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Abstract 

Speculative fiction is a popular YA genre that has shown a lack of diversity through the years. 

With the most recent call for diverse youth literature, librarians and youth advocates are in need 

of authentic diverse speculative fiction titles to promote. This study analyzed 2,994 reviews for 

YA speculative fiction published between 2010 and 2015, and identified 380 titles containing 

racially or ethnically diverse major characters. This study reports on what racial and ethnic 

diversity is present in current published YA speculative fiction and addresses issues found with 

racial and ethnic identification in two major review sources. The data presented and calls to 

action included can be used to continue the discussion of authentic diverse representation in YA 

speculative fiction. 

 

Introduction 

Speculative fiction takes readers on adventures exploring imaginary worlds and ideas not yet 

possible in our reality. It is a genre that pushes our considerations of and answers to “What if?” 

to their maximum. It is a genre that creates the impossible through magic and technology, 

explains the peculiar using creatures from myths and legends, and chills the bones with horrors 

from the dark night. Through their craft, authors build worlds unlike our own that nevertheless 

reflect our society and human nature, mirror our fears and fantasies, and interpret our dreams and 

desires. When a young reader opens a speculative fiction novel, they can discover that anything 

is possible, and anything, even beyond their dreams, can come true. For some readers, though, 

the characters they fall in love with, dream with, and adventure with rarely ever look like them—

not because they’re from distant planets or magical lands, but simply because their skin color or 

culture are not the same. 

As a person of color who grew up reading mostly speculative fiction, I never found any 

black or brown fairies that were on the good side. Blond elves and princesses, male blue-eyed 

space cadets and dragon slayers, and monsters inspired by Greek and Roman mythology filled 
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the pages of my favorite genre. I didn’t dream or imagine myself in color when I escaped into 

pages of fantasy and science fiction. I believed in order to have those fantastical or futuristic 

types of adventures, I had to look like those types of characters. Years later, after working with 

teens as a teacher, I knew of a few YA speculative fiction titles I could recommend that featured 

characters of color, and when I became a librarian, I added a few more, but the list of titles was 

not long enough. I wanted to know if there were more titles forgotten or never known amongst 

all the others. As I continued to read speculative fiction and search for more characters of color, I 

began to notice that, on occasion, titles I was familiar with were not being reviewed as having 

racially or ethnically diverse characters. This discovery led me to begin to question the review 

sources I primarily used. Were only some types of diverse characters and elements important 

enough to be included in reviews that are limited by word count? Were reviewers possibly 

missing elements of cultural diversity on occasion? Were editors of review journals providing 

guidance on the types of diversity to mention and how to do so? The first two questions were 

ones that I also asked about my own practice as a reviewer. As a volunteer reviewer for Voice of 

Youth Advocates, I primarily review speculative fiction, which can be difficult when deciding 

which elements are important enough to include while also reading critically and consciously 

through a diversity lens. These questions, along with my past and current experiences, led me to 

conduct this study. 

For the study, I mainly wanted to find speculative fiction titles featuring major characters 

of color and Natives, but I also wanted a real indicator of whether or not review sources were 

identifying and describing this type of diversity. This article sheds light on what racial and ethnic 

diversity is present in more current published YA speculative fiction and addresses issues found 

with racial and ethnic identification in two major review sources. 

 

Review of the Literature: Our Repeated History 

In 2014 Walter Dean Myers and his son, Christopher Myers, wrote editorials in the New York 

Times expressing concern and disappointment over the continual lack of people of color in youth 

literature.i These articles, along with annual multicultural literature statistics provided by the 

Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC), spurred a revitalized movement calling for 

everyone interested in diversity in youth literature to push for more representation.ii The push for 

representation has become a trending and pervasive topic with diversity magazine issue 

publications, new organizations and initiatives, and recent research.iii While this renewed 

attention has garnered meaningful discussion and a rise in awareness of books featuring diverse 

people and characters, the issues surrounding the need for representation are not new. 

For over a century, advocates and academics have been calling for more culturally 

authentic representations in youth literature and awarding diverse books that provide them. In 

1910 W. E. B. Du Bois founded The Crisis, a magazine that included a section for African 

American youth to read that later became its own magazine, The Brownies’ Book.iv This monthly 

publication was created to counter negativity by giving African American youth stories with 

positive portrayals and lessons on their history and cultural achievements.v Starting in the late 
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1930s, books about and by people of color and Natives began to win the Caldecott Medal and 

Honor.vi In 1949 Arna Bontemps was the first African American to win a Newbery Honor for 

Story of the Negro, and in 1963 the well-known classic The Snowy Day by Ezra Jack Keats 

received the Caldecott Medal.vii Books by and about people of color and Natives were being 

recognized, but not many were being published. 

