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Reframing Organizational Practices through 
a Justice Lens: A Study on the Experiences of 
Racialized Librarians in Academic Libraries

Silvia Si Wing Vong, Elaina Norlin, and Allan Cho*

Organizational practices contribute to the workplace culture which can impact the 
experiences of racialized and Indigenous academic librarians. This study examines 
organizational practices (e.g., salary, workload, performance reviews, professional 
development funds) where perceptions of unfairness and inequity may emerge in 
Canadian and American academic libraries. In addition, the study examines how hu-
man resources or management practices may support equity or reinforce inequitable 
policies and procedures. The survey included closed and open questions. The open 
responses were coded and analyzed to identify themes related to organizational 
justice (i.e., distributive, procedural, interactional, and informational). By identifying 
problematic practices, we can find ways to counter and redress issues in organizational 
policies and practices to ensure the retention of racialized and Indigenous librarians.

Introduction
Organizational policies and practices may create sites of unfairness or inequity depending on 
the institution and management. As academic libraries take on equity language, it is impor-
tant to implement it and ensure that fairness and equity become embedded in organizational 
practices in outcomes, procedures, treatment, and information sharing. This study examines 
organizational practices in academic libraries through the organizational justice lens. Recent 
literature has identified practices in academic libraries that impact racialized† and Indigenous 
librarians, such as:

•	 Salary (Li, 2021; Galbraith et al., 2018)
•	 Workload (Doan, 2022; Anantachai & Chesley, 2018)
•	 Performance Reviews (Oates, 2023; Caragher & Bryant, 2023)
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•	 Professional Development (Oates, 2023; Leftwich et al., 2022; Lopez, 2022; Shearer & 
Chiewphasa, 2022)

•	 Human Resources (Kendrick & Damasco, 2019)
•	 Management (Guss et al., 2023; Kendrick & Damasco, 2019; Riley-Reid, 2017; Alabi, 2015; 

Kumaran, 2015; Walker, 2015
It is important to examine how librarians perceive fairness and equity in organizations as it can 
impact the retention of racialized and Indigenous librarians. Hoang et al. (2022) examined the 
importance of equity in practice for retaining public workers and found that “[i]nclusive leader-
ship practices increase the perception of organizational justice among women and BIPOC, mak-
ing them feel valued as members of the organization and not mere ‘tokens’” (p. 537). Recently, 
Caragher and Bryant (2023) published a study exploring perceptions of hiring, retaining, and 
promoting by Black and non-Black library workers. They observe that “[p]articipants experienced 
hostile work environments as high turnover of BIPOC employees, being targeted at work, being 
denied promotions, and interacting with coworkers who deny the reality of racism” (2023, p. 
155). The study focuses on understanding the experiences of racialized and Indigenous librarians 
through the organizational justice lens where perceptions of fairness and equity are important. 
The study centers the participants as experts in their own experiences and environment. Thus, 
a racialized or Indigenous participant sharing their perception of an organizational process that 
was unfair and inequitable holds weight rather than comparing their experience with different 
groups to verify the unfairness and inequity. The reason is that organizational justice focuses on 
the perception of fairness and equity as it is linked to employee retention and job satisfaction.

Fairness, Equity, and Justice
The article uses the terms fairness, equity, and justice throughout. The term justice is too broad 
and requires specificity (e.g., social justice, legal justice). Any use of the term “justice” in the 
article refers to the term organizational justice. The term, “fairness” is “a global perception of 
appropriateness—a perception that tends to lie theoretically downstream of justice” (Colquitt 
& Zipay, 2015, p. 76). “Fairness” and “equity” are often utilized together in organizational 
justice research, not interchangeably. Moreover, equity involves relational comparisons and 
may involve actual equity or perceived equity (Polk, 2022). For example, a librarian who has a 
liaison subject area with a high student full-time equivalent (FTE) may perceive unfairness in 
workload if there is another librarian who has only one liaison subject area with a low student 
FTE. A manager may assign a few more subject areas to the librarian with the subject area 
with low student FTE to balance the workload. Alternatively, the manager may also assign 
more committee work to the librarian with the lower FTE subject area to make the workload 
equitable; this is actual equity. Perceived equity is a librarian’s perception of equity; the librar-
ian with the higher student FTE subject area may perceive equity if the workload distribution 
based on FTE is fair.

Organizational Justice
There is no shortage of literature on the impact of workplace culture in retaining faculty, and 
staff in higher education. More recent literature continues to reiterate the need to transform and 
change workplace cultures that exclude or create inequitable working environments (Brewster 
et al., 2022; Sood et al., 2021; Alsulami & Sherwood, 2020; Vassie et al., 2020; Pifer et al., 2019; 
Griffith & Dasgupta, 2018). Racialized and Indigenous librarians face more challenges in pre-
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dominantly white institutions, from navigating spaces to experiencing microaggressions, to 
name a few (Jennings & Kinzer, 2022). Organizational justice allows institutions to examine 
how employees experience equity/inequity through outcomes, procedures, interactions, and 
information/decision-sharing with human resources and management. Organizational justice 
draws from equity theory from the organizational studies lens. Adams (1963, 1976) is often 
credited with the forming of equity theory in the social psychology field. Equity theory from 
the management and organizational studies field drew on equity theory to study the positive 
impact of employee perceptions of equity (Pritchard, 1969; Leventhal, 1980) as well as the 
impact of equitable treatment (Carrell & Dittrich, 1978). Over time, the organizational studies 
literature formed new concepts rooted in equity theory to explore equity in the workplace, 
such as gender equity. Greenberg (1987, 1990) identified the need to examine organizational 
justice to understand ways in which organizations either create equitable work environments, 
or reinforce inequity in outcomes, procedures, interactions, or information/decision-sharing. 
Greenberg (1990) draws on research in education, justice systems, and government workplaces 
to identify four forms of organizational justice (i.e., distributive, procedural, interactional, 
informational) that contribute to job satisfaction, engagement, and retention of employees. 
However, interactional justice has expanded to differentiate between interpersonal justice 
(Wiseman & Stillwell, 2022), which involves the treatment of employees and informational 
justice, as well as the sharing of information and/or decision-making processes (see Table 1). 
This study uses the term, interpersonal justice. However, past literature uses the term inter-
actional, thus there may be a reference to this past term.

