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Librarians of color make up a small pro-
portion of information professionals, but 
their perspectives should still be included 
in theory and best practices. This study 
seeks to create an inclusive understand-
ing of reference and information service 
(RIS) by exploring the experience of RIS 
for librarians of color. Using interpretative 
phenomenological analysis, the experience 
of RIS for eight librarians of color, from 
various ethnic groups and types of librar-
ies, is analyzed. Five themes of experience 
emerged from the analysis: uniqueness 
and difference; broad range of professional 
skills; messiness and beauty of the human 
interaction; working in a web of outside 
forces; and learning, growth, and change. 
In relation to prior research, findings show 
that these librarians of color experience 
reference and information work as multi-
faceted and user-focused, in common with 
librarians in general. However, they have 
unique experiences of reference and infor-
mation services work because of microag-
gressions and discrimination and because 
of their focus on serving as a role model 
or mentor.

T he community of informa-
tion professionals represents 
a broad range of identities, 
abilities, and talents. While 

they may still be underrepresented in 
the profession, librarians from diverse 

ethnic groups should still be contribut-
ing their perspective to theory develop-
ment and best practices. Profession-
als from diverse backgrounds make 
unique contributions to the profession, 
enriching it with a wider variety of per-
spectives and ideas. In addition, profes-
sionals from all ethnic groups must feel 
that their perspectives and values are 
reflected to feel fully included within 
the community of professionals.

To complement existing research in 
reference and information service (RIS) 
that focuses on the behavioral aspects 
of RIS, such as the educator’s model 
of the RIS process,1 the content/rela-
tional model,2 or the traditional model 
of the steps of the reference interview,3 
it is important to conduct research on 
the practitioner perspective of RIS to 
identify the thoughts and feelings that 
motivate these behaviors. Study of the 
practitioner perspective must include a 
diverse group of professionals to devel-
op an inclusive understanding of RIS 
for practitioners. However, profession-
als representing diverse ethnic groups 
can be difficult to access because they 
represent a minority of professionals, 
making up only 12 percent of library 
professionals in the United States.4 As 
such, all the voices of the diverse com-
munity of practitioners are not often 
heard.
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While the job expectations for minority librarians are no 
different from those of their white counterparts, research on 
the experiences of minority librarians has shown that their 
experiences are different and should be studied.9 Review-
ing research on the experiences and attitudes of librarians 
indicates that racial or ethnic demographic information 
of participants is either not collected or not included in 
the final report. Most research on minority librarians has 
focused on two distinct areas: recruitment/retention10 and 
leadership.11 The scholarship in this area has been criti-
cized as overemphasizing demographic trends, lacking in 
original research, and focusing too narrowly on academic 
research libraries.12

The research on race and ethnicity in RIS has tended to 
focus on service provision for users of color rather than on 
the perspective of the service provider. Some examples of 
this research include information behavior of immigrants,13 
effectiveness of reference service to international students,14 
equality of digital reference service to various ethnic groups,15 
and the influence of race and ethnicity on service provider 
approachability.16 Taking a different perspective, Brook, El-
lenwood, and Lazzaro used critical discourse analysis of 
spaces, staffing, and RIS-related competency documents 
to demonstrate the influence of the majority perspective of 
RIS on reference practice.17 They analyzed the critical RIS 
concepts of approachability, responsiveness, and objectivity 
through the lens of racism and a culture of Whiteness, argu-
ing that the profession’s definitions of these concepts reflect 
and reinforce the White perspective.

This study specifically addresses the concept of RIS 
from the practitioner perspective. Among the small body 
of work on practitioners’ conceptualizations of RIS is an 
informal observation of the “practical wisdom” of reference 
librarians,18 studies of community health information librar-
ians,19 and studies of reference archivists.20 Three recent 
phenomenological studies have focused on the experience 
of RIS or academic librarians: studies of academic refer-
ence librarians in Israel,21 the United States,22 and a study 
of academic librarians in the United States with a focus on 
communication overload.23 Although these studies have be-
gun to construct a picture of the experience of RIS from the 
practitioner perspective, most of them focused on academic 
librarians and none of them used diversity as a criterion in 
participant selection.

The value of studying the practitioner perspective of 
professional work has been demonstrated in other profes-
sions, often drawing on the work of Schön who perceived the 
practitioner as an active creator of professional knowledge, 
particularly through reflection.24 This body of research has 
proved useful in understanding the work of professionals 
and improving professional education and training in areas 
such as teaching,25 nursing,26 and counseling.27 Theorists, 
practitioners, and educators in other disciplines have ben-
efited from this work, as they could in LIS, as well.

Librarians from underrepresented groups within the 
profession may have different ways of understanding their 
work—different approaches, ways of thinking or ways of 
measuring success. These new perspectives could reener-
gize a traditional library practice that has been constructed 
mainly from the perspective of the majority group. In addi-
tion, our understanding of RIS should be an inclusive one, al-
lowing professionals from all backgrounds and orientations 
to feel that they are represented. This study moves one step 
forward in creating this inclusive understanding.

