who are also BIPOC library 
workers, also gained the benefits of commu-
nity. As a result, sharing knowledge with the 
collective was simultaneously an act of self-
care and self-preservation. Recognizing that 
mental health support is ongoing and that 
collective care requires long-term cultivation, 
the hosts offered a follow-up event in April 
2021, which gave attendees the opportunity 
to reflect on their longer-term experiences 
of a stressful year and, if needed, reconnect 
with an empathetic community and recom-
mit to healthy mental and emotional hygiene 
practices.15

Conclusion
Caring for the community takes action, and 
sometimes these actions move outside of regu-
lar systems. Providing space for those in need 
doesn’t require the formal backing of an insti-
tution or funding—only time and dedication, 
and a desire to offer excellent information, re-
sources, and good best practices to those we 
support. Create and serve your community 
with intention and honesty—without the need 
for perfection. Offer it, and they will come.
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