The purpose of the study is twofold: to identify where sites of unfairness and inequity 
may emerge in an academic library for racialized and Indigenous librarians, and to identify 
how fairness and equity are experienced by racialized and Indigenous librarians. From the 
organizational justice lens, the experience of the employees is centered and given weight 
when examining the different forms of organizational justice. By understanding what forms 
of organizational justice or injustices emerge in the areas of salary, workload, performance 

TABLE 1
Definitions and Examples of the Four Forms of Organizational Justice

Organizational Justice Definition Example
Distributive Justice Fairness in outcomes My salary is on par with industry standards 

and is comparable to my peers with similar 
education and experience.

Procedural Justice Fairness of procedures The institutional process for requesting a raise 
is clearly outlined in employee handbook and 
followed by management.

Interpersonal Justice Fairness in treatment My manager listened to me when discussing 
my request for a pay raise and encouraged me 
to apply for it.

Informational Justice Inclusion in information 
sharing and/or shared 
decision-making

When I applied for the job, the job posting had 
a salary range for the different librarian levels 
for the position.

Source: (Wiseman & Stillwell, 2022; Colquitt et al., 2005; Greenberg, 1990)
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reviews, and professional development, managers can reflect on their own organization’s 
practices to ensure fairness and equity. In addition, human resources and management are 
key groups that reinforce or reproduce practices.

Though unfairness and inequity may exist in different ways for non-racialized librarians 
in an organization, it is important to give space and attention to the experiences of racialized 
and Indigenous librarians to move away from race-neutral approaches that diminish, or render, 
racialized or Indigenous experiences invisible. One of the major criticisms of organizational 
studies and critical management literature is that often the literature takes a race neutrality 
approach. Ray writes that “mainstream organizational theory typically sees organizational 
formation, hierarchies, and processes as race-neutral and operationalizes race as a personal 
identity” (2019, p. 26).

Literature Review
Some literature discussing the retention of racialized and Indigenous librarians identified 
institutional processes and barriers related to navigation, as well as information on those 
processes emerged in the literature. Programming and institutional processes were dominant 
in the literature. Management-related issues, such as workplace culture related to job satisfac-
tion, emerged in some studies. A few studies included human resources (HR) and identified 
HR as a significant influence in creating a negative or positive workplace culture.

Organizational Justice in Higher Education Literature
Most of the organizational justice in higher education literature comes from higher education 
leadership or administration journals. Some studies in the higher education literature (Guh et 
al., 2013; Donglong et al., 2020) cite Niehoff and Moorman’s (1993) study’s instrument with 
multiple items related to distributive, procedural, and interactional justice in the context of 
a movie theatre. The study hypothesized the importance that managerial monitoring plays 
in the role of organizational justice. They found that informal discussions through conversa-
tions between the manager and staff about their work had a positive impact on interactional 
justice; however, procedural justice had a huge impact in a rule-governed organization. Guh 
et al. (2013) used Niehoff and Moorman’s (1993) questionnaire instrument to conduct a study 
on organizational justice—in connection with organizational citizenship—with faculty from 
private and public Taiwan universities. They found that institutions that ensured distributive, 
procedural, and interactional justice resulted in an affective commitment to the organization 
and institutional trust. Donglong et al. (2020) used a questionnaire to survey faculty on their 
experiences with distributive, procedural, and interactional justice; the study drew connec-
tions between organizational justice and the organizational commitment of faculty members. 
They found that faculty “performed more extra-role behaviours when they felt that there 
was more fairness in organizational decision-making procedures (procedural justice) and in 
relationships with other people (interactional justice), but distributive justice did not have an 
effect on their extra-role behaviors” (p. 177).

Other studies focus on select forms of organizational justice, typically distributive and 
procedural. For example, Gravett and Anderson (2020) surveyed faculty with closed and open 
questions and conducted a document analysis to examine how procedural justice impacts 
faculty in dispute resolution. The study found that the faculty’s lack of knowledge and lack 
of engagement due to the institution’s lack of information sharing on institutional procedures 
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led to procedural injustices and faculty who “suffer in silence.” O’Connell et al. (2021) took a 
mixed methods approach, utilizing both a survey and interviews to examine faculty members’ 
experiences with distributive and procedural justice related to performance metrics. They 
found that “[m]ethods of performance monitoring and performance consequences associated 
with teaching metrics tended to be located at management level with respondents generally 
providing lower evaluations of both procedural and distributive justice” (p. 558). Finally, 
Bloch et al. (2022) drew on O’Connell et al.’s (2021) study to examine how faculty perceived 
distributive and procedural justice with research and teaching performance evaluation in 
English and German universities. The study focused on the use of metrics and collecting data 
via survey. They found that “[p]erceptions of procedural justice were based on the extent that 
respondents perceived the procedures by which metrics were applied were clearly commu-
nicated and context-sensitive” (p. 774).

Though the focus on specific justices and institutional practice helps provide more detail 
in certain areas, it is important to consider interactional and informational forms of justice, 
as they may relate and connect to the outcomes (distributive) and institutional processes 
(procedural). Judge and Colquitt (2004) conducted a Likert scale study with items related 
to distributive, procedural, interactional, and informational justice. They found connections 
between specific organizational justice, writing that “procedural and interactional justice were 
the primary drivers of justice effects, as only they had unique effects on stress perceptions. 
The strong effects for procedural justice are consistent with theories that link the variable with 
uncertainty and control” (p. 401). The study helped provide linkages between the different 
forms of organizational justice and faculty experiences with stress.

Some studies examined organizational justice as a general concept rather than identifying 
specific forms. Güven and Güven (2020) conducted semi-structured interviews with lectur-
ers who identified as female to understand their perception of organizational justice. Their 
results found that the lecturers perceived justice as looking different for different groups, and 
that they saw value in organizational justice. It is important to note that the study did not 
identify specific forms of organizational justice and were focused on the general concept of 
organizational justice. Khan et al. (2021) examine organizational justice related to leadership 
styles using a survey instrument with faculty. They found that organizational justice mediated 
leadership styles and employee performance. Nyunt et al. (2022) found, in interviews with 
faculty regarding tenure and organizational justice, that inconsistencies and lack of clarity in 
tenure criteria and managerial behaviors also contributed to inequity and unfair conditions, 
such as favoritism for other faculty. Different forms of justice helped to identify specific areas 
of issues and organizational injustices.