The broad problem addressed in this study is the mis-
understanding or oversimplification of the work that profes-
sionals do in responding to or anticipating user needs. The 
concept of RIS became entrenched in the idea of looking up 
facts or locating articles—information seeking tasks that 
were a challenge in the past, but are much easier today. As 
a result, the work of information service professionals has 
evolved, but this has not necessarily been reflected in dis-
cussion of or models of the work. The profession defines the 
work as a series of measurable behaviors that don’t reflect the 
professional judgment and vast expertise necessary to assist 
users with information seeking and use.

In recent years, some progress has been made toward 
better defining the reference and information services work 
that professionals do. The interplay between various com-
peting priorities of the work has been explored,5 as well 
as the constraints and challenges that require professional 
judgment and expertise.6 As this progress is made, a new 
problem emerges about whether this conceptualization of 
RIS represents the experiences of all professionals.

The profession suffers from a lack of diversity,7 which 
creates a strong majority perspective in information services 
work. Although librarians clearly value diversity and inclu-
sion, their practice has not been much influenced by diverse 
perspectives. Concepts such as objectivity and neutrality 
have been challenged as White majority concepts, as have 
sacred behaviors, such as smiling and making eye contact.8 
As a result, the profession focuses on the values and priori-
ties of the large majority, while ignoring those of the very 
small minority and exacerbating the lack of inclusivity in 
the profession.

This study aims to create a more inclusive conceptu-
alization of RIS by surfacing the voice of ethnic minority 
librarians. Deliberately seeking out librarians of color and 
exploring their conceptualization of the work will result 
in an understanding of the experience of RIS that is more 
inclusive.

The aims of the study are to understand the experience of 
RIS for professionals whose voices have not been heard, and 
to explore whether and how these professionals’ experience 
of difference affects their RIS practice.

Through a qualitative, phenomenological study, the 
voices of professionals that have not yet contributed to an 
understanding of RIS will be heard. It is an effort to reach 
beyond librarians from the majority group and to create an 
inclusive understanding of RIS.
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libraries, special libraries, public libraries, and school librar-
ies. Most participants had worked in multiple library envi-
ronments throughout their careers, and some were currently 
working in multiple environments.

Data Collection

Following IPA procedures, the participants were interviewed 
about their experience providing RIS and their experience 
as librarians of color providing RIS. The interviews were 
semistructured with a list of questions about the partici-
pants’ experience providing RIS. These questions were used 
to guide the interview, but the researcher conducting the 
interview did not interrupt tangents or unprompted com-
ments, opinions, or narratives. Initial interviews lasted for 
about an hour. The initial interview was recorded and the 
recordings transcribed. The transcript was reviewed by both 
researchers and follow-up questions were developed. Each 
librarian of color participated in a follow-up interview where 
the researcher asked any questions that were not asked dur-
ing the initial interview, as well as the follow-up questions. 
Follow-up interviews were also recorded and the recordings 
were transcribed.

Data Analysis

Analysis of the interview data was done using a three-stage 
process characteristic of IPA analysis, working from thematic 
analysis of each individual case to a thematic analysis of the 
group.35 First, researchers listened to a single participant’s in-
terview recording and read the transcript, noting exploratory 
comments alongside relevant portions of the transcript. These 
exploratory comments were focused on describing what the 
participant said, noting the participant’s choice of words and 
phrases, and noting questions or connections to other ideas. 
Once a participant’s data were thoroughly commented on, 
the researchers analyzed the transcript and exploratory com-
ments, to develop emergent themes. Emergent themes were 
noted alongside the relevant portions of the transcript and 
the exploratory comments. A single transcript typically had 
one to two hundred emergent themes. Next, the emergent 
themes for a participant were analyzed to develop superor-
dinate themes—usually six to twelve themes that described 
the experience of RIS work for that individual. Once super-
ordinate themes were developed for all eight participants, 
the researchers did a cross-case analysis to develop master 
themes for the entire group.

Data were analyzed by both researchers, not for purposes 
of inter-rater reliability, which would not be appropriate 
for this method, but rather to bring both researchers’ per-
spectives to the interpretation of the data. Each researcher 
generated exploratory comments individually. Then, emer-
gent themes and superordinate themes were developed 
together, allowing researchers to raise questions, discuss 
issues, and interpret the experience of the participants. 
This joint analysis process was especially important as the 

METHOD

Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was used 
to explore the participants’ experience of reference and in-
formation services.28 IPA is a phenomenological approach 
that, like other phenomenological methods, focuses on 
understanding the experience of a phenomenon for a group 
of participants. IPA is also idiographic, however, meaning 
that each participant’s individual experience is valued and 
interpreted during analysis. Thus, IPA is differentiated from 
other phenomenological methods by its attempt to identify 
differences, as well as commonalities of experience. This fo-
cus on differences and commonalities of experience seemed 
particularly appropriate to the research aims of the study.

Although there are few studies in LIS that use this meth-
od, it has been used recently to explore a variety of topics in 
information science, including how Catholics experience the 
Bible as a source of religious information,29 the information 
behavior of birthmothers relinquishing a child for adop-
tion,30 how people experience documents,31 and the lived 
experience of information services work.32

Like grounded theory studies, IPA studies are generally 
not guided by a theory at the outset—existing theory is 
introduced at the interpretation phase.33 However, in this 
study, critical race theory influenced study design.34 As-
sumptions from critical race theory that are embedded in 
the project design include the assertion that race affects the 
experience of RIS for librarians of color and that their voices 
provide critical contributions to an understanding of RIS.