In 1965 Nancy Larrick conducted a seminal study that surveyed over 5,000 books 

published for youth between 1962 and 1964, and she found only 6.7% to feature African 

Americans, mainly in folktales and historical settings. Less than one percent of the books 

surveyed were found to feature African Americans in contemporary settings.viii Larrick’s 

statistics about African Americans are similar to the yearly CCBC statistics that continue to 

report low numbers of youth books about underrepresented groups in the United States.ix 

Along with their annual statistics, the CCBC releases yearly essays on publishing trends, 

and in their 2015 report, they reflected on the plateauing numbers of books by and about people 

of color and Natives. They also conveyed hope that the attention surrounding the two Myerses’ 

articles and the We Need Diverse Books campaign would result in higher numbers of such 

books.x Walter Dean Myers expressed a similar hope during the mid-1960s and 1970s regarding 

the Council on Interracial Books for Children.xi The Council challenged publishers to publish 

more African American authors, and the market for multicultural publishing grew during that 

time.xii However, by 1985 the number of youth books by African Americans was once again 

startlingly low.xiii Myers reflected on this plummet in his 1986 article and called for action not by 

publishers, but by the community through reinvesting in reading and re-creating demand for 

African American publishing.xiv 

In the 1980s, Rudine Sims Bishop was already invested in analyzing the portrayal of 

African Americans in youth literature and had created a framework for evaluating cultural 

authenticity.xv Bishop’s framework provided a foundation for numerous scholars to examine 

additional underrepresented groups through a culturally authentic lens, and researchers are still 

using the framework for multicultural and LGBTQIA literature evaluation and teaching.xvi 

In one of her most cited works, “Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors,” Bishop 

also provided us with a metaphor with which to describe the power of representation and the 

danger of its absence: “When children cannot find themselves reflected in the books they read, or 

when the images they see are distorted, negative, or laughable, they learn a powerful lesson 

about how they are devalued in the society of which they are a part.”xvii Her work and words 

have led to countless others investing in, discussing, and pushing for diversity in youth literature. 

In 2009 a similar message was relayed when Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie reiterated the 

importance of representation in her TED Talk “The Danger of a Single Story.”xviii Adichie’s talk 

also reminded us of the power of counter-storytelling and the importance of not only providing 

stories to authentically represent others, but to also counter the misleading and damaging 

narratives that still exist.xix Both Bishop’s and Adichie’s works help keep equitable 

representation at the forefront of the most recent call for more diverse books. 

In both of their 2014 articles, Walter Dean Myers and Christopher Myers wrote about the 
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delegation of characters of color to historical books.xx Christopher Myers described this 

delegation as an apartheid of literature where characters of color are found in historical books, 

but not in books that “traverse the lands of adventure, curiosity, imagination, or personal 

growth.”xxi Many of those types of adventures can be found in the speculative fiction genre, and 

while speculative fiction is only one genre of the many genres in which youth need to see various 

types of diversity, it is a genre that has struggled historically to include any racial or ethnic 

diversity. Many researchers and writers have observed the scarcity of speculative fiction titles 

about and by people of color and Natives and the negative portrayal when characters of color and 

Natives are included.xxii In the past, researchers in youth fiction have also noted the scarcity but 

have not focused fully on the genre because of the low number of available titles.xxiii Among the 

few works that do focus on identifying and discussing race and ethnicity in youth speculative 

fiction, the consensus is a need for more positive portrayals along with more critical discussion 

and analysis of what the genre offers and how it should improve.xxiv This study offers a starting 

point for renewed conversation about racial and ethnic representation and critical analysis of 

speculative fiction in youth literature. 

 

Research Questions 

In order to purchase, share, and promote diverse titles in speculative fiction, librarians and 

library workers must first be able to identify these titles. Major trade review journals are among 

the first sources that librarians and library workers use for such identification and selection. I 

wanted to discover not only what recently published YA speculative fiction contained racial and 

ethnic diversity, but also if the major review journals that librarians and library workers use for 

purchasing accurately and consistently describe racial and ethnic diversity in speculative fiction. 

As its name suggests, speculative fiction is comprised of a variety of genres that 

ask, “What if?” and provide possible answers through fantastic, supernatural, and futuristic 

elements. For the purpose of this study, genres defined in Table 1 were included under the 

umbrella term of speculative fiction. 

The two questions that guided this study were 

RQ1: How many YA speculative fiction titles published between 2010 and 2015 were 

indicated by review sources as containing racial or ethnic diversity? 

RQ2: To what extent are major review journals explicitly describing racially or ethnically 

diverse protagonists or major secondary characters in YA speculative fiction reviews? 