Overall, there has been a lack of consistency in how researchers have explored the topic of 
organizational justice. The higher education literature suggests that universities are a unique 
environment due to the dichotomy of autonomy and governance. Academic librarians situated 
in this environment also experience this duality; however, it is important to note that aca-
demic librarians do not always experience the same structures as faculty. For example, faculty 
may—in their collective agreements via the faculty association/union and contracts—have 
percentages for research, teaching, and service. Academic librarians may have no percentages 
or different percentages, depending on their role. Thus, it is worth exploring how academic 
librarians navigate institutional practices and identifying where issues with different forms 
of organizational justice may emerge in an academic library.
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Organizational Justice in LIS Literature
The literature on organizational justice, both for academic and public libraries, is limited. 
Studies on the topic use closed-ended questions and conduct a quantitative analysis to draw 
connections between library employee satisfaction or turnover intention to organizational 
justice. Though, many of the questions focus on the perception of fairness in outcomes, pro-
cedures, interactional or interactional and informational. Shan et al. (2015) used Greenberg’s 
(1990) three forms of organizational justice—distributive, procedural, and interactional—to 
examine employee job performance in academic libraries in Pakistan. They found that inter-
actional justice concerning manager relations had a significant impact on employee perfor-
mance, and emphasized the importance placed on respect and truthfulness. The study used 
closed questions, which meant that respondents could not elaborate on their own experiences 
and emphasized managerial relations. Jahangiri et al. (2020) connected the quality of work 
life with organizational justice, studying employees in public libraries in Iran, and modeling 
their questionnaires on previous studies from the 1970s and 1990s. They identified, through a 
Likert scale, that distributive justice (i.e., the perception of fairness in outcomes) had a strong 
impact on the librarians’ perception of the quality of their work life. Matteson et al. (2021) 
used recently expanded forms of organizational justice, interpersonal and informational justice 
and a Likert scale related to each form of justice. Most of the participants in their study were 
in public service roles. Using a deductive reasoning approach, the results of their study con-
firmed that measures of perceptions of organizational justice include organizational support, 
job autonomy, and job feedback. Deborah and Eunice (2022) studied organizational justice and 
the turnover intentions of academic librarians in Southwest Nigeria. They used a structured 
questionnaire with a Likert scale and drew on more recent forms of organizational justice to 
expand interactional justice to interpersonal justice and informational justice. They found that 
all forms of organizational justice impacted librarians’ intentions to leave the organization.

Quantitative data can both provide a large-picture view of issues and measure the signifi-
cance of each form of justice; however, without qualitative responses, it is difficult to identify 
specific areas in practices that impact academic librarians. Open responses allow participants 
to expand and further explain their responses. For example, when examining procedural jus-
tice, allowing open responses to explain what part of the procedures in an organization are 
unfair allows for specific redress. More importantly, to properly engage with the concept of 
justice, the voices of those experiencing unfairness and inequity must be allowed to express 
and share their experiences, not only those experiencing fairness and equity. Scheyett (2021) 
writes, “For justice to occur, all voices must be heard. For justice to occur, all voices must be 
free to speak their truth. For justice to occur, we must attend to all voices” (p. 5). Thus, this 
study included open questions to allow for space for participants to provide context and share 
their experiences. Moreover, the study aims to contribute specifics about what practices were 
perceived to be equitable or inequitable.

Methodology
Data Collection
This study’s 20-question survey included both closed responses (i.e., yes, no, unsure) and open 
responses (i.e., space given for description or explanation). The open questions prompted re-
spondents to describe their experiences on with various organizational policies or procedures. 
While 154 people accessed the survey, only 111 responses were usable and fully completed. 
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The initial intention was to conduct follow-up interviews with survey respondents who vol-
unteered to participate. However, an analysis of the interview data revealed a theme related 
to cultural or identity taxation and the experience of racialized labor (Joseph & Hirshfield, 
2023; Padilla, 1994). This topic deserved additional attention; therefore, the interview data 
was removed and analyzed separately under different themes. Survey questions asked re-
spondents for demographic data regarding career status (e.g., early, middle to late), race and 
ethnicity, as well as any other intersecting identities they felt impacted their experiences as a 
professional librarian. In addition, the survey included questions regarding the areas of man-
agement, human resources, salary negotiation, workload assignment, performance reviews, 
and professional development.

Identity-related questions typically have closed responses; however, we felt it was im-
portant for participants to be able to self-identify. Covarubbias et al. (2018), using a Critical 
Race Theory lens, emphasize that “[d]ominant analyses of quantitative data can lose sight of 
the fact that numbers are simply symbols representing reality. These abstractions, and their 
subsequent manipulation, can be restrictive for other types of contextualization and meaning-
making of those numbers” (p. 143). Thus, we left identity questions open. Our approach may 
not be in line with dominant quantitative approaches and may be seen as more challenging 
to analyze, due to varying answers regarding race and/or ethnicity; however, the purpose 
of the study was to examine inequitable organizational practices as identified by racialized 
librarians. If a group/groups with intersecting identities emerged, that finding would help 
understand the layered experiences of the participant.

Participants
Racialized or BIPOC librarians continue to be under-represented in libraries. Hulbert and 
Kendrick (2023) working with multiple datasets share in an S+R Ithaka report that “the data 
do confirm that the vast majority of librarians are white and that the racial and ethnic makeup 
in the field has changed little over the past decade … and in the case of Black librarians, 
there has been a steady decline since 2018” (p. 7). According to the report, in 2022, 81.31% of 
employed librarians identified as white, while 6.76% identified as Black, 0.46% identified as 
American Indian, Alaska Native, 3.16% identified as Asian, 6.95% identified as Hispanic, and 
1.35% identified as multi-racial. The report noted that data is not completely up to date and 
includes librarians from different types of libraries; the data drew on ALA member data as well.

In Canada, the data on visible minority and Indigenous librarians is limited and out of 
date. A 2018 census of Canadian Academic Librarians by the Canadian Association of Profes-
sional Academic Librarians showed that close to 90% of respondents identified as white only 
(Revitt et al., 2019), despite the increase of visible minority people in Canada since the 1980s 
and the projected increase into 2036 (Williams et al., 2022). Kumaran and Cai (2015) likewise 
conducted a national survey of visible minorities and noted the lack of representation in the 
Canadian library profession. The term visible minorities excludes Indigenous peoples and 
continues to be used in Canadian government documents and census. In addition, some pro-
vincial human rights commission acknowledges the terminology to be out of date (Ontario 
Human Rights Commission, 2017).