Participants

Once ethics board approval was secured, purposive sam-
pling was used to recruit participants from different ethnic 
groups. Inclusion criteria were designed to recruit par-
ticipants with enough RIS experience to have data to share 
about the phenomenon. Participants must have had at least 
two years of professional RIS experience, RIS as a signifi-
cant part of their job responsibilities, and self-identified as 
a librarian of color.

Potential participants were contacted by email to ask 
them to participate in the study. All the original eight po-
tential participants contacted by the researchers chose to 
participate.

The eight participants included four women and four 
men. The participants self-identified as African American, 
South Asian, and Latinx, and some offered multiple identi-
ties. During the interviews, some participants expressed 
concern about identifying them by gender and ethnic group 
in the report of the study. Because the community is so small, 
some felt that even using a pseudonym that suggested this 
demographic information could compromise their anonym-
ity. Therefore pseudonyms are not used in the paper to better 
protect the anonymity of the participants.

Participants were employed in many environments in-
cluding academic research libraries, community college 
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So people who may have, who may have looked in the 
room and not seen themselves represented . . . come in 
now, because they’re curious about what I’m doing . . . 
I’ve had people tell me, “You know, I’ve always walked 
by this room but I, I’ve never come in.”

They felt that being a librarian of color allowed them to 
relate better with users of color and to serve them better. 
Some of the ideas that participants shared about this rela-
tionship included the following:

 z “an immediate level of comfort”
 z “feel some type of connection with me”
 z “commonality of language, culture . . . just makes that 

connection so much easier”
 z “my skin color allows me to break barriers”
 z “they feel like I understand them, so they are more will-

ing to listen to me”

Participants’ experience of difference also had negative 
aspects, however. Many talked about the added burden of be-
ing a librarian of color. One area of frustration was the expec-
tation that they “represent the entire minority population,” 
often serving on all diversity-related committees and service 
initiatives. Some also mentioned feeling that they had to work 
harder and achieve more than their majority colleagues to, as 
one participant phrased it, “prove that you deserve it.”

In addition, the participants experienced racial micro-
aggressions and discrimination as they provided reference 
service. Some of these experiences were mild, such as “not 
being taken seriously” or dealing with legacy stereotypes. 
One participant provided this perspective:

Because now we’re dealing with a perception of maybe 
who the librarian should be. I feel like that’s still going 
on. That definitely goes on. Some people think you 
shouldn’t have this job possibly. That’s never been 
spoken but that’s an impression I feel. You know? 
’Cause if we think historically, who were librarians. 

Some participants recounted narratives of users explicitly 
rejecting their attempts to provide service in favor of work-
ing with their white colleagues, even when those colleagues 
were paraprofessional staff. Participants did not express 
anger or indignation for the users’ behavior and sometimes 
made excuses for it. However, they were clearly emotion-
ally affected, as in one participant’s comment, “I felt totally 
dismissed.” Another participant reluctantly added, “That 
happens very often.”

Broad Range of Professional Skills

For the participants, the experience of providing reference 
service was multifaceted and characterized by flexibility, 
adaptability, and a broad range of professional skills. Clearly 
they experienced their work as professional work, rather than 

researchers brought unique perspectives to the project: one 
researcher identified racially as African American and the 
other as white. During the analysis process, one researcher 
sometimes commented on data that the other did not. The 
ensuing discussion helped to push the analysis beyond mere 
description, to a higher level of interpretation. Thus the re-
searchers felt that analyzing the data together and taking 
advantage of two different ethnic perspectives was beneficial 
to the project.

RESULTS

Thematic analysis of the data resulted in five themes of the 
experience of RIS for these librarians of color. There was 
an overwhelming sense of uniqueness and difference in these 
participants’ experience of work. Positive aspects of this 
uniqueness included the ability to create special relation-
ships with users of color; negative aspects included diversity 
fatigue and discrimination. For the participants, the expe-
rience of providing reference service was multifaceted and 
characterized by flexibility, adaptability, and a broad range of 
professional skills. The experience of the participants empha-
sized the messiness and beauty of the human interaction that is 
RIS—including positive and negative emotions, attitudes, 
and assumptions for both the librarian and the user. There 
was also a sense that the participants were working in a web 
of outside forces over which the librarians had no control, 
including time and staffing constraints, user behaviors, and 
organizational demands. Finally, learning, growth, and change 
were also an aspect of the participants’ experience of RIS.

Uniqueness and Difference

A theme of uniqueness and difference appears throughout 
the participants’ accounts of RIS. Participants used phrases 
such as “unique,” “only one,” and “set-apartness.” One 
participant described the experience of being a librarian 
of color as “really neat, weird, awkward experience. Be-
ing practically the only one of a very few people of color in 
that institution.” In fact, most participants quantified this 
uniqueness, often stating that they were the “only one” or 
“one of four,” for example, in the profession with his or her 
unique characteristics. Although the study intended to fo-
cus on participants’ experience as librarians of color, most 
of them expressed multiple ways in which they felt unique 
in the library environment. One participant described this 
as “layers of diversity.”