 

Table 1. Speculative Fiction Genre Definitions 

Subgenre Definition 

 

 

Science Fiction 

Works containing imagined, but plausible, futuristic concepts that 

revolve around science and technology. Works in the science 

fiction subgenre feature space, time travel, parallel universes, 

alternate histories, aliens, biopunk, cyberpunk, future societies, 
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robots, artificial intelligence, etc. Dystopias, apocalypses, and post-

apocalypses are included under science fiction for this study. 

 

 

 

Fantasy 

Works containing magical elements in imagined worlds or settings. 

Fantasy can take place in a real-world setting, but fantastic 

elements that do not exist and could not exist in our world are 

added. Fantasy is often derived from traditional literature such as 

myths, legends, and fairy tales. Fantasy can also include science, 

time travel, and steampunk in combination with magical elements. 

 

 

Paranormal 

Works usually set in the real world focusing on the supernatural 

and unexplained phenomena or abilities. Often described as urban 

fantasy, paranormal can feature vampires, shapeshifters, angels, 

deceased protagonists, ghosts, demons, etc. 

 

 

Horror 

Works inspired by and derived from gothic fiction, where terror, 

dread, and fear are central to the created atmosphere and story line. 

Subgenres lacking supernatural elements such as thrillers, slashers, 

splatterpunk, and so on are not included under speculative fiction. 

 

Animal Fantasy Works featuring talking animals as the protagonist and as major 

secondary characters. 

 

Speculative Fiction 

Anthology/Short Stories 

 

Collection of works written in any of the various speculative fiction 

subgenres.  

Various Genre 

Anthology 

 

Anthologies comprised of stories in a variety of genres outside of 

speculative fiction, but include at least one speculative fiction story. 

 

 

Methods 

The study was limited to speculative fiction titles published between 2010 and 2015 that were 

reviewed by School Library Journal (SLJ) and Voice of Youth Advocates (VOYA) in their print 

journals. I chose SLJ for its wide coverage of youth titles and VOYA for its focus on solely 

reviewing materials for adolescents. Both review sources are considered industry standards in 

youth collection development, and, combined, these two review sources cover the majority of 

titles published for youth. Because my focus was on YA literature, I only considered titles that 

were reviewed for an audience of grades 7 to 12 and did not include graphic novels. To address 

the first research question, I compiled a list of all speculative fiction titles that met the print 

publication and grade criteria for the study and then recorded the subgenre of each title as 

defined in Table 1. I determined the subgenres of the titles by noting any discussion of genre in 

the reviews and by referring to genre tags in Novelist Plus and Goodreads. I then analyzed the 
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content of each review, taking notes on any explicit descriptions of race or ethnicity, as well as 

any descriptions of cultural settings or other diverse elements. The other diverse elements I took 

note of included descriptions of cultures, histories, mythologies, use of foreign languages, and so 

on. For the reviews that contained these two types of descriptions, I recorded the following: 

1. bibliographic information 

2. speculative fiction genre as defined in Table 1 

3. race or ethnicity of protagonist(s) 

4. race or ethnicity of major secondary character(s) 

5. cultural setting 

6. other diverse elements 

For the coding, I defined “explicit descriptions of race” as a direct phrase that identified 

the character’s race or ethnicity. For example, the phrase “John, the Japanese American 

protagonist” or the sentence “John and his family fight to hold on to their Japanese culture while 

living in America” would be considered an explicit description and coded for the protagonist’s 

race or ethnicity. Inexplicit descriptions—mainly the use of character names that suggest a 

particular racial background or ethnicity—were not coded as explicit descriptions. After careful 

consideration, I made this choice because the use of a cultural name, particularly in the context 

of speculative fiction, can be misleading due to the nature of the fantastic elements and names 

created, the historical issues surrounding whiteness and misappropriation in the genre, and the 

sometimes intentional use of racially and culturally ambiguous characters. Names of characters 

can provide a clue to a race or ethnicity, but at their best and most authentic, names are just that: 

only an indefinite clue, not the answer in and of themselves. I consulted with a second coder first 

to discuss explicit versus inexplicit descriptions and then to code a sample of reviews to ensure 

consistency and reliability. 

To address research question two, I compiled a second list of known diverse speculative 

fiction titles to compare to the list of titles reviewed by SLJ and VOYA. I created this list of 

known diverse speculative fiction titles by reviewing a variety of alternate sources including 

book and publisher lists on diverse titles, reader and reviewer blogs, Goodreads reviews and tags, 

author blogs and interviews, and the “All Our Worlds: Diverse Fantastic Fiction” database.xxv I 

recorded and coded the same information as described for the SLJ and VOYA reviews and then 

compared the list of known diverse titles to the original list of all the speculative fiction titles 

reviewed by SLJ and VOYA. During the comparison, I was able determine if any diverse titles 

were missed by SLJ or VOYA, thus answering to what extent these journals were consistently and 

accurately describing racial and cultural diversity in their reviews. 