Due to the lack of representation of racialized and Indigenous librarians in the U.S. and 
Canada, we expected that the number of participants from the intended population for our 
study would be small compared to those studies which include librarians who identify as 
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white. To increase the pool of participants which, in turn, helps maintain participant privacy 
and confidentiality, we surveyed both U.S. and Canadian libraries. In addition, it was important 
to gather as much data as possible to better understand how fairness and equity play out in 
academia, given the research on inequity and racialized and Indigenous academic librarians 
(Carragher & Bryant, 2023; Brook et al., 2015; Damasco & Hodges, 2012).

Ethics and Consent
The research study received research ethics approval at the University of Toronto (REB Pro-
tocol #29124) and the University of British Columbia (BREB# H21-02220). Once protocols 
were issued, we recruited participants through listservs in Canada and the U.S., including 
Visible Minority Librarians of Canada (ViMLoC), Asian Pacific American Librarians Asso-
ciation (APALA), and American Library Association (ALA) Connect. Due to research ethics 
requirements and information privacy concerns with U.S.-based platforms, we stored data 
on a Canadian-owned and located platform, Simple Survey. Data remained in Canada for 
both the survey data and interview data as per research ethics protocols at the University of 
Toronto and the University of British Columbia. Privacy and confidentiality were important 
and as such, consent was obtained before the survey. We anonymized any identifiable infor-
mation such as race, ethnicity, location, position titles, and any identifying descriptions in 
the open responses.

Data Analysis
The study had three coders (the authors). To ensure inter-coder reliability, we met several 
times throughout the analysis to review and discuss the survey data and open responses. We 
examined the closed responses first to identify challenging institutional processes. Next, we 
coded the open answers to further understand the context. We coded the open responses sepa-
rately and then reviewed them together to identify where there may be vagueness in responses 
or coding discrepancies and then came to an agreement on the code for those responses. By 
coding separately, we were engaging in self-coding (Glazier et al., 2021) by first comparing 
our own selected codes identifying where our own biases may emerge and addressing this 
in discussions as a team. Once we coded the open answers, we grouped them into themes 
related to the four forms of organizational justice (i.e., distributive, procedural, interactional, 
and informational). We used a codebook approach, that is, a thematic analysis technique that 
is flexible in the coding but can include priori themes, which may be refined or further devel-
oped after some initial coding (Braun & Clarke, 2022). For example, some initial themes that 
emerged after a few rounds of coding were information/knowledge, power, and opportunity 
hoarding; however, after another round of coding, we noted themes regarding fairness and 
equity in outcomes, procedures, interactions, and information-sharing. Upon reflection on the 
impact and purpose of the study, the themes evolved into the different forms of organizational 
justice (i.e., distributive, procedural, interactional, and informational). Braun and Clarke (2022) 
write that “coding is [in this approach] primarily a process for identification of ‘themes.’” (p. 
245). We grouped the codes that emerged from the analysis into relevant themes according to 
the definitions of the different forms of organizational justice and generated thematic tables 
to review the codes (see Tables 2, 3, 4, and 5). Due to the brevity of open responses, there 
was typically only one code per response. We counted the codes and expressed the results as 
percentages out of 111 responses.
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In addition, we examined demographic data as a variable to identify any patterns related to 
a particular group. Most of the participants identified as African American or Black, East Asian 
American, or Latinx. When we looked at intersectional identities, there was great variation, 
and no specific groups were experiencing consistent issues in the dataset. Few respondents 
shared how their other identities impacted their experiences with the various organizational 
processes and practices. In addition, we examined career stage (e.g., early, mid, and late) as 
a variable to see if years of experience impacted how racialized and Indigenous librarians 
navigated the various organizational policies and practices. Again, there was no emergent 
theme from the data that indicated any differences between career stages. Using the responses 
from the closed question (i.e., yes, no, unsure) as a variable, we examined the reasoning for 
responses related to fairness and equity in the workplace.

TABLE 2
Codes Promoted to the Theme Distributive Justice for Open Responses

Organizational Practice Theme 1: Distributive In/Justice
Salary •	 Salary expectation/request was/was not met in negotiations
Workload •	 Understaffing in department/or library

•	 Nature of the role (heavy/light workload)
Performance Reviews •	 Work was valued/not valued (merit)

•	 DEIA work was valued/not valued
Professional 
Development

•	 Lack of transparency/favoritism by the manager
•	 Requests have always been denied/supported by the manager
•	 Contract/Policy/Faculty Association/Union have a set amount for each librarian
•	 Fair but not enough funds at the institution

Human Resources N/A
Management •	 Performativity related to DEIA commitment

•	 Engaged with DEIA work
•	 Advocates DEIA work for librarians

TABLE 3
Codes Promoted to the Theme Procedural Justice for Open Responses

Organizational Practice Theme 2: Procedural In/Justice
Salary •	 Formula-determined salary as per union or institutional policy

•	 The position was non-negotiable according to the institution
Workload •	 Autonomy (able to choose projects/work)

•	 Faculty Association/Union has clear workload policies and procedures
Performance Reviews •	 No performance reviews at institution

•	 Performance review had/did not have a clear evaluative process
•	 The manager was not trained on the performance review process
•	 Faculty Association/Union has clear performance review procedures

Professional Development •	 Process to request funds is clear/unclear
Human Resources •	 No procedures or unclear procedures for reporting incidents

•	 Lack of awareness of procedures for reporting incidents
•	 Reporting of incidents go through union or faculty association

Management •	 Quick response/follow-up to complaints or issues
•	 No action/Follow-up to complaints or issues
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Results
We analyzed a total of 111 responses and collected demographic information from partici-
pants, including information regarding ethnicity, gender identity, career stage, and location. 
The demographic results are as follows:

•	 All participants identified as Black, African American, Indigenous, Asian, or Latinx. Some 
participants identified as mixed or multi-racial.*

•	 78% identified as female or a woman, 14% identified as male, 5% identified as non-binary, 
and 3% preferred not to answer.

•	 On average, participants had worked at four different libraries in their careers. 
•	 40% identified as early career (i.e., zero to six years); 30% identified as having a mid-

*  To protect participants’ privacy and confidentiality particularly since racialized and Indigenous librarians are a small 
group in the profession, we have opted not to share specific numbers or ethnicity as some have very specific racial and 
ethnic identities that may be easily identifiable. 