Participants were set apart from their majority colleagues 
in both positive and negative ways. Participants described a 
unique relationship with users of color, observing that their 
presence contributed to a more inclusive atmosphere in the 
library. One participant expressed, “I think there’s a level 
of work that brown and black librarians do inherently, just 
by being present, by showing up, being available.” Another 
participant described the effect of this visible presence:
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Most of the participants talked extensively about RIS as 
an opportunity to provide support and mentoring to users. Par-
ticipants who focused on this aspect of RIS used the words 
“resource” and “role model.” They perceived themselves as 
an “insider”: “one of the things I think that helps me a lot 
as a librarian providing, you know, service, whether to stu-
dents of color otherwise, is that I’m also part of the system.” 
Often this was associated with users of color—participants 
felt that these users may not get this support in other ways 
and wanted to provide it: “So if they can’t get it at home, um, 
I want them to be able to get it from somewhere. . . . So I’m 
hoping that I, I can be that person.” Some of the ways that 
participants provided this kind of support was connecting 
users with other campus resources, helping them to under-
stand things from the professor’s perspective, and helping 
them to feel “comfortable” with their research topics.

One participant described it as “kind of a counselor 
thing.” They found themselves talking with users about their 
personal lives—not something they were completely com-
fortable with. However, they found value in this for two rea-
sons. First, after a discussion with a colleague, they came to 
realize that listening to a young person’s personal problems 
met some sort of need for the user. This personal informa-
tion also helped them to understand users’ challenges with 
using the library. For example, when a student revealed that 
her siblings would take or destroy the books she checked 
out from the library, the participant understood why the 
student only checked out short books that could be read and 
returned quickly. These realizations led the participant to an 
expanded definition of their professional role: “seeing myself 
helping people in other ways outside of my traditional role 
or what I think it is.”

Participants frequently talked about listening as an impor-
tant component of RIS. Said one participant, “it’s the key to 
providing the correct piece of information.” As mentioned 
above, listening might include listening to information that 
the participant did not necessarily want to hear: “They want 
to stay here and talk to me about their personal lives, which I 
don’t hate, but I’m like, am I really helping them?” So the goal 
for listening was to be able to provide the needed informa-
tion as well as to help users feel connected. One participant 
said that listening was important because it “breaks down 
. . . assumptions.”

When participants were probed to talk more about listen-
ing, they described active listening and other behaviors that 
involved more than simply listening to what users said. Lis-
tening included “asking questions” and “using my ears and 
my eyes.” One participant explained, “I’m listening to what 
they’re saying and things they’re not saying. And then plug-
ging in questions . . . and draw more information from them.”

Messiness and Beauty of the Human Interaction

The experience of RIS for these professionals was funda-
mentally a human interaction. This interaction was at times 
messy—fraught with communication challenges, negative 

as merely a job—with professional decision-making and ex-
pertise. Some expressed a preference for the challenging and 
complex questions that made use of their professional educa-
tion. Two examples of this perspective include “if it’s a sort of 
. . . in-depth process that I get to . . . apply more of my, like, 
MLIS type skills . . . then I think that leads, and, and it has a 
positive conclusion, I think that’s a . . . good interaction” and 
“it’s these very complicated searches, whether it’s systematic 
review or med analysis, so that’s exciting because I think it 
really shows them the value of a librarian.”

Most of the participants had worked in various types 
of libraries and valued different kinds of experiences. One 
said, “It’s just a completely different, but I love it. It’s a . . . 
completely different experience but it keeps me on, on my 
toes.” One participant expressed value in working in different 
types of libraries, saying “I think it makes us better librar-
ians in my opinion.”

There was variation between the participants because 
they all drew on different goals for the reference encounter 
and strategies to provide service. This variation resulted in 
a picture of RIS work as multifaceted and flexible. RIS was 
characterized as instruction or helping users learn, as provid-
ing information, and as serving as a role model or mentor.

All the participants described their work as at least par-
tially instruction. For some, instruction was equivalent to RIS. 
One participant stated, “I think in my head it’s not reference. 
It’s teaching someone how to do research. So I consider it 
instruction,” and others phrased it as, “My job is to teach” 
and “I’m an instructor in the reference interaction.” Even for 
participants who did not equate RIS with instruction, the 
instruction component was clear in their descriptions of the 
work as “teaching them how to find the stuff,” “educating 
students or people,” or “I want students to walk away under-
standing how to use the library.”

Although some participants used the word “teaching,” 
the focus seemed to be on user learning. As one participant 
said, “If the gears start turning, then that’s . . . satisfying.” 
Another participant expressed a similar satisfaction when 
they stated, “A good reference interaction, I think it’s . . . that 
they learn information literacy skills.” Some descriptions of 
user learning really focused on working to change how users 
think about their research or library use. This was a common 
thread throughout the participants’ discussions of RIS and 
helps to clarify what they really mean by instruction. One 
participant defined RIS by saying, “it’s changing the way that 
they’re thinking about the question” and “it’s changing the 
paradigm of how they think.” Another described this change 
as “getting them out of that mindset” and another wanted 
them to move to “higher-level thinking.”

