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‘Keep an Open Mind  
and Appreciate  
Different Perspectives’

H ow diverse is your library 
or information center? Do 
you actively recruit and 
hire employees with the 

goal of increasing the representation 
of women and minorities? Is diversity 
a priority in your library or information 
center? Should it be?

These and related questions often 
guide discussions and decisions within 
libraries and their parent organizations, 
but Michele Villagran thinks a bet-
ter place to start is by examining the 
biases—both conscious and uncon-
scious—that currently exist within your 
workforce. Identifying these biases will 
give you a good feel for the culture of 
your workplace and reveal where your 
diversity efforts will bear the most fruit.

“I don’t think hiring more women and 
people of color should be done first, 
and then it’s like, check, we’re done—
we’re now diverse, and our culture is 
going to change overnight because 

we now have women and people of 
color,” she says. “The culture should 
be worked on regardless of who is 
hired and when they’re hired. Plus, just 
hiring diverse individuals like women 
or people of color does not necessar-
ily mean that the internal culture will 
change, because it takes more than just 
hiring. You need to think about good 
‘fits’ internally and what your culture 
already looks like.”

Michele, an assistant professor in 
San Jose State University’s School of 
Information and president and CEO of 
CulturalCo, LLC, a consulting firm spe-
cializing in cultural competency, diver-
sity, and inclusion, spoke to Information 
Outlook about biases and microaggres-
sions, engaging staff in the effort to 
create a more inclusive culture, and 
the role that library schools can play 
in creating more inclusive libraries and 
information centers.

Dr. MiCheLe a.L. viLLaGran says that aChievinG trUe Diversity is an OnGOinG 
PrOCess that reQUires OPen anD hOnest COnversatiOn at aLL LeveLs.

by stuart hales

Historically, discussions about work-
place diversity typically focused on 
gender and race—making sure that 
women and racial minorities were ade-
quately represented. Do you think that’s 
still a good starting point for a discus-
sion about diversity in the library, or do 
you think we’ve moved past that point 
and we’re on to other things now?

I think we can start there, but I 
think there are many more elements to 
diversity. If we only start with what we 
already know—the history and knowing 
about race, ethnicity, and women—that 
really limits our view of what diversity 
is. Diversity is deeply rooted in history, 
but I would say that diversity as a whole 
has lost its context, because the term is 
thrown around a lot—this is diversity, 
that is diversity, and so on. For decades 
we’ve seen it, and it’s been a part of 
our lives.

But for libraries, I think a good start-
ing point is looking at where you’re at 
and understanding what your library 
is defining as diversity. For example, is 
diversity a part of your mission? What 
does that mean to your library? Does it 
include things like age, cultural back-
ground, and invisible characteristics? 
And I would even look at collections, 
services, and programming.
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When I’m consulting, I always like 
to start the discussion by reflecting on 
yourself and your biases before we get 
to diversity. So I would say I don’t think 
it’s still a good starting point, because 
we already know the history, unless 
within your library there are individuals 
who are not aware of what’s gone on in 
the past. In that case, it might be good 
as a background lesson. But overall, 
there’s so much more to diversity than 
just the historical elements.

You said something in your answer 
about invisible barriers. You recently 
co-authored a couple of articles on the 
importance of minimizing two invisible 
barriers to workplace diversity: implicit 
bias and microaggressions. Can you 
explain what they are and why they 
matter?

We all have biases. We have explicit 
biases and implicit biases, and they’re 
a part of who we are as human beings. 
Biases really are prejudices for or 
against something or someone, or even 
for or against a particular group. They’re 
already built in within our brain.

Implicit bias is different than explicit 
bias, because we might not choose 
to reveal an implicit bias or might not 
even know we have that bias. What I 
mean is, it’s unconscious; it’s deeply 
rooted in our subconscious. A lot of 
times, it could be an attitude we have, 
or maybe a stereotype that impacts 
how we understand another person, or 
maybe even our own actions.

An implicit bias is built on an uncon-
scious manner. So if there’s an implicit 
bias, we might not be aware that we 
even have it. That’s why it’s called 
implicit—it’s unconscious.