TABLE 4
Codes Promoted to the Theme Interactional Justice for Open Responses

Organizational Practice Theme 3: Interpersonal In/Justice
Salary •	 Salary negotiated/offer was/was not honored by management

•	 Nervous, awkward or stressful experience with institution/manager
•	 The manager lied about a position being non-negotiable

Workload •	 Manager support to increase/decrease workload
Performance Reviews •	 The meeting/evaluative process was stressful

•	 Manager has/did not have soft skills to conduct performance reviews
Professional Development •	 Manager encourages/discourages PD activities
Human Resources •	 Discouragement of reporting incidents

•	 Fear of retaliation from the institution
•	 Confidentiality was violated by HR representative

Management •	 Fear/Avoidance of conflict/DEIA work
•	 Overt racism/microaggression

TABLE 5
Codes Promoted to the Informational Justice for Open Responses

Organizational Practice Theme 4: Informational In/Justice
Salary •	 No experience or did not know they could negotiate a salary
Workload •	 There was/was not a discussion of workload assignments with the 

manager/supervisor
•	 DEIA work was assigned with/without discussion with a manager/

supervisor
Performance Reviews •	 Expectations of performance were clear/unclear or fair/unfair
Professional Development •	 Un/clear language on the amount of funds for professional 

development
Human Resources •	 Human resources processes are available/not available or shared/

not shared when hired
Management N/A
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career (i.e., 7-15 years); 28% identified as late career (i.e., 15+ years); and 2% shared that 
they left the profession but provided responses according to the stage of their career right 
before they left. 

•	 More respondents were working in the United States (65%) than in Canada (35%).
•	 Participants identified other intersectional identities as impacting their experience in their 

context, including first-generation, socio-economic status, sexual orientation, religious 
affiliation, immigrant, disabilities, or neurodivergence. The most frequently mentioned 
identities were first-generation and socio-economic status.

Overall, there were no specific group/groups related to race and ethnicity, gender, or other 
identities among the racialized librarians that experienced the same thing in the different areas 
(e.g., salary, workload, performance reviews, professional development, human resources, 
and management). We analyzed variables such as race/ethnicity and career stage, but no 
specific group/groups among the racialized librarians had a singular or dominant experi-
ence. Nonetheless, it is still important to identify where experiences of fairness and equity in 
the organizational processes and practices may emerge for racialized librarians to give space 
to understanding how racialized librarians navigate and experience academic culture and 
structures.

Salary
Yes/No responses made up most of the responses when participants were asked if their start-
ing salary was reflective of their skills and/or abilities as well as equitable (see Figure 1). Those 
who indicated they had an equitable starting salary (41%) had reasons related to distributive 
justice and procedural justice (see Table 6). Those who shared reasons related to distributive 
justice identified that the employer or manager offered a higher salary than expected or a fair 
salary on par with colleagues. For example, one participant shared: “I did not negotiate. The 
starting salary was a flat rate that all librarians at the organization currently make.” Regarding 
procedure, those who perceived a fair salary indicated that institutional policies on starting 
salaries, salaries outlined by a collective agreement, and formula-based salary calculations 
contributed to an equitable outcome with salary. Participants who indicated that their start-
ing salary was not reflective of their skills or abilities (44%) provided descriptions related to 
distributive, procedural, and interpersonal justice. For the responses related to distributive 
justice, participants indicated that they received a lower salary than expected after the initial 
offer or negotiation. One participant wrote: “I was told that I have room for growth—even 
though I have qualifications [multiple graduate degrees] and experience [publications and 
active with associations] far above the person that I was negotiating with.”

For responses related to procedural justice, many participants indicated frustration with 
being told that there were no negotiations allowed or that it was not practiced at the institution. 
For responses related to interpersonal justice, participants shared that either the experience 
itself was stressful, or awkward, or that a manager or negotiator had lied or double-backed 
on a verbal agreement about what they would receive. Though not all participants shared this 
experience, it is important to bring this issue to light as it relates to interpersonal injustice. One 
participant shared: “I was told negotiating was not possible because the other librarians hired 
[recently] did not negotiate salaries. I just learned that new hires did negotiate their starting 
salaries.” Integrity on the part of the manager or negotiator in this scenario is important in 
ensuring that librarians entering an organization trust their manager.
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There were no emerging dominant codes or themes with those that responded unsure (15%). 
Participants expressed a variety of reasons, from “no experience with negotiations” to “not 
negotiating due to fear of losing an offer.” We categorized responses that did not go into detail, 
or that provided one-word answers, under N/A (35%) as there was not enough information 
to properly assign codes or themes to the responses.

Workload
The responses to fairness and equity in workload were either yes or no responses. No partici-
pants selected the option “unsure” for the question. Most participants (63%) indicated that 
their workload was fair and equitable. A significant portion of the responses fell either in 
distributive justice or respondents did not provide information (N/A). The coded responses 
that fell under distributive justice indicated that they had autonomy or a manager who was 
fair and equitable in distributing work. One participant shared in their response: “With my 
manager, I set yearly goals in these areas and there is a mid-year check-in. But I also have in-
formal discussions with my manager when taking on projects to make sure they are not only 
appropriate for my work but that they are things that would serve me—basically my boss 
tries to make sure I don’t take on too much.” It is important to note that some participants 

FIGURE 1
Starting Salary

TABLE 6
Salary: Open Responses Coded and Categorized into Organizational Justice Themes

Yes (Equitable) No (Inequitable) Unsure
Distributive 13% 11% 1%
Procedural 9% 11% 3%
Interactional 2% 10% 1%
Informational 1% 0% 3%
N/A 16% 12% 7%
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indicated that the workload was equitable, however, every librarian in the organization had 
heavy or unreasonable workloads due to understaffing.

The participants who indicated that their workload was not fair and inequitable (37%) 
provided explanations related to distributive and informational justice. For the 18% of dis-
tributive justice responses, participants indicated the nature of the role, assigned DEIA work, 
understaffing, and the organization’s structure as reasons for an inequitable workload. For 
the 14% that indicated reasons related to informational justice, two reasons emerged: a lack of 
discussion in workload assignment with the manager, and/or a lack of communication of job 
expectations between the librarian and manager. One participant shared that their concerns 
about their workload were disregarded by their manager and had to take on DEIA work, 
saying: “I took on significantly more service work and diversity work than my colleagues, 
including invisible labor and consultations based solely on my identity.” Another participant 
observes that job descriptions with “other duties as assigned by the Dean of Libraries” as 
problematic as it does not indicate that one may be relieved of other duties to take on new 
duties. The vagueness of that phrasing also gives way for new duties to be added on after 
salary negotiations are finalized.