The study does have limitations because my results only include titles reviewed by SLJ 

and VOYA. Combined, the review sources do provide a relatively comprehensive list of titles 

published during the study period, but this list is not exhaustive. This is also true for the second 

list created from alternate sources to determine what SLJ and VOYA may have missed. While I 

compiled a list of as many diverse titles as I could find in the time period of the study, this list is 

also not exhaustive. However, the study does provide a representative survey of the major 
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speculative fiction titles for which library staff would likely have seen reviews during the study 

period. 

 

Results 

How Many YA Speculative Fiction Reviews Indicate Racially or Ethnically Diverse Major 

Characters? 

The first part of the results focuses on reporting the numbers and breakdown for all the racially 

and ethnically diverse titles found, including titles SLJ and VOYA reviewed but did not indicate 

as having diverse major characters. 

Speculative Fiction Titles Reviewed 

I analyzed reviews for a total of 2,994 unique speculative fiction titles. The fantasy and 

paranormal genres comprised nearly two-thirds (65.4%) of the titles reviewed with 1,102 fantasy 

titles and 857 paranormal titles. Science fiction was the next highest genre with 833 (27.8%) 

titles, followed by horror with 135 (4.5%) titles. Table 2 shows the complete number of titles 

reviewed by genre over the six-year period. 

Table 2. All Speculative Fiction Titles Reviewed 

 

 

 

 

Year 

Science 

Fiction Fantasy Paranormal Horror 

Animal 

Fantasy 

Speculative 

Fiction 

Anthology/

Short 

Stories 

Various 

Genre 

Anthology 

 

 

 

 

Total 

2010 62 160 113 20 4 11 0  

2011 95 165 156 21 2 10 2  

2012 153 187 199 21 3 7 3  

2013 177 177 158 22 3 8 0  

2014 183 192 132 23 0 5 0  

2015 163 221 99 28 1 7 1  

Total 833 1,102 857 135 13 48 6 2,994 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

titles 

 

 

27.8% 

 

 

36.8% 

 

 

28.6% 

 

 

4.5% 

 

 

0.4% 

 

 

1.6% 

 

 

0.2% 

 

 

Titles Featuring Racially or Ethnically Diverse Protagonists or Major Secondary Characters 

Of the 2,994 titles reviewed, I identified 282 (9.4%) titles as containing at least one racially or 

ethnically diverse protagonist and 151 (5.0%) titles containing at least one racially or ethnically 

diverse major secondary character. Combined, 380 (12.7%) unique titles featured either a 
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racially or ethnically diverse protagonist and/or major secondary character. 

Tables 3 and 4 show the total number of titles featuring racially or ethnically diverse 

major characters by genre and compare those numbers to the total number of titles reviewed 

within each genre. Due to the limited descriptions found for each individual story included in 

anthologies or short stories, those genre categories were not included in Table 4. Table 3 shows 

various genre anthologies and speculative fiction anthologies contained the highest percentages 

of racially or ethnically diverse protagonists but also had a low number of titles reviewed. 

Fantasy and science fiction had the next highest percentages at 11.3% and 10.3%, respectively. 

For racially or culturally diverse major secondary characters (Table 4), horror had the highest 

percentage (8.1%) followed by science fiction (6.6%). Due to some titles having both racially or 

ethnically diverse protagonists and major secondary characters, the numbers for the protagonists 

and secondary characters may represent the same unique titles. 

 

Table 3. Number of Titles Featuring a Racially or Ethnically Diverse Protagonist 

 Total number of 

titles featuring a 

racially or ethnically 

diverse protagonist 

Total number of 

titles reviewed in 

each genre 

Percentage of 

racially or ethnically 

diverse protagonists 

in each genre 

Science Fiction 86 833 10.3% 

Fantasy 124 1,102 11.3% 

Paranormal 52 857 6.1% 

Horror 9 135 6.7% 

Animal Fantasy 0 13 0% 

Speculative Fiction 

Anthology/Short Stories 

 

9 

 

48 

 

18.8% 

Various Genre 

Anthology 

2 6 33.3% 

   Total 282 2,994 9.4% 

 

 

Table 4. Number of Titles Featuring a Racially or Ethnically Diverse Major Secondary 

Character 

 Total number of titles 

featuring a racially or 

ethnically diverse major 

secondary character 

 

 

Total number of titles 

reviewed in genre 

Percentage of racially or 

ethnically diverse major 

secondary characters in 

each genre 

Science Fiction 55 833 6.6% 

Fantasy 58 1,102 5.3% 

Paranormal 27 857 3.2% 

Horror 11 135 8.1% 

Animal Fantasy 0 13 0% 
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   Total 151 2,994* 5.0% 
*The 54 titles in speculative fiction anthologies/short stories and various genre anthologies were not included 

due to limited descriptions of major secondary characters found for each individual story. 