In addition to helping users learn and change their think-
ing, some participants also valued efficient information pro-
vision. One participant said, “I see my role as providing . . . 
precise and accurate information . . . it being authoritative 
and also being . . . relevant to their needs.” Another partici-
pant described it as “just trying to get them to what they’re 
looking for.”
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participant: “I will help a student as much as I can with as 
much passion as I have, regardless of the topic. But if I’m not 
comfortable with that student’s behavior or the situation that 
I’m in, I just want to get away as fast as possible.”

This sentiment was echoed by another participant: “I 
don’t feel like I handled it very well, but again, because of 
my own discomfort. . . . I just wanted to cut it short and get 
that person out and away from me.”

Affective experiences could also be positive, however, 
including happiness and excitement. For those who felt posi-
tive emotions, these emotions were often tied to whether the 
librarian felt the interaction was successful. One participant 
noted that a user “walked away very happy and she got the 
help that she needed.” Another talked about helping a user 
locate needed information and followed with “it’s just a . . . 
weird, happy feeling.”

Working in a Web of Outside Forces

The theme of a broad range of professional skills focuses on 
the internal aspects of RIS work, but the participants also 
talked extensively about the challenging context in which 
they tried to practice these skills. Their practice was highly 
affected by many factors beyond their control, giving a sense 
of working in a web of outside forces that created challenges 
and restrictions. Talking about all these factors together, one 
participant said, “Depending on the situation, depending on 
the topic, depending on how many people are waiting for me 
. . . there’s so many things at play.”

Participants talked extensively about the constraints of 
time on their practice. They talked about lines of users and 
users with deadlines, for example. They talked about “inter-
ruptions” and “deadlines” and “triage.” This time constraint 
affected how they delivered RIS. One participant explained, 
“Of course I’m cognizant that if there’s a long line waiting, 
I’m not gonna, ‘Hey, tell me your life story!’ I’ll be more like, 
‘All right, go. Let’s go.’” Another participant explained, “I 
should make this a, a learning moment. But the problem 
I sometimes don’t do that is because, well, again, there are 
time constraints.”

Some participants noted organizational issues that con-
strained their practice. For example, the lack of sufficient 
human resources was a barrier to accomplishing their work. 
Participants used terms such as “understaffed,” “chronically 
short-staffed,” and “spread so thin.” This lack of staffing 
forced them to turn their focus away from ideal, high-quality 
practice: “So we’re thinking about changing that, especially 
with having less staff, we have to be more efficient.” In ad-
dition, participants expressed conflicts between organization 
values and their individual, professional values: “I guess that’s 
the struggle for me is what I feel that I should be doing as 
a professional. And what is expected of me and where that 
meets. And so for me it’s a struggle ’cause sometimes I feel 
like I’m not doing what I was trained or educated to do.”

Some participants indicated that the environment in 
which they worked affected the type of RIS they practiced, 

emotions, and conflicting needs. But it was also beautiful—
with the development of fulfilling relationships, success in 
shared goals, and positive feelings for both the practitioner 
and the user.

Participants were keenly aware of RIS as a relationship 
between two individuals. The development of connection 
and relationship was important, desired, and nurtured. 
One participant emphasized the role of making connections 
as part of their job: “One of the great things about, to me, 
about doing a good reference interview is . . . making that 
further connection.” Some relationships appeared to grow 
out of users having bad experiences with other librarians or 
other service providers. By having good experiences with 
the librarian, the user developed trust in the librarian and 
returned to them when they needed assistance. Participants 
did emphasize that the librarian could still “be effective 
without it having to become this deeper thing” and that 
making a connection and creating a relationship was not 
the same as creating a friendship. One participant made this 
clear when they stated that “it doesn’t mean that we always 
have to be friends and best buddies . . . not that you have to 
be best friends but maybe in your reference interview, get-
ting to know them a little bit.”

The importance of trust and comfort were frequently men-
tioned by participants. Trust was often indicated as a conduit 
for these human interactions and often seen through a user’s 
confidence or belief in the skills of the librarian. One par-
ticipant felt that this trust led to the user being more likely 
to listen to the librarian and felt that the user’s “belief in me 
makes it easier for me to guide them and tell them things. 
Like they feel like I understand them so they are more will-
ing to listen to me.”

As part of building trust, most participants also talked 
of the need to make users feel comfortable within the refer-
ence interaction. One method for making users comfortable 
employed by one participant was humor. Humor was a way 
to break the ice with the user at the beginning of the interac-
tion, and make them comfortable enough to “let their guard 
down.” One participant stated, “If I can get you comfort-
able with humor, I am more than halfway there.” Cultural 
identification was also seen as connected to comfort level. 
One participant reported an “immediate comfort level with 
African American students.”

Emotions were a frequent component of participants’ ac-
counts of experience: negative ones leading to uncomfortable 
and “messy” experiences, positive ones leaning toward the 
“beautiful.” Participants mentioned fear, anger, and frustra-
tion. Fear was also mentioned for users: “A freshman regard-
less of race is going to be fearful of stepping up and asking 
this quote unquote stupid question” and “asking for help is 
really difficult.” Participants mentioned user anger and their 
resulting discomfort: “If any of them ever get angry obvi-
ously it becomes awkward and difficult” and “sometimes 
people are gonna be angry and you don’t even know why.” 
Two of the participants talked about their desire to remove 
themselves from emotionally awkward interactions. Said one 
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Said one participant, “There’s this element of excitement. I’m 
gonna learn something!” Some also were enthusiastic about 
the “surprise” of RIS work: “I kind of like that challenge of 
alright, I’ve got this question you, let’s see what you can do 
with it.” They were also appreciative of the novelty of the 
work: “It’s just, like, all over the place. But it’s . . . very fasci-
nating.” Another participant seemed happy to say, “It’s never 
boring. It never gets boring.”