FIGURE 2
Workload

TABLE 7
Workload: Open Responses Coded and Categorized into Organizational Justice Themes

Yes (Fair & Equitable) No (Unfair & Inequitable) Unsure
Distributive 32% 18% 0%
Procedural 2% 0% 0%
Interactional 0% 0% 0%
Informational 6% 14% 0%
N/A 23% 5% 0%
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Performance Reviews
Regarding performance reviews, some participants (39%) indicated that it was inclusive and 
equitable. However, many of the open responses were one-word responses with little expla-
nation (e.g., “it was fine/good/positive”). The responses that did provide context were mostly 
related to informational justice. These responses typically included the term “transparent” or 
referred to the clarity of the performance expectations. One participant wrote: “Positive, due 
to transparent and open discussions, and continuous dialogue with my manager.” Participants 
who indicated that their performance review was not inclusive, or inequitable (22%) shared 
reasons related to distributive and informational justice. Those who experienced distributive 
injustice all indicated a lack of recognition of merit in the work they were doing as a librarian. 
For example, one librarian wrote: “There is zero appreciation of DEI work [at my library]. Also, 
my supervisor was not prepared and had no idea what I was doing.” Informational injustice 
was connected to managerial practices where participants shared issues of transparency of 
performance expectations, or a lack of meetings to build towards the final performance reviews. 
This lack of feedback over the year led to unexpected negative feedback in annual reviews.

FIGURE 3
Performance Reviews

TABLE 8
Performance Reviews: Open Responses Coded and Categorized into Organizational 

Justice Themes
Yes (Fair & Equitable) No (Unfair& Inequitable) Unsure

Distributive 0% 7% 0%
Procedural 0% 0% 0%
Interactional 4% 1% 0%
Informational 10% 10% 18%
N/A 25% 4% 21%
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A good portion (39%) of the participants responded “unsure.” Further examination of these 
responses, however, indicated that they did not know if their experience was normal or better 
compared to their colleagues, or that they were unsure why they were doing well or poorly. 
In addition, some responses indicated that they did not have performance reviews at their 
organization or that they had not experienced a performance review at another institution so 
they could not compare experiences.

Professional Development
Another interesting finding was that most participants (74%) indicated that professional 
development was fair and equitable in terms of financial support. The two areas of justice 
that emerged in the explanations were distributive and information justice. For distributive 
justice, participants indicated that their manager played a role in ensuring requests were 
supported and funded. For information justice, the major reason was transparency from man-
agement about the amount of professional development funds available to librarians, even 
in situations when funds were low or cut for the year. Union and contract/policy language 
that clearly outlines the exact funds available was another reason expressed by participants. 
One participant shared: “At my current institution, the PD funds are the same for everyone, 
with an extra fund that we can apply to if we need more money. I have never applied for 
extra funds before. I have not had issues in the past getting approval for time off to attend 
PD opportunities.” For participants who experienced unfair and inequitable funding for 
professional development (14%), the reasons ranged among all four forms of justice from 
being denied professional development opportunities related to their work (distributive), 
lack of procedures for requesting funds (procedural), discouragement from a manager (inter-
personal), to lack of clear explanations for decisions (informational). One participant wrote: 
“There is no clear amount provided and evasive explanations. My professional development 
needs are met with derision.” Those who indicated “unsure” (12%) shared that they did not 

FIGURE 4
Professional Development
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know if there was fairness and equity in the distribution of funds due to a lack of experience 
at other institutions.

Human Resources
Most participants who responded that human resources provided supportive procedures 
to create an inclusive and equitable working environment (26%) indicated reasons related 
to interpersonal and procedural justice. Respondents indicated that human resources were 
responsive and supportive to issues or complaints reported. One participant shared: “Employ-
ees are assigned an HR specialist to help them with any problems and respond to questions 
fairly quickly.” In addition, participants indicated that procedures were clearly outlined by 
the institution in reporting incidents. Participants who indicated that human resources did not 
provide supportive procedures (50%) provided reasons related to procedural and interpersonal 
injustice. Those who provided explanations related to procedural injustice identified that the 
request for funds was vague, unclear, or lacked procedure. This made the experience confus-
ing or discouraged reporting of incidents. One participant shared: “No HR processes in my 

TABLE 9
Professional Development: Open Responses Coded and Categorized into Organizational 

Justice Themes
Yes (Fair & Equitable) No (Unfair & Inequitable) Unsure

Distributive 17% 4% 3%
Procedural 0% 2% 1%
Interactional 0% 4% 3%
Informational 34% 4% 0%
N/A 23% 0% 5%

FIGURE 5
Human Resources
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current library. There are lots of bureaucratic processes to talk to someone, and then they ask 
you what you want done to correct the situation.” Reasons related to interpersonal injustice 
identified fear of retaliation from the institution, discouragement from human resources in 
reporting incidents, or staffing issues in the human resources department leading to delays 
in responding to incidents. One participant shared: “No one records issues so there is no re-
cord of repeated behavior. We are afraid of retaliation.” Interestingly, participants who chose 
“unsure” (24%) shared that they were not aware or had experience with human resources 
policies or procedures. Some even indicated a lack of procedures as well as discouragement 
from human resources or management to pursue issues. 

Management
Overall, interpersonal justice was an important form of justice for participants related to 
management. Participants who selected “yes” (45%) provided explanations all related to 
interpersonal justice. Many shared that their manager was either engaged with diversity, 
equity, inclusion, and accessibility (DEIA) work, advocated for resources for the work, 

TABLE 10
Human Resources: Open Responses Coded and Categorized into Organizational Justice 

Themes
Yes (Fair & Equitable) No (Unfair & Inequitable) Unsure

Distributive 0% 0% 0%
Procedural 10% 22% 7%
Interactional 11% 16% 5%
Informational 0% 0% 10%
N/A 5% 12% 2%

FIGURE 6
Management
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or supported and followed up with DEIA-related concerns. One participant wrote: “My 
manager who identifies as a cis-gendered woman regularly discusses issues of EDI in 
our 1:1 and is seeking active ways to incorporate action items system-wide. They are 
not dependent on me to lead efforts but take efforts into their own hands.” Participants 
who selected “no” (36%) also provided reasons all related to interpersonal justice. They 
shared reasons around fear and avoidance of “complicated” or DEIA issues/incidents, 
performative or “lip service” DEIA work, lack of support for DEIA initiatives proposed 
by librarians, or experiences of overt racism with their manager. One participant observes 
in their library: “My library director and senior administration are too afraid of address-
ing harassment, prejudice, homophobia, or any other exclusive and violent behavior 
from bad actors in the library. They ignore the problem, which results in personnel loss 
of good librarians.” Those who chose “unsure” (19%) were also related to interpersonal 
justice or did not provide a reason. Some shared they have yet to see any DEIA-related 
work, or they shared that performativity or “lip service” was a factor in their response as 
they are not sure or have yet to observe changes in the institution despite the publication 
of statements of support.

