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dIversIty In the lIbrary

Natasha Chowdory has worked as a librarian at 
Microsoft U.K., an information officer at Oxfam, 
and a database officer at a construction consul-
tancy. She is currently an information specialist at 
University Hospitals Coventry and Warwickshire 
NHS Trust. She blogs at infoprotasha.wordpress.
com and tweets at: @InfoPro_Tasha. Contact her 

at natashachowdory@gmail.com.

A t the moment, librarianship in the U.K. is in a state 
of flux. People are realizing that we need to reassess 
how we define librarianship and what it means for 

the future. One of the biggest issues of discussion over the last 
18 months has been diversity. In the U.K., 98 percent of the 
members of the library profession identify as white.

Take a minute to understand what this means—that a 
country with one of the largest multi-cultural populations in 
the world has a library workforce that does not remotely reflect 
that diversity. This is an area of concern, so much so that 
many diversity initiatives have been created and launched 
(although we will not see the results of these for several years) 
and many people, myself included, have started to speak out 
on this matter.

The hardest thing about talking about diversity is that it 
means something different to each person. For me, it means 
getting more women into senior positions. (It’s a standard 
trope in the U.K. that you can have a predominantly female 
profession but only male directors). But it also means seeing 
more BAME (black, Asian, and minority ethnic) individuals 
in library roles. However, this approach is not without its 
own problems, as it results in “positive discrimination” and 
programs geared at funnelling BAME individuals into senior 
positions.

The emphasis on diversity has forced a lot of senior library 
managers in a number of organizations (public, private, and 
nonprofit) to consider their unconscious biases and how these 
biases have affected, currently affect, and will continue to 
affect their recruitment policies. Increasingly, people in posi-
tions of power—for example, those who run conferences—are 
being encouraged to assess whether their conferences are 
diverse and inclusive beyond the one non-white person they 

have invited as a keynote speaker. One person of color at a 
conference as a speaker does not mean you are running an 
inclusive and diverse conference.

Earlier this year, there was a conference in Wales (#wales-
gate) with a panel on diversity. The people on this panel were 
all white, with no visible disabilities. They were of a similar age, 
held similar job titles, and had similar backgrounds. Until this 
was called out on social media, no one really understood why 
it was a problem.

Similarly, I engaged this year in a dialogue with a librarian 
who lives in a predominantly Hispanic neighborhood, and 
she commented on how coming from North Carolina to this 
new neighborhood meant that she felt out of place and in the 
minority. I didn’t know how to respond, because she was feel-
ing like this for the first time in her life, but that’s how I’ve felt 
my whole life.

More recently, I chaired a ‘Diversity Panel’ at the Internet 
Librarian International (ILI2018) in London. I chose my own 
panel members: Marisol Moreno Ortiz, Joshua Sendall, and 
Natasha Howard. Each is at a different career stage, and each 
came to the session ready to share personal stories. In a room 
of 57 people, there were only about 10 people of color (includ-
ing the 4 on the stage). Their different stories and experiences 
of diversity are a sign that we are starting the work, but we 
have a long way to go.

Marisol shared her experiences with the Oregon State 
University Libraries and Press (OSULP) Diversity Scholars 
Program (DSP), developed in 2015 at the request of the 
university librarian and OSU press director. Marisol is the first 
Diversity Scholar, and thanks to this program she has been 
able to gain experience in her areas of interest: teaching, 
outreach, developing workshops to help students learn library 
resources, and attending conferences as part of her future 
academic librarian life. As the first OSULP Diversity Scholar, 
Marisol is expected to work with the current Diversity Scholars 
Program Committee to improve the program for future schol-
ars, with the intention of having a more diverse workforce in 
the future.

Josh is Lancaster University’s recently appointed research 
data manager, responsible for developing and providing train-
ing, services, and systems across the institution to facilitate 
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research data management best practice. His library has 
been actively engaging with diversity issues with help from 
the university’s Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Team. They 
challenged the library team to acknowledge and address their 
own unconscious biases around a multitude of characteristics, 
including ethnicity, gender and disability.

The library team explored the ways in which unconscious 
bias affects the way they treat each other, make decisions, 
and deliver their services. Josh highlighted how there is a 
genuine desire in some parts to address inequalities and to 
bring about a more equitable workplace environment for the 
library team. However, this is a work in progress, as change is 
rarely seen as a positive by some people.

Natasha has been the library manager at the North East 
London National Health Service Foundation Trust (NELFT) for 
nine years, during which time she has helped develop remote 
and outreach services to meet the needs of an organization 
that now covers 200 sites across London Essex and Kent. The 
“NELFT Approach” (or “Inclusive Leadership in Action”) is 
working to address concerns about the lack of career progres-
sion for BAME individuals as well as the absence of BAME 
staff at senior levels in the NHS. NELFT is setting out steps to 
enable the organization to become more inclusive, including 
designating Equality and Minority Network staff ambassadors, 
placing BAME representatives on interview panels, improving 
staff management procedures, and providing mentoring and 
coaching.

Data show that what has become known as the “NELFT 
Approach” is working. Following are just some of the mea-
sures of improvement over the past four years:

•	 BME	staff	at	bands	8-9	(these	are	higher	bands	within	the	
NHS, usually those within senior management or at the 
director level) have increased from just under 20 percent 
to nearly 30 percent.

•	 The	incidence	of	bullying	and	harassment	of	BME	staff	is	
down from 50 percent to 16 percent.

•	 Belief	in	the	provision	of	equal	opportunities	for	career	
progression has risen from less than 40 percent to 80 per-
cent.

If we go outside the NHS and look at librarianship, there are 
very few programs that are similar in scope, sensitivity, and 
understanding. Representation has always been an issue in 
librarianship, but getting staff who aren’t white into senior 
positions will continue to be a problem without initiatives like 
those mentioned in this article.

There is a wide swath of library professionals who have 
been in the field for 10 years or less who have a clear appetite 
for greater awareness of, and change in, the diversity arena. 
There are individuals who are keen to keep the conversation 
going and to explore practical solutions, but there are also 
those who need more convincing that difference is good and 
that changing certain models of hiring and recruiting will only 
benefit the profession in the long term. SLA
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