They expressed “openness” to new things, also described 
as “willing to try anything,” as well as a value for “lifetime 
learning.” Some of the participants also expressed their 
enthusiasm for sharing the experience of learning with the 
user. One participant expressed this as “so we go into this 
mode of discovery together . . . this feeling of passion that 
I’m gonna learn something too and I’m excited about shar-
ing that with you.”

Several talked about how they learn on the job while 
working with users. They learn new resources or techniques, 
and they improve as a librarian because of the interactions 
they have. For one participant, interacting with users was 
perceived as fundamental to professional development: “You 
have to ask questions in order for that librarian to become 
a better librarian. . . . They’re only as knowledgeable as the 
questions that the patrons ask.”

One of the participants talked a lot about the importance 
and pleasure of thinking, adding “I feel like that’s what I’m 
getting paid to do, to think.” Other participants seemed to 
reflect about their work experiences, second-guessing their 
actions and considering that they could have handled some-
thing better or asked more questions. They seem thoughtful 
and reflective about their practice: “I often think to myself 
‘Am I being a good librarian or a bad librarian?’” Some 
participants talked explicitly about how their practice had 
changed over time. One talked about his early career focus 
on “ascertaining what the person needs . . . and then con-
necting them to whatever they need,” but later focusing on 
“chang[ing] the way people think about what questions they 
have,” demonstrating an evolution from meeting a need to 
helping a user think differently. Another participant recount-
ed that he was not performing very well as a librarian until 
a user gave him the advice to ask users how they are doing. 
Once they started making a connection with the users, then 
they felt that their reviews were more positive.

DISCUSSION

Themes of the Experience of RIS 
for Librarians of Color

Studying the experience of RIS work for librarians of color 
reinforces findings from previous studies, and it also con-
tributes new insights into reference work. The findings, 
particularly the theme of a broad range of professional skills, 
support those of earlier studies that revealed a conceptualiza-
tion of RIS work as multifaceted, variable, and demanding.36 

including the types of questions they fielded. Speaking about 
his experience in a special library, one participant said, “I 
don’t answer questions like, you know, ‘Do we have this book 
checked in?’ or ‘Can you hold, request this book from the 
central library?’ I don’t get those questions because there’s 
many layers before they get to me. Whereas [in] a public li-
brary, I’m going to be answering those questions.”

One participant provided a nice summary: “I mean, I 
almost don’t see any similarity in just the way I’m even ap-
proached, the types of questions, the materials . . . It’s just 
completely different.”

Participants’ experience of RIS was also affected by dif-
ferent modes of delivery, such as responding to questions at 
a typical reference desk, providing consultation in their 
offices, or responding to text chat questions online. As an 
example, one participant explained, “The questions that I 
get in chat are more in-depth and more complicated than 
the ones that I get in person. Very rarely do you have actual 
legitimate difficult reference questions in person, or at least 
that’s been my experience. Whereas I’ve gotten several really 
complicated questions online. So it tends to be a lot longer 
. . . each individual interaction tends to be a lot longer.”

Another participant discussed the difference between 
consultations and interactions at the reference desk: “Yeah, 
they usually . . . are longer, they expect me to use my ex-
pertise . . . and I get to focus on that. As opposed to me just 
. . . having to be prepared for any question of any sort. It’s 
in my office, so I’m more comfortable. Cause . . . I kind of 
direct the . . . thing.”

Finally, characteristics of the user or the users’ behavior affect 
the interaction and sometimes prevented participants from 
providing ideal service. In the academic or special librar-
ies, the discipline of the user was noted: “The life sciences 
people, it tends to be very . . . direct and I don’t know if that’s 
because of their discipline. . . . As opposed to a nurse that’ll 
come in and they’ll have more of a narrative discussion about 
what their nursing topic is.”

Some participants mentioned the challenges of commu-
nication or cognitive issues: “Sometimes they don’t express 
themselves well” and, “Because of the disabilities, this per-
son didn’t have the cognitive ability to realize that he was 
being socially inappropriate.” And the users’ level of interest 
in information seeking was mentioned multiple times: “You 
have ones that just want you to, you know, ‘Show me this, 
show me where this book is and, you know, leave me alone.’ 
And then you have others who you have to stay fully engaged 
with until you know they’re fully satisfied with what they 
were asking for.”