Discussion
Organizational justice lends some useful concepts in reflecting on dominant and taken-for-
granted structures as well as day-to-day practices that impact librarians. The results provide a 
snapshot of how particular forms of justice emerge in some areas. For example, interpersonal 
justice and management are closely tied and, therefore, managers need to examine how their 
practices may impact the experience of fairness and equitable treatment when interacting with 
librarians. Hoy and Tarter (2004) draw on the organizational justice literature to identify core 
principles of organizational justice:

•	 The equity principle is equity and equality balanced in compensation, rewards, and rec-
ognition.

•	 The perception principle emphasizes the importance of communicating procedures that 
ensure fairness.

•	 The interpersonal principle centers on respect, sensitivity, and dignity towards others in 
communication and action.

•	 The consistency principle focuses on procedural behaviors and consistency of response and 
action that is fair in varying situations.

•	 The voice principle is the inclusion of staff in decision-making through engaged informal 
and formal conversations.

TABLE 11
Management: Open Responses Coded and Categorized into Organizational Justice 

Themes
Yes (Fair & Equitable) No (Unfair & Inequitable) Unsure

Distributive 0% 0% 0%
Procedural 0% 0% 0%
Interactional 39% 29% 6%
Informational 0% 0% 0%
N/A 6% 7% 13%
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•	 The egalitarian principle is another inclusive principle that emphasizes the importance of 
collective benefit rather than self-interest.

•	 The correction principle removes ego from practice and gives space to librarians and staff 
to provide feedback, prompting a reversal or correction in a decision.

•	 The accuracy principle is the action of gathering information so that decisions are based 
on different perspectives to ensure a fair outcome.

•	 The representative principle is the sensitivity to the various groups that would be impacted 
by a decision and ensuring that representation is present and involved in the decision.

•	 The ethical principle is moral and ethical standards focused on authenticity, honesty, in-
tegrity, and vulnerability.

Distributive Justice
The areas that identified the most occurrences of distributive justice were salary and work-
load. In the area of salary, distributive justice issues mainly lie in the practice of not meeting 
participants’ salary expectations, or of negotiated extras not being honored by management. 
Salary negotiation practices typically involve discussion between management and a potential 
hire after an interview. Job postings do not necessarily include salary ranges and, as a result, 
it can be frustrating for librarians to learn after an interview that the institution’s budget can 
only meet a lower salary range. The equity principle is important in ensuring that institutions 
budget for positions with salaries that can meet the expectations of a potential hire. If not, 
other offerings such as professional development funds, stipends, or other funds to cover 
office furniture should be offered to candidates. The positive experiences shared by some 
participants indicated that when the distribution formula of salaries was shared by manage-
ment, participants were satisfied with negotiated offers because they knew what to ask for 
or had clear expectations. The perception principle plays a part in ensuring that during the 
negotiation process, so it is important to be transparent from the start of the interview process 
about how salary offerings work at the institution.

Workload practices that impact distributive justice include allowing understaffing issues 
to persist and creating a contract or new positions where the overflow of work is distributed 
to one position. Librarians in precarious positions or new to the profession may not voice their 
concerns and may also take on more work than necessary. The equity principle is important 
in ensuring that workloads are reviewed throughout the year with the individual librarians 
and that librarians are given opportunities to adjust their workloads, particularly when they 
are new to a position. In addition, the correction principle should be adopted by managers 
who should be able to push back on institutional pressures to take on more work. Managers 
can also pull back on projects if senior administration refuses to fund more positions to deal 
with understaffing. Agreeing to continue with the same workload with no staff legitimizes 
narratives that libraries do not need funding or are overstaffed.

Procedural Justice
The areas that were of concern in procedural justice were salary and human resources. In the 
area of salary, some practices were identified as good models for salary negotiations, and one 
practice was identified as problematic. The practice of formula-based salary, collective agree-
ments with clear salary ranges, or salary information/policies was perceived to be fair and 
equitable. The perception principle ensures that salary formulas outline clear steps in how 
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salaries are calculated and gives some librarians a starting point. Where participants identified 
salary as a problem was in being denied negotiations and given a salary offer. In addition, a 
few participants identified how they found out others were able to negotiate when they were 
denied negotiations. Perception, as well as consistency as a principle, are important in making 
procedures clear before and during salary negotiations, and ensure that procedures, such as 
salary negotiations, are offered to all librarians rather than a select few.

Human resources is another area of concern when it comes to procedural justice. Most 
participants who identified an issue with HR indicated that the vagueness or lack of procedure 
in reporting incidents or addressing a problem resulted in unfair or inequitable situations at 
work. Perception and consistency principles are important in ensuring that procedures are clear 
and consistent. Adopting correction and ethical principles is also important in ensuring that 
any missteps in handling incident reporting are corrected by management or HR. Moreover, 
maintaining an ethical principle means that HR and management take on the responsibility 
of ensuring that procedures are improved upon to ensure that librarians are supported and 
in a safe working environment.

Interpersonal Justice
Human resources and management were areas where interpersonal justice was important in 
ensuring equity in the workplace. For human resources, the fear of reprisal and lack of trust 
were a common concern. Human resources have reporting lines to senior administration, 
which can make reporting incidents such as ones related to managers difficult. In addition, 
some participants noted that human resources had high turnover or were understaffed, mak-
ing it difficult to reach a staff member or creating problems with communication. Participants 
who had positive experiences identified speedy responses to inquiries. The correction and 
representative principles are valuable in that they ensure managers and institutions rectify 
any issues when it comes to reporting incidents. Therefore, when librarians voice concerns 
about issues with HR, management should advocate for better response times or more sup-
port for their department so that inquiries are addressed by HR.