An exercise I do when I conduct 
trainings is to show images on the 
screen, some pictures or photographs. 
The goal is to reveal your initial reaction, 
your quick judgment based on what you 
see without even thinking about it. It’s 
your first impression upon seeing a vis-
ible image. A lot of times, those impres-
sions are built on your own biases, your 
experience with or fear of a particular 
group.

The two articles you referenced go 
hand in hand because they start with 
biases. Implicit biases are what lead 
to microaggressions. Microaggressions 
can be nonverbal; they can even be 
things we see in the environment, like 
snubs. They can be intentional or unin-
tentional. They’re really communication 
that is hostile and negative toward other 
people and targeting marginalized or 
under-represented groups.

They can be semi-conscious, so 
they’re not necessarily completely 
implicit because there might be some 
explicit bias behind them, too. But they 
do reside in us, and we are unaware 
sometimes of our own biases and atti-
tudes and actions. You can think of it 
this way—bias is in our mind. Once it 
manifests into an action or turns into a 
particular behavior, that’s when we’re 
illustrating an actual microaggression.

As for why they matter, research 
confirms that implicit biases and micro-
aggressions have detrimental effects in 
the workplace: lower work productiv-
ity, self-esteem, morale, stress, mental 
health concerns or issues, depression. 
If you’re the recipient of a microaggres-
sion, the more likely you’ll have or feel 
some depression or some impact on 
your work productivity, and you’ll also 
feel you’re in an unhealthy work envi-

ronment. We spend so much time at 
work that we don’t want to go to a toxic 
or unhealthy workplace. In the long 
term, that’s a huge detriment.

While we’re on the topic of microag-
gressions, the article you co-authored 
on that topic contained a sentence that 
caught my eye. It said we need to first 
accept that microaggressions are hap-
pening all around us in the workplace. 
If they’re that pervasive, is it realistic 
to expect that in your library or informa-
tion center you could really eliminate or 
at least greatly reduce them? If so, what 
would it take to make that happen?

I think we cannot realistically elimi-
nate them 100 percent. We’re all 
human, and we each can work on our-
selves and work to help each other be 
better individuals to make that impact 
in our workplace. But I don’t think they 
can be 100 percent eliminated.

So, yes, they can be reduced, but it 
takes time and effort by all. And when 
I say all, I mean everyone from admin-
istration to professional staff to staff 
at every level within the organization. 
We can’t just commit to, say, one day 
we’ll focus on issues related to bias and 
microaggressions and then the next day 
throw it out the window, because that 
defeats the whole purpose. It’s not a 
one-time thing; it’s ongoing, and I think 
there are many tactics and ways you 
can respond.

You can help by identifying your 
own biases and then identifying work-
place microaggressions, whether you or 
another person are committing them. 
Then you can attempt some of the 
coping tactics to help try to shift your 
organization’s environment.

In the other article you co-authored, 
about implicit bias, you emphasize the 
importance of changing the culture of 
an organization, which I think a lot of 
people would describe as the “feel” 
or “personality” of a workplace as 
opposed to its “look,” which I think 
people associate with diversity. If you 
want to create an inclusive workplace 
culture, does the diversity need to hap-
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pen first, or should you work on the cul-
ture first, then try to increase diversity?

I think you have to focus on both 
at the same time. Changing culture 
doesn’t happen overnight; it takes a 
long time, and it depends on the his-
tory of the organization. In an organiza-
tion that’s been around for 125 years, 
it’s going to take quite a long time to 
change the internal culture.

I would say that creating an inclu-
sive environment really means we’re all 
treated fairly and with respect, and that 
everyone’s perspectives are valued and 
they have equal access to opportuni-
ties for promotion. As an example, say 
there’s a particular marginalized group 
or a few individuals or even one person 
not being included. Bring them into 
meetings and ask for their thoughts and 
opinions on a particular project.

While researching questions around 
culture and diversity, I came across a 
website for a consulting firm that works 
with organizations to enhance their 
diversity. On their blog was a post that 
said, “The biggest mistake organiza-
tions make is letting their workplace 
culture form naturally without first 
defining what they want it to be.” Do 
you agree with that, and if so, how can 
library or information center managers 
define an inclusive culture in a way that 
will engage their staff?