 

Representations of Race and Ethnicity within the Diverse Titles 

It is important to note that the following results describe characters who have been identified as 

being in a particular racial or ethnic group. Because speculative fiction contains characters who 

may not be living in our real world or completely human, ascribing real-world, human-only race 

and ethnic categories to characters was only done if an aspect of a character was identified as 

such. For example, Marissa Meyer’s novel Cinder is set in a futuristic China-inspired landscape 

called New Beijing and features the main protagonist, Cinder, who is described as having mixed 

Asian ethnicity even though she is 36.28% cyborg.xxvi 

I coded the race and ethnicity categories as they emerged in the reviews, and two 

categories did not align with our usual construction of race and ethnicity. Ancient Egyptians 

were categorized separately because they did not fit into any of our contemporary categories of 

race or ethnicity.xxvii The category “unidentified” was also included to allow for characters who 

were described only as being of color without any additional indicators. 

Table 5 provides a yearly breakdown of the race and ethnicity of protagonists identified 

within the 282 diverse titles. I identified a total number of 333 racially or ethnically diverse 

protagonists. The total number of protagonists was higher than the number of titles due to some 

titles featuring more than one racially or ethnically diverse protagonist. The data within Table 5 

shows growth in terms of the number of diverse protagonists identified through the six-year 

period. Biracial/multiracial characters were the highest represented group, comprising 25.2% of 

the protagonists identified. Asian protagonists were the next highest, making up 21.0%, and 

black, African American, or African protagonists comprised 12.0%. 

 

Table 5. Protagonist Race and Ethnicity 

 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Race/ 

Ethnicity 

Total 

Black or African 

American or African 

 

3 

 

5 

 

7 

 

8 

 

10 

 

7 

 

40 

Hispanic or Latino or 

Spanish origin 

 

2 

 

3 

 

6 

 

7 

 

8 

 

6 

 

32 

American Indian or 

Alaska Native or 

Indigenous Peoples  

 

0 

 

3 

 

4 

 

6 

 

2 

 

3 

 

18 

Native Hawaiian or 

Other Pacific Islander 

0 1 2 5 3 0 11 

Caribbean 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Asian 8 8 12 9 13 20 70 
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Southeast Asian 0 1 1 0 0 0 2 

South Asian 4 5 7 3 4 5 28 

Ancient Egyptian 1 0 0 2 1 0 4 

Middle Eastern 1 0 0 2 3 5 11 

Biracial/Multiracial 8 11 19 13 20 13 84 

Unidentified 2 2 6 2 7 14 33 

   Total 29 39 64 57 71 73 333 

 

Table 6 shows the yearly breakdown of the race and ethnicity of the major secondary 

characters. I identified a total number of 204 racially or ethnically diverse major secondary 

characters. The number of characters included fluctuated throughout the study period but almost 

doubled since 2010. Asian characters represented the highest percentage (29.9%), followed by 

black, African American, or African characters (20.0%). 

Table 6. Major Secondary Character Race and Ethnicity 

 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Race/ 

Ethnicity 

Total 

Black or African 

American or African 

 

5 

 

3 

 

10 

 

8 

 

6 

 

9 

 

41 

Hispanic or Latino or 

Spanish Origin 

 

2 

 

1 

 

5 

 

2 

 

3 

 

5 

 

18 

American Indian or 

Alaska Native or 

Indigenous Peoples  

 

1 

 

5 

 

3 

 

4 

 

2 

 

1 

 

16 

Native Hawaiian or 

Other Pacific Islander 

1 1 0 0 1 1 4 

Caribbean 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 

Asian 7 12 8 11 9 14 61 

Southeast Asian 0 1 1 0 0 1 3 

South Asian 2 5 1 1 0 3 12 

Ancient Egyptian 1 1 1 0 0 1 4 

Middle Eastern 4 0 0 0 1 2 7 

Biracial/Multiracial 2 2 7 5 4 4 24 

Unidentified 0 4 3 0 1 5 13 

   Total 26 35 39 31 27 46 204 

 

To What Extent Are SLJ and VOYA Explicitly Describing Racially or Ethnically Diverse 

Major Characters? 

The second part of the results focuses on comparing the list of diverse titles identified by SLJ and 

VOYA reviews to the list of known diverse titles found through surveying alternate sources. 
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SLJ and VOYA Compared to Other Sources 

Table 7 shows by year the number of titles SLJ or VOYA reviewed as having racially or 

ethnically diverse protagonists and the number of additional titles found to have racially or 

ethnically diverse protagonists that were not explicitly noted in SLJ or VOYA reviews. 

