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Introducing myself – and Sheffield



1. The importance of ‘the human side’
2. Understanding the public library staff profile 

and its implications
3. What is (professional) empathy, and why is it 

important to public librarianship?
4. Testing and developing empathy

What I will talk about today



1. The importance of 
‘the human side’



‘Every LIS program realizes the vitality and ubiquity of 
technology and offers core technology courses, despite the 
fact that not every LIS graduate will end up in a highly 
technology-saturated environment. At the same time, 
practically every LIS graduate will work in a diverse setting 
with diverse community members, regardless of the type of 
library or information technology (IT) setting.’ (Dali and Caidi, 
2021, pp.14-15)

‘…after two decades of LIS teaching and research, the 
author…agrees with Dali and Caidi that our discipline may 
have somewhat lost its focus on the human, in favour of 
systems.’ (Birdi, 2022, p.92)

For now, let’s focus on 
the human, not the systems…



2. Understanding the 
public library staff profile 
and its implications 
– a UK example



The perceptions: 

‘Librarianship has long been a profession dominated by women, 
specifically white women.’ (Cooke, 2017, p.3)

‘As a profession, we’re approximately 90% cardigan.’ (Senior male LIS 
professional, CILIP panel meeting, 2018)

‘[Asked whether the homogenous LIS workforce had implications for 
the delivery of socially inclusive services] I’m inclined to say yes it 
should, but I’m not so sure in practice, as long as the white, middle-
aged women are open minded and good at their job.’ (Birdi, Wilson 
& Mansoor, 2012)

Gender, ethnicity, stereotypes, leadership…

This is what some people think that 
library staff in the UK look like…



The data:
• Women dominate the workforce 

(78.1% female, 50.1% in the UK 
workforce as a whole)

• Men in the sector earn more than 
women (the percentage of males 
in senior mgt roles almost double 
that of females (10.2% - 5.9%)

• 96.7% of the workforce identify 
as ‘white’ compared to 87.5% 
identifying as ‘white’ in UK 
Labour Force Survey statistics

https://www.cilip.org.uk/page/Workforcesurvey/

…so how does this profile compare to 
Canada’s? 



‘Library services are not one-size-fits-all, rather libraries should be as 
flexible, accommodating, and as diverse as our communities…libraries 
should be able to meet their communities where they are, instead of 
offering a prepared slate of services and resources deemed suitable for 
them.’ 

‘Librarians are champions of equitable access to materials and 
information, and…they have a legal obligation to provide service 
without discrimination based on class, race, gender, sexuality, 
religion, or other defining social or physical characteristics.’ 

Cooke, N. (2017). Information services to diverse populations, pp.1-2. 

Libraries are not ‘one-size-fits-all’ –
but they must try to ‘fit all’



3. What is (professional) 
empathy, and why is it 
important to public 
librarianship?



What is empathy, 
and why is it important? 

Empathy: The power of projecting one's personality 
into (and so fully comprehending) the object of 
contemplation. (OED, 2022)



What is empathy, and 
why is it important? (2)

Levenson & Ruef (1992) identified 
three different qualities of empathy: 

1. knowing what another person 
is feeling

2. feeling what another is feeling
3. responding compassionately to 

another person’s distress. 

A useful definition in seeking to define and 
deconstruct the concept of empathy 
within a professional service context. 



What is empathy, and 
why is it important? (3)

• ‘The five largest distinct Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) communities could 
potentially double from 8 million people or 14% of the population to 
between 20-30% by the middle of the century.’ (Migrants Rights Network 
Weekly Migration News, 6 May 2014) 
https://policyexchange.org.uk/publication/a-portrait-of-modern-britain/

• One in three people describe themselves as very or a little racially 
prejudiced. One has to wonder what effect feelings like this have –
particularly covert ones – as we all go about our daily lives.

• And how does it affect children who grow up with certain negative 
stereotypes built on such prejudices? Prejudices like black boys seen as 
troublesome or less smart, or girls not seen as beautiful because they don't 
conform to white norms. Racism is still alive and kicking… (Rollock, 2014) 
http://theconversation.com/the-racism-talk-how-black-middle-class-
parents-are-warning-their-children-33221 

https://policyexchange.org.uk/publication/a-portrait-of-modern-britain/
http://theconversation.com/the-racism-talk-how-black-middle-class-parents-are-warning-their-children-33221


Empathy in the workplace

Empathy frequently associated 
with the medical professions –
used to foster a mutual 
relationship based on openness, 
trust, confidence

‘A core skill which applies to all 
helping functions’ (Shulman, 1979) –
public library staff



Empathy research (Birdi & Wilson) 

Research aim: To investigate public library staff 
attitudes towards social inclusion policy and 
disadvantaged groups in society, testing the 
relationships between the social, cultural and 
professional background of the staff and their 
capacity to make an effective, empathic contribution 
to social inclusion objectives.