In management, participants who had positive experiences identified managers who 
either initiated or engaged with DEIA work and communicated this with staff and librar-
ians. Management may not have to be involved in DEIA work or training; however, taking 
initiative and engaging with DEIA work or participating in DEIA training that results in the 
adoption of inclusive approaches, uses the ethical principle. The interpersonal principle is also 
an important part of ensuring that staff and librarians are treated with respect and sensitivity 
on the part of the manager. Participants who identified problematic management behaviors 
shared fear and avoidance of “complicated” or DEIA issues/incidents, performative or “lip 
service” DEIA work, lack of support for DEIA initiatives proposed by librarians, or experi-
ences of overt racism with their manager. Institutions must identify the need to educate and 
train managers on DEIA issues and topics so that they are equipped to respond, have con-
versations, and engage with DEIA work that results in redress. For example, if an incident is 
initially dismissed, rather than doubling down on their earlier misstep, human resources and/
or the manager should reflect on their decisions, acknowledge having made a mistake, and 
offer recourse. Norlin (2021) writes that “[m]anagers who avoid conflict and ignore problems 
may think that ignorance is bliss, but tension and strife in the workplace can increase the 
stress level for everyone” (p. 9). This requires the adoption of the correction principle as well 
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as the interpersonal and ethical principles where communication and humility are embodied 
practice in management.

Informational Justice
Atkins and Mahmud (2021) explain that informational justice is “a broadly useful frame for 
informational justice focuses on equitable inclusion of people, groups, and communities as 
they are sources of information, and they actively contribute to, seek, process, and analyze 
information” (p. 375). Information justice emerges in salary, workload, performance reviews, 
and professional development. The dominant theme in the institutional practice goes back 
to communication and inclusion in decision-making regarding policies and procedures. As 
information professionals, it is natural that participants highly value informational justice. 
The perception, voice, accuracy, and representative principles are important in supporting 
informational justice. Managers and supervisors must ensure there is informal and formal 
communication related to workload, performance review meetings, and changes to funding 
or policies around professional development. Moreover, the inclusion of staff and librarians 
in decision-making is important in creating an inclusive and equitable work environment, 
particularly when individual work will be impacted or when there are changes to institutional 
policies. The accuracy and representative principles are also important in instilling the idea 
that good practice is the inclusion of different perspectives when making those decisions.

Limitations and Future Research
In no way should this research study essentialize racialized and Indigenous librarians or 
managers. Racialized and Indigenous librarians have varying experiences and encompass a 
large group, and individual contexts can create very different experiences. Rather, this study 
provides a snapshot of how racialized and Indigenous librarians are impacted by managerial 
and institutional practices. It is worth studying this subject further to gather different per-
spectives utilizing different questions and approaches to add more data and analyses to the 
research topic. For example, interviews with participants to understand their interpretation 
of a fair and equitable working environment and its impact on their mental health, willing-
ness to stay at the organization, or job satisfaction. Some open responses gave details and 
clear explanations for selected choices in the closed responses, but it is a limitation of survey 
open responses that many receive only one-word responses that do not provide clear explana-
tions. The original design of the study included interviews, which, even with a small sample, 
yielded an unexpected focus on issues of identity/cultural taxation. Thus, we separated the 
interview data from the survey data to give this important theme sufficient space. It would 
be worth studying the topic further to understand how racialized and Indigenous librarians 
contribute to and navigate organizational justice in academic libraries. In addition, the study 
could be expanded to examine how professional librarians in general experience and navigate 
organizational practices in the areas of salary negotiation, workload, performance reviews, 
professional development, and management. This would provide an overall view of how 
these areas in an organization impact the library profession.

Conclusion
The research on organizational justice can help institutions and management assess organi-
zational policies, processes, interactions, and information-sharing practices to better identify 
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where fairness and equity exist in the organization. It can be a helpful conceptual tool to 
examine distributive, procedural, interactional, and informational justice in the organiza-
tion. One of the more important features of organizational justice is that it places the worker 
at the center and weighs their perspectives more heavily. In addition, the focus on fairness 
and equity is an important feature of organizational justice. Academic libraries are intended 
to be spaces and places that support fairness and equity. We must practice what we preach.
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Appendix A: Survey Tool

What is your racial and/or ethnic identity?

What is your gender identity?

To better understand the complexity of your experience, please share any other identities that 
impact your professional experience:

What stage are you at in your library career?
	□ Early Career (0-6 years)
	□ Mid-career (7-15 years)
	□ Late Career (15+ years)
	□ Retired
	□ Left the Profession—At what stage did you leave the profession?

How many libraries have you worked for in your career?

How many years have you been with your current library?
	□ 0-5 years
	□ 6-10 years
	□ 11-15 years
	□ 16-20 years
	□ 20+ years

Where is your library located?
	□ United States
	□ Canada
	□ Other:

At your current library, what organizational structures exist? Check any that apply:
	□ Tenure/Permanent Status
	□ Unionization of Librarians
	□ Assistant, Associate, and Full Librarian Ranking
	□ Librarian I, II, III, IV ranking
	□ Faculty or Academic Status
	□ Not applicable

Is/was your starting salary reflective of your skills/abilities and equitable?
	□ Yes
	□ No
	□ Unsure

How was your experience with negotiating your starting salary?
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Is your workload fair and equitable compared to your colleagues?
	□ Yes
	□ No

How was your experience with workload assignments and discussions?

Have performance reviews been inclusive and equitable?
	□ Yes
	□ No
	□ Unsure

What has your experience been like with performance reviews?

Have you been given fair and equitable financial support for professional development op-
portunities?

	□ Yes
	□ No
	□ Unsure

What is your experience with obtaining approval and financial support for professional de-
velopment opportunities?

Has human resources provided supportive procedures to create an inclusive, and equitable 
working environment?

	□ Yes
	□ No
	□ Unsure

What human resources processes are present in your organization that allow you to report 
issues with supervisors, managers, colleagues, and patrons?

Has your manager or senior leaders in the library or organization contributed to an inclusive 
and equitable working environment?

	□ Yes
	□ No
	□ Unsure

How has your manager or senior leadership addressed any of your concerns or supported you?

Are there any other organizational structures that have impacted your career progression or 
interest in staying at a library?