Learning, Growth, and Change

A final theme for the experience of RIS for these participants 
is learning, growth and change. Although this theme is less 
critical to their experience than the other themes, it seemed 
to pervade the experience of all the participants. Participants 
frequently expressed enthusiasm for learning and discovery. 
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The focus on role modeling and mentoring likely stems 
from participants explicitly expressed empathy for users 
of color or users who shared similar backgrounds, such as 
upbringing in a low socioeconomic situation or experience 
as a first-time college students. It could be argued that this 
orientation toward RIS is less a characteristic of participants’ 
reference practice and more a characteristic of their ethnic 
identity. However, considering the arguments by Penland, 
Chu, and Overall, as well as the expressed professional de-
sire to support all library users, perhaps this orientation is 
one that all professionals might consider incorporating into 
their practice? Majority librarians might learn additional 
practices by listening to their minority colleagues.

Another perspective with which to interpret this aspect 
of the participants’ practice is their sharing of social capital 

with their users,46 especially those with which they feel a 
kinship due to shared ethnicity or socioeconomic back-
grounds. Participants recognized that, in comparison to us-
ers, and particularly users of color, they had greater access to 
campus or community resources and greater understanding 
of procedures necessary to achieve goals. Of the three forms 
of social capital described by Kao—obligation and responsi-
bilities, information channels, and social norms47—all were 
present in the participants’ accounts of RIS. Social capital has 
been explored as an aspect of library information services, 
for example, as a way to articulate the value of interpersonal 
relationships between librarians and users48 and as a lens for 
exploring liaison librarianship in academic libraries.49 Most 
relevant to the current study are findings that the public 
library plays a role in building social capital, particularly 
among disadvantaged populations.50 More specifically, Var-
heim found that first generation Mexican immigrants to the 
United States who participated in public library services 
and programs had an increased level of social trust,51 an 
important finding due to the low levels of trust experienced 
by first-generation immigrants. The findings of these earlier 
studies support the participants’ sense that building relation-
ships with users who they identify as disadvantaged or new 
to the community or institution is a valuable and effective 
way to contribute to these users’ social capital.

Limitations and Challenges

As with any small qualitative study, these findings are not 
generalizable, but rather transferable. In addition, the find-
ings are the researchers’ interpretations of the participants’ 
interpretation of experience, not a single objective reality, 
although attempts were made to follow rigorous research 
practices. In addition, the study was conducted in the United 
States with its unique ethnic cultural context. Findings may 
not be transferable to other cultural contexts. However, 
future research that explored the commonalities and dif-
ferences between ethnic majority and minority librarians in 
countries outside the United States would provide valuable 
points of comparison and would add a global perspective to 
diversity research in RIS.

Competing conceptualizations of the work—information 
provision, instruction, and relationship-building—were 
identified by this study’s participants. The “messiness and 
beauty of the human interaction theme” reinforces findings 
of previous studies emphasizing the importance of relation-
ships in RIS37 and the significant affective aspects of RIS.38 
Constraints on the reference interaction, particularly that of 
time,39 have been noted in other studies, as has the impor-
tance of lifelong learning and curiosity.40 So there are cer-
tainly commonalities of experience, or perhaps an essence of 
RIS, that is experienced for professionals regardless of racial 
or ethnic identity.

However, specifically studying librarians of color re-
vealed some aspects of experience that did not surface in 
earlier studies of the experience of RIS. There seem to be 
aspects of RIS that are unique for librarians of color. This 
unique experience reinforces the findings of earlier studies 
that library work for librarians of color is different from that 
of their majority colleagues.41 Participants may be asked to 
take on duties that focus on their ethnic identity, rather than 
their information science expertise, such as chairing a diver-
sity committee, selecting reference materials, or providing 
liaison services in subject areas that reflect their perceived 
ethnic identity, such as urban literature or Asian studies. 
In addition, some of the librarians of color recounted nar-
ratives of discrimination by users at the reference service 
point and all recounted moments of questioning whether 
they had just experienced racism or not. Brook, Ellenwood, 
and Lazzaro have argued that racism is inherent in RIS pro-
fessional practices.42 While this racism is not explicit, com-
monly accepted RIS practices are orientated toward a White 
majority interpretation of, for example, approachability or 
professionalism, thus providing a subtle reinforcement of the 
majority viewpoint and rejection of other definitions of ap-
proachability and professionalism. Although not specifically 
focused on racism, Doherty has also questioned the power 
relationship between professional and user. He advocates 
framing this interaction as a reference “dialogue” instead of 
a reference “interview.”43

Finally, the findings reveal a unique perspective on RIS 
not surfaced in previous studies. These participants empha-
sized the role model or insider orientation toward RIS and 
the emphasis on trust and comfort in the reference interac-
tion. While these perspectives are not completely absent in 
the findings of other studies and would likely not be objected 
to by majority librarians, they have not been emphasized in 
models and frameworks for RIS. The role of the librarian as 
role model, insider, or counselor is certainly not new to li-
brarianship. Penland drew on student affairs theory to devel-
op an approach called counselor librarianship; however, this 
approach has received little attention in subsequent studies 
and discussion of RIS.44 More recently, Chu and Overall have 
called for more culturally responsive service that focuses 
on care and user self-empowerment. However, these calls 
tended to remain part of the diversity literature and have not 
become part of mainstream discussions of RIS.45
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that should be included with the more traditional orienta-
tions of information provision, instruction, and relationship-
building.