Our reasons to conduct the research:
would they be the same for you?

Staff as key stakeholders - overlooked

Public libraries and social impact research – gaps 
identified

Political relevance – (former UK) government 
approach to addressing social exclusion

Inspired & motivated by own experience of research 
with public library staff – observations made



Findings theme 1: 
Skills, partnerships & professional identity

‘Generic skills base’ for staff working with socially 
excluded groups: communication skills, enthusiasm, 
‘outgoing’ personality, etc. 

Benefits of working in partnership widely 
acknowledged:  skills, knowledge & experience of other 
sectors,  invaluable use of other networks to target new 
user groups/communities

The use of volunteers from community groups: 
important in facilitating genuinely empathic library 
services that are relevant and responsive to actual 
community and user needs.



gfdgfgf Findings theme 2: Empathy

 Public library staff culturally homogenous: sample 
predominantly female, White British, middle-aged, middle 
class (felt to be a fair representation of the occupational 
group)

 Staff cultural profiles felt by many to be irrelevant:  but a 
direct correlation between effective staff performance 
(related to empathy) and living/working in the same 
community. 

 Differentiation between staff with a ‘natural aptitude’ 
(intuitive empathy) for working with excluded groups and 
those without: in a culturally homogenous workforce, levels 
of ‘learned’ (cognitive) empathy appear to be higher. 



Findings theme 3: Social justice

 50%+ of survey respondents ‘partly aware’ of national social 
exclusion policy and debate: qualitative data suggests that 
awareness is considerably lower. 

 The role of, and need for, effective training is a priority :  
some dissatisfaction with ‘outdated’ training methods within 
local authorities, some significant benefits of external 
‘tailored training’. 

 The impact of local government culture & political objectives  
is putting a strain on the traditional ideology of ‘community 
librarianship’: social inclusion objectives inter-linked with 
‘quick-fix’ and ‘tick box’ approaches.



Our recommendations: 
could they apply to the libraries you work in? 

1. Redefining public library roles & services – service objectives 
should be explicitly related to individual areas of social policy, 
one-size-fits-all approach inappropriate.

2. External partners and service networks – Partnership delivery 
should be extended and sustained; an opportunity provided for 
others to learn. 

3. Staff recruitment and selection – recruitment from other 
sectors; cultural representation not only related to ethnicity. 

4. Internal communication and staff support systems – A more 
inclusive approach should be developed to service planning. 

5. Staff training and development – More effort made to provide 
relevant training and information  on social exclusion. 



4. Testing and 
developing empathy



Testing empathy: resources

1. IAT (Implicit Association Test), 
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/

- e.g. Sexuality, Gender, Race, Skin-tone, etc. 

2. IPIP (International Personality Item Pool), 
http://ipip.ori.org/ - go to ‘All IPIP Scales’, several scales listed 
under ‘empathy’.

3. Empathy measures to measure individual, societal & 
professional empathy (Birdi, Wilson and Tso, 2009)

https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/
http://ipip.ori.org/


Developing empathy: 
diversity training (thanks to Mostafa Syed)

 Diversity training (DT) needs strong management 
support and trainers with conviction

 DT is geared towards reducing workplace conflict in 
order to avoid legal/productivity issues

 DT often involves only half-day sessions (one-off) 
that have little long-term impact

 Resentment is felt towards DT due to negative 
emotional arousal

 Little genuine feedback provided to measure overall 
effectiveness of DT. 



A model of diversity training 
(thanks to Mostafa Syed)

 A combination of informal and formal training
 Informal training may incorporate the contact 

hypothesis (Allport, 1954)

 Meeting those from other cultures and 
appreciating them on a personal level.

 Formal training may involve facts about the 
culture, such as the underlying philosophy behind 
a culture and things to watch out for to avoid 
offence.



Developing empathy

1. Role play, perspective-taking - attempting to read a situation 
from another’s point of view, e.g. joining a library with language 
difficulties. [See McDougall, 2005]

2. Case studies – inviting people from other communities to talk to 
colleagues, to understand life ‘in their shoes’, could involve community 
user groups.  

3. ‘Minority writing’ to increase intercultural 
understanding – read & discuss in a non-threatening environment. 
[See Toyne & Usherwood, 2001, Birdi & Syed, 2011] 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/White-Teeth-Zadie-Smith/dp/0141803460/ref=sr_1_8?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1266359448&sr=8-8
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Life-isnt-All-Ha-Hee/dp/0552999520/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1266359630&sr=1-1
http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/images/0552555703/ref=dp_image_0?ie=UTF8&n=266239&s=books
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Midnights-Children-Vintage-Booker-Rushdie/dp/0099535092/ref=sr_1_3?ie=UTF8&s=books&qid=1266359481&sr=8-3


Any questions?
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