Just based on my own consulting 
work with clients, I would tend to agree 
with this statement. I think if you define 
your culture first, it’ll actually save you 
time and effort when you’re hiring and 
especially hiring individuals that fit with-
in your culture. Also, if you have a clear 
vision and a clear mission and there’s 
transparent communication amongst, 
say, administration or your leadership, 
that is all part of defining your culture. If 
you already have all that in place, it can 
help you save time in assessing people 
who might be a good fit.

However, I will say that culture does 
form naturally, even when we’re trying 
to define it. That’s because when we 
have policies and procedures in place 
and we have rules we follow within our 

organization and we have an environ-
ment that’s structured, there’s already 
some formal structure in place that is 
part of the culture. Even your logo and 
tagline are part of your culture.

And within that overarching orga-
nization, there are subcultures—your 
department or your branch, or your 
location within the library. So there are 
all these subcultures that are form-
ing naturally while we have our larger 
culture that’s in place, and we need to 
be aware of that when we’re thinking 
about developing or defining our overall 
culture.

I think managers can define an inclu-
sive culture that will engage their col-
leagues by bringing in marginalized 
groups, those that have been excluded 
from processes and activities. This can 
allow for sharing of power or giving 
them some responsibility, so they are 
owning a project and showing their 
contribution. Because a lot of times, 
excluded individuals or marginalized 
groups are pushed to the side and not 
asked to be a part of things. This would 
bring them in so they’re included.

Also, having ongoing, transparent 
communication, so if there are going to 
be changes—maybe layoffs, or you’re 
acquiring a new entity or practice 
area—you share them with your staff, 
and then everyone can contribute. I 
think everyone having a voice is a pre-
requisite to an inclusive culture.

We were talking earlier about the 
microaggressions article that you co-
authored. In that article, you advocate 
for regular “sentiment assessments” 
to gauge how employees are feel-
ing, and you also recommend annual 
cultural competence training. Are you 
concerned that these tactics could 
contribute to what’s known as diver-
sity fatigue—a feeling that so much 
time and attention are being focused 
on diversity that it begins to have the 
opposite effect of what was intended?

In my experience on the consult-
ing side, the clients I’ve worked with 
have not experienced diversity fatigue, 
except one that was already there. But I 
think diversity fatigue, at whatever level, 

is often an excuse for not doing what 
needs to be done. The organizations 
that fall prey to this are either not doing 
anything about diversity and inclusion 
or they’re doing it maybe once a year, 
and they’re going to fail—because the 
employees will see this as a checkbox, 
as a requirement. So the organization 
will lose talent, and there’ll be a lot of 
issues internally.

I think the commitment to diver-
sity needs to be throughout the orga-
nization, and it needs to be ongoing. If 
there’s discussion about these issues 
and there’s open dialogue regularly, 
then just having, say, two annual events 
will suffice as a starting point. But we 
do need to know how our employees 
feel, so one of these events should be 
the sentiment assessments. If we don’t 
know how our employees feel, then we 
won’t know what we can do, or what 
needs to be done, to improve the orga-
nization.

I don’t see these things contributing 
negatively to employee well-being. But I 
will say they could be harmful if they are 
isolated or one-time programs without 
the ongoing dialogue.

When people discuss diversity and 
inclusion, a lot of other terms often pop 
up, like equity and justice. Do you think 
they have a place in this general dis-
cussion, or do you think including them 
just muddles things further?

I think they definitely have a place. 
I see equity as looking more at your 
practices and actions, whatever actions 
you’re taking to produce equitable power 
or equitable access or even opportuni-
ties for all. Equity assumes differences, 
and it takes into account what’s needed 
to ensure a fair outcome.

So I think equity definitely fits in, 
because in order to have an inclusive 
environment, we’re appreciating our 
differences and looking at our attitudes 
and actions and trying to be fair. That’s 
part of what equity does.

Now, when you say justice, are you 
talking about social justice? Because 
that’s the big term now, and one that 
I think certainly fits into library and 
information centers and plays a huge 
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role in the fact that we’re really advanc-
ing social justice agendas and issues. 
Social justice wraps up so many ideas 
related to society and information and 
individuals and what’s fair and equi-
table. So that term has a place, too.

And it all fits, I would say, within the 
diversity umbrella or tree. It’s a part of 
the conversation, and even more so 
now with the things we’ve been seeing 
lately and considering that information 
is a driver toward social justice and 
being equal.