Combined, SLJ and VOYA identified 111 (39.4%) of the 282 titles found via alternate sources to 

have racially and ethnically diverse protagonists. 

Table. 7 Comparison of Number of Titles Identified as Containing a Racially or 

Ethnically Diverse Protagonist 

 

 

 

 

 

Total titles 

reviewed 

by SLJ or 

VOYA 

 

Titles reviewed by SLJ 

or VOYA as containing 

racially/ethnically 

diverse protagonists 

Additional titles found 

containing 

racially/ethnically diverse 

protagonists not identified 

by SLJ or VOYA 

 

Total 

number of 

diverse 

protagonist 

titles 

Total 

count 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

diverse 

protagonist 

titles Total count 

Percentage 

of total 

number of 

diverse 

protagonist 

titles 

7 370 10 43.5% 13 56.5% 23 

2011 451 11 35.5% 20 64.5% 31 

2012 573 23 39.7% 35 60.3% 58 

2013 545 21 42.9% 28 57.1% 49 

2014 535 23 38.3% 37 61.7% 60 

2015 520 23 37.7% 38 62.3% 61 

  Total 2,994 111 39.4% 171 60.6% 282 

 

Table 8 shows the analogous comparison for the identification of racially or ethnically 

diverse secondary characters. Combined, SLJ and VOYA identified 57 (37.7%) of the 151 titles 

found via alternate sources to have racially and ethnically diverse secondary characters. 

Table. 8 Comparison of Number of Titles Identified as Containing a Racially or 

Ethnically Diverse Major Secondary Character 

 

 

 

Total titles 

reviewed 

by SLJ or 

VOYA 

 

Total titles reviewed by 

SLJ or VOYA as 

containing 

racially/ethnically diverse 

major secondary 

characters 

Additional titles found 

containing 

racially/ethnically diverse 

major secondary 

characters not identified 

by SLJ or VOYA 

Total 

number of 

diverse 

major 

secondary 

character 

titles Total count 

Percentage 

of total Total count 

Percentage 

of total 
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number of 

diverse 

major 

secondary 

characters 

titles 

number of 

diverse 

major 

secondary 

characters 

titles 

2010 370 9 47.4% 10 52.6% 19 

2011 451 10 37.0% 17 63.0% 27 

2012 573 11 39.3% 17 60.7% 28 

2013 545 6 26.1% 17 73.9% 23 

2014 535 7 35.0% 13 65.0% 20 

2015 520 14 41.2% 20 58.8% 34 

   Total 2,994 57 37.7% 94 62.3% 151 

 

In both categories—protagonists and major secondary characters—SLJ’s and VOYA’s 

YA speculative fiction reviews consistently underreport racial and ethnic diversity by over 60%. 

To say the least, this was a disheartening discovery, one made only more so given the study’s 

limitation of a non-exhaustive list of known diverse titles to compare to those found in SLJ and 

VOYA. In truth, it is possible the percentage for under-reporting could be even higher. 

Considering Settings and Cultural Descriptions 

I also analyzed the data to see if when SLJ or VOYA did not identify the racially or ethnically 

diverse protagonists or major secondary characters, they at least identified or indicated a diverse 

setting or cultural element if present. For the 171 additional titles identified as having at least one 

racially or ethnically diverse protagonist that SLJ or VOYA did not identify, 58 of those titles 

were noted by SLJ or VOYA to have a diverse setting or cultural element. For the 94 additional 

titles identified as having at least one racially or ethnically diverse secondary character that SLJ 

or VOYA did not identify, 33 of those titles were noted by SLJ or VOYA to have a diverse setting 

or cultural element. By combining the number of titles for which SLJ or VOYA successfully 

identified racially and ethnically diverse protagonists with the additional titles they noted to have 

a diverse setting or culture, the percentage of titles found to have some mention of racial, ethnic, 

setting, or cultural diversity rises to 59.9%. Similarly, the percentage rises to 59.6% when 

considering the identification of major secondary characters along with setting and other cultural 

elements. While these considerations paint a somewhat less bleak picture, they nevertheless 

demonstrate that SLJ and VOYA still underreport racial, ethnic, or cultural diversity in some form 

by almost 40%. 

 

Discussion 

The results of the study produced positive outcomes in highlighting the characters of color and 

Native characters already present in the genre but also raised issues surrounding the small 
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percentage of published speculative fiction titles featuring racially or ethnically diverse 

characters. The number of racially or ethnically diverse titles identified is low compared to the 

total number of titles published in the genre. The problematic nature of this low number is 

compounded by the lack of identification in trade reviews. The few titles that are published each 

year may not be consistently and explicitly identified in major trade reviews. Both of these issues 

contribute to the difficulty in finding racial and ethnic diversity in the YA speculative fiction 

genre. An additional issue raised in the study was occasional problematic language found in 

reviews. The first part of this discussion highlights the variety of racial and ethnic diversity 

found along with the positive ways in which some reviewers wrote about diverse elements. The 

second part of the discussion addresses problematic language within reviews, explores possible 

solutions, and offers a call to action. 