Issues raised by the study can help colleagues and man-
agers working with librarians of color better understand the 
work experiences of these librarians. These librarians may be 
dealing with negative experiences, such as microaggressions 
and discrimination. Participants in the study specifically 
expressed concern about how responsibilities were assigned 
and increased expectations. But some also expressed appre-
ciation for supportive behaviors from majority colleagues 
and mentoring from other minority colleagues, emphasizing 
the positive role that colleagues could play in the experiences 
of these librarians. Finally, the study can be a springboard for 
discussion in professional education about the challenges for 
and contributions of our diverse community of professionals.

Further Research

The findings suggest that the relationship between a user’s 
ethnic identity and that of the librarian is a concern to 
explore in more depth. This concept, called “racial/ethnic 
matching” has been studied in the workplace in general;53 
it has also been studied in specific professions, such as 
teaching and counseling.54 Participants indicated that their 
interaction with users from a similar ethnic background was 
different from their interaction with users from dissimilar 
backgrounds. Bonnet and McAlexander found differences 
in perception of approachability of a librarian depending 
on the ethnic group of the user and the librarian.55 Thus the 
concept of racial/ethnic matching in the reference interaction 
merits further study. It raises the concern of how to address 
a user’s desire for an ethnically matched librarian when the 
diversity in the profession is so limited.

This study focused on ethnic identity, but participants 
clearly demonstrated intersectionality—identifying in mul-
tiple ways related to race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. 
Intersectionality has not been studied in relation to provi-
sion of reference and information service or information 
behavior, in general, although it has been studied in relation 
to knowledge organization.56 Ettarh argued that a focus on 
ethnic identity, rather than intersectionality, is limiting the 
profession’s response to its lack of diversity and provides 
suggestions for developing an intersectional perspective.57 
Future research should explore the influence of these other 
identities and the effects of intersectionality on the reference 
interaction.

CONCLUSION

The findings of this study offer a conceptualization of RIS 
work that is complicated, diverse, and ever-changing. In the 
last few decades, developments in information technology 
have empowered users to independently search for, locate 
and use information. Unfortunately, this empowerment has 

A disappointment to the researchers and a clear limita-
tion to the study is the lack of any Native American par-
ticipants. During the recruitment process, the researchers 
intended to include this group, but did not locate librarians 
with significant RIS responsibilities who publicly identified 
this way. In subsequent presentations, librarians who iden-
tify as Native American have approached the researchers and 
offered to participate in future studies, so future research 
may want to specifically concentrate on this group. In addi-
tion, the focus on racial or ethnic identity, as opposed to the 
multiple identities expressed by the participants, at times 
seemed like a forced category and does not address the issue 
of intersectionality and its effect on RIS.

It should be noted that the small number of minority 
librarians and their relative exposure in the profession put 
these participants at greater risk for conflicts of anonym-
ity. Potential participants’ discomfort about possibly be-
ing identified may make them less willing to speak about 
their experiences. This reluctance is also compounded by 
research fatigue52—potential participants’ feeling that they 
are constantly being targeted for research. This will continue 
to be an issue for small, qualitative studies with librarians 
from diverse groups, and researchers need to consider this 
in study design.

There were important data collected during the interview 
process that were not analyzed for the study. In discussing 
their careers and worklife, participants often shared data 
that were not relevant to the RIS-focused aim of the study. 
They talked about the importance of mentors and their ob-
ligation to serve as mentors to other librarians of color, and 
about organizational issues related to discrimination and 
microaggressions as well as user service and the political 
and socioeconomic issues in libraries. Although these data 
seemed important and valuable, it was only analyzed if it 
related in some way to RIS. This created a mild ethical chal-
lenge for the researchers—participants spent significant time 
and shared intimate and sometimes emotional narratives, 
generating data that might never be used.

Implications

Issues raised by the results have implications for librarian 
research, practice, and professional education. Reaching 
out specifically to parts of the RIS community that have not 
been heard results in an enhanced understanding of RIS and 
supports the value of deliberate inclusion of diverse voices 
in library and information science research. The results of 
the study indicate that listening to the voices of librarians 
that are underrepresented in the profession adds nuance to 
the existing understanding of RIS from the practitioner per-
spective. While the experience of RIS for these participants 
was similar in some ways to those of majority librarians, as 
revealed in earlier studies, the experience of RIS was also 
interpreted differently by these participants. Serving as a 
role model or mentor was clearly important for this group 
and this may be an orientation toward reference practice 
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provided a false impression that professionals with expertise 
in information retrieval and information behavior are no 
longer necessary. Professionals, as well as professional educa-
tion programs, struggle to combat this impression. Findings 
from studies like this one, that investigate and articulate the 
actual work that information professionals do, paint a pic-
ture of the work that requires multifaceted expertise and is 
in demand by users.

Another critical challenge for the profession is the lack 
of ethnic diversity among librarians. This lack of diversity 
creates a homogenous “face” for the profession, but also lim-
its unique perspectives that can come from diverse cultures 
and diverse perspectives on the world. Until this situation 
improves, the profession must be proactive about surfacing 
the perspectives of diverse professionals within it. By focus-
ing specifically on librarians from underrepresented ethnic 
groups, this study surfaced aspects of RIS work that have 
not been widely discussed. These aspects can contribute 
to an inclusive conceptualization of RIS that represents the 
perspectives of all professionals.
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