Let’s say you manage a library or infor-
mation center, and you’re working on 
creating a diverse workforce and inclu-
sive culture. How do you know when 
you’re there—when you have a work-
place where people feel included and 
respected and welcomed?

I don’t think there’s a checklist where 
you just say, check, check, check, 
check, and now we’re there, we’re 
done. It’s a process; it’s ongoing. What 
I think there is are signs, which is prob-
ably a better way to answer this. There 
are signs that you are improving or pro-
gressing or your organization is valuing 
diversity and inclusion.

For example, earlier we talked about 
not hiring women and people of color 
unless the work environment is welcom-
ing, inviting, fair, and respectful. If you 
hire those individuals and the environ-
ment is not like that, then it’s almost like 
you’re setting up a fail. You have to have 
that culture and that environment, and 
then hire the individual so it’s a good fit. 
If it is, individuals will want to stay in the 
organization.

One sign is related to your purpose. 
What is your organization’s purpose or 
vision? What are your values related to 
diversity and inclusion? Do you have 
a diversity statement, and is it clearly 
listed? And what actions are tied to that, 
so there is proof or evidence of what 
your organization is saying?

Then, look at your leadership and 
the leaders that you have in place. Are 
they behaving accurately, in the sense 
that they are doing what they say? Are 
they sending a message about whether 

they’re committed to diversity and inclu-
sion? As managers, we look toward 
those leaders to see what they are 
doing. What are they doing versus what 
they’re saying, and does it translate into 
the real practice that is going on within 
your organization?

I think another sign is thinking about 
the voice, like I mentioned earlier. Does 
everyone have a voice and a safe space 
where they can talk freely? Do they feel 
like, I want to go to work every day, and 
I know it’ll be a safe environment for me 
to be who I am?

And also, when hiring, not just think-
ing about diversity, but thinking about 
inclusivity and whether we are being 
inclusive in our practices.

These are all signs you can look for. 
But again, there’s no magic list.

You’ve talked about the consulting 
you’ve done around diversity and inclu-
sion. You’re also an assistant professor 
at San Jose State University’s School of 
Information. What role you think library 
and information schools should play in 
helping create more inclusive libraries 
and information centers?

I’m glad you asked this question. I 
was hired in August, so I’m new in this 
role. My focus is on cultural diversity. 
That’s my research area, my teaching 
area, my focus. And I’m actually writing 
an article about this particular question, 
so it’s very timely.

Without saying too much, I will say 
that, based on the literature and the 
research I’ve done to date—and I’m 
looking at aspects of cultural competen-
cy, which also ties into being inclusive 
and diverse—if library and information 
science faculty can help create aware-
ness and also instill values necessary to 
create a positive impact on the student 
experience in school that will flow over 
into their professional career, and if we 
can attract more diverse students and 
those marginalized groups into the pro-
fession, then once they graduate, they’ll 
move into these organizations that are 
looking for individuals that have cultural 
competency, that have learned about 
diversity and inclusion and social justice 

issues, and then they can help their 
organizations move to that level.

So I think diversity and inclusion and 
all these topics we are talking about 
should have some presence, some form 
within the curriculum, and they should 
also be on our website. And not just 
in the curriculum—I’m thinking about 
accessibility, with the tools and resourc-
es you use if you’re taking an online 
class as a student. So there’s a huge 
role, I think, that library and informa-
tion schools can play in trying to shape 
librarians’ role for the future.

I think we need to do more work. 
There are certainly things that we are 
doing well, and there are things we can 
do better, and I think if some of the 
things I described above can be done, 
and if a majority of schools start to do 
those, then we will be helping develop 
diverse workforces out there.

Given your academic experience and 
your consulting background, what one 
piece of advice would you give to a 
library or information center manager 
who really wants to create an inclusive 
and diverse workplace?

That’s a hard question. I think I 
would say to keep an open mind and 
to consider that everyone comes from 
a different perspective. If you can keep 
an open mind and realize that everyone 
has a different perspective that’s driv-
ing them, that can help you understand 
where they’re coming from and why 
they are where they are and where they 
want to be and how you can be a part 
of making their journey a successful 
journey.

It takes time—baby steps, not over-
night. Just keep an open mind and 
appreciate those different perspectives. 
SLA
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