Diverse Titles in Speculative Fiction 

One way to actively address the issue of diversity in any genre is to promote the diverse titles 

that already exist. The following are highlights of selected titles containing major characters of 

color and Native characters. The highlighted titles are well-reviewed and many are featured in 

best books lists and are winners, finalists, or nominees of state and national book awards. 

● Erin Claiborne’s A Hero at the End of the World is a funny, satirical “chosen one” 

fantasy that follows sixteen-year-old Chinese British Ewan Mao and his black best friend, 

Oliver Abrams. Described as a read-alike to the Harry Potter series, Ewan and Oliver 

discover how friendship can be tested when prophecies don’t come true.xxviii 

● Sarah Zettel’s American Fairy trilogy is a fantasy set during the Dust Bowl era and 

features Callie, a biracial half-human fairy, who is the daughter of an African American 

Unseelie fairy prince and a white human mother. Callie befriends Jack, a young Jewish 

drifter, and together they travel between worlds experiencing adventure tainted by 

prejudice.xxix 

● Fonda Lee’s science fiction Zeroboxer is a zero-gravity prizefighting adventure set in a 

futuristic world that realistically portrays how diverse the future will actually be. Carr 

Luka, the protagonist, is of mixed race like many other characters in this novel’s world, 

including his girlfriend, a half-Martian with Asian heritage. White mono-ethnic societies 

in a post-racial world are commonly created worlds in science fiction, so it is refreshing 

to see Lee’s world filled with nods to a variety of diverse cultures.xxx 

● Set in a futuristic plague-ridden world, Mandy Hager’s Blood of the Lamb series is a 

science fiction dystopia that explores subversive religious authority and racism through 

the subjugation of Maryam and her friends, Pacific Islanders living under the rule of 

white missionaries.xxxi 

● Dia Reeves’s Bleeding Violet (paranormal) and Slice of Cherry (horror) are violently dark 

creepy tales that follow biracial (black and Finnish) and black female protagonists living 

in Portero, Texas, a supernatural town with peculiar residents.xxxii 

● Sarah Fine’s paranormal Guards of the Shadowlands series follows Lela Santos, a Latina, 
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as she journeys into a dark underworld inspired by Jewish and Mesopotamian mythology 

to rescue a friend.xxxiii 

● Jonathan Maberry’s award-winning, high-energy zombie horror series Rot & Ruin 

follows Benny Imura, a biracial (Japanese American and Irish) teen, as he struggles with 

not only surviving the zombies filling his world, but also the human monsters it has 

created. Maberry’s series also includes Benny’s Japanese American half-brother and 

Chinese American best friend.xxxiv 

● Dan Wells’s Partials Sequence is a dystopian science fiction series set in a world 

devastated by a plague. Kira, the Indian protagonist, kidnaps a Partial, a genetically 

created humanoid, in order to find a cure to the spreading virus the Partials created.xxxv 

● Karen Sandler’s Tankborn series is a dystopian science fiction with a world inspired by 

the Indian caste system. Sandler flips the color hierarchy by placing darker skin at the top 

of the ranking. Kayla, the black protagonist, faces prejudice not because of her skin color, 

but because of her status as a GEN (Genetically Engineered Non-Human).xxxvi 

● Using Chiricahua Apache history and culture, Joseph Bruchac’s post-apocalyptic science 

fiction series Killer of Enemies follows Lozen, the Apache protagonist named after the 

legendary Chiricahua warrior, as she fights monsters and gains legendary powers.xxxvii 

● Rinsai Rossetti’s novel The Girl with Borrowed Wings is set in a Middle Eastern desert 

and tells a coming-of-age paranormal romance about Frenenqer Paje, the female 

protagonist of Thai descent, and the shapeshifter she meets.xxxviii 

● Short story collection Dancing with the Devil and Other Tales from Beyond / Bailando 

con el Diablo y Otros Cuentos del Más Allá by René Saldaña contains six supernatural 

tales based on Mexican American folklore presented in English and Spanish.xxxix 

● Edited by Tobias Buckell and Joe Monti, the Diverse Energies speculative fiction 

anthology contains a wide variety of stories featuring racially and ethnically diverse 

characters including Asian, black, Indigenous Peoples of the Americas, and Hispanic.xl 

● Edited by Nick Mamatas and Masumi Washington, Phantasm Japan: Fantasies Light 

and Dark, from and about Japan contains a collection of speculative fiction stories 

featuring Japanese characters and culture.xli 

Even though the number of racially or ethnically diverse major characters in speculative fiction 

is low, there are titles currently available to purchase and promote. 

Highlighted Reviews 

While the study did not focus on whether or not the titles found were authentic in portraying the 

racial, ethnic, or cultural elements it included, this is an important and essential step after 

identification, and some SLJ and VOYA reviewers did address authenticity. The common 

negative racial and ethnic tropes found within the speculative fiction genre have persisted, and 

some SLJ and VOYA reviews did address issues surrounding the usage and treatment of 

characters of color and Native characters. For example, in a review of Mark Frost’s Paladin 
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Prophecy, a reviewer noted that “nonwhite characters either hew closely to hoary stereotypes (a 

Latino cabbie who calls Will ‘esse,’ ‘holmes,’ and ‘cabron’ in the space of two pages; immense 

Samoan security guards who are all ‘friendly, trustworthy, and incorruptible’) or are dramatically 

opposed for comic effect (an ethnically South Asian boy with a deep Southern accent).”xlii A 

review for Robin Gregory’s Improbable Wonders of Moojie Littleman describes an off-putting 

usage of “Orientalist hodgepodge that is the culture of the Hostiles that Moojie befriends. The 

mystical Native American, given magical power by his connection to the past and the earth, is a 

problematic trope that is reinforced, rather than upturned, here.”xliii For Michael Griffo’s 

Darkborn Legacy series, separate reviewers throughout the series noted the continued 

stereotypical portrayal of Native and multicultural characters and disrespectful cultural 

depictions.xliv Another review called out Jane Nickerson’s problematic portrayal of U.S. slavery 

and race in The Mirk and Midnight Hour. A white family has African slaves, and “Violet’s 

family’s slave, Laney, is referred to as a ‘servant’ and promises she won’t leave, since her family 

and Violet’s are linked. The villains are also the shadowy VanZeldts, who practice a mix of 

hoodoo and snake worship they learned in Africa.”xlv I also found reviews describing the 

pronounced lack of diversity in settings that would require it for historical accuracy, reviews 

noting shallow usage of racial and ethnic characters as placeholders, and descriptions of white 

characters misappropriating various cultures. 

Problematic Language in Reviews 

Outside of the significant issue of the lack of SLJ and VOYA reviews identifying racial and ethnic 

diversity, I also found occasional problematic language used to describe race and ethnicity in the 

reviews. This is an issue that has been reported before in Malinda Lo’s “Perceptions of Diversity 

in Book Reviews” study. Lo’s analysis reviewed a variety of YA genres and listed common, 

specific ways in which YA trade journal reviews contained micro-aggressions toward nonwhite 

characters and other diverse population groups.xlvi Her findings parallel some of the more 

problematic issues I found in SLJ and VOYA reviews. The majority of my findings, though, 

surrounded the use of blanket statements to describe diversity. Common generic phrases such as 

“colorful cast of diverse characters” and “diverse group of characters” were used as the only 

indicator of diverse elements in the title. These types of blanket statements provided little context 

to even begin to answer what type of diversity was present. Slightly more specific statements—

such as “characters of color,” “ethnically diverse,” “non-white protagonist,” and “various 

multicultural elements”—gave a better sense of the type of diversity, but were still too general 

for specific identification. For librarians and library workers who are looking for books with 

specific types of diversity, these types of vague statements are not considerably helpful. 

Some less frequent but considerably more concerning issues included a lack of sensitivity 

in terminology used to describe characters of color and Native characters, the promotion of titles 

that included questionable treatment of diverse cultures, and negative promotion around titles 

that included too much racial and ethnic diversity. In noting the following issues, I intend only to 

highlight the problems themselves, not individual reviewers. While individual reviewers have 
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contributed to these issues by including questionable language, the editors of the professional 

journals should be ultimately responsible for what is printed in their reviews. 

The most frequent and common insensitive term found was “gypsy,” which was used to 

not only describe actual characters of Romani heritage, but to also describe white characters who 

were misappropriating elements of Romani culture. Even when a review noted a problem with a 

white character not having a Romani heritage, the review still described the culture as a “gypsy 

culture” and recommended the title. “Gypsy” is a term that some groups of the Romani culture 

have embraced, but for authors and review sources to still be using the term so casually as 

outsiders of the culture is culturally insensitive at best. 

Another descriptor, “an illegal,” was used without any context to describe a character that 

I later found from a different review source to be Hispanic. While the character of the story was 

in fact an illegal Hispanic immigrant, it was not clear in the review, and the usage of the term 

alone without additional context plays a part in perpetuating stereotypes about Hispanic 

immigrants. An additional example involved a recommended title that contained stereotypical 

hyphenated Native names and misappropriated Natives’ cultures. Other recommended titles were 

also found that depicted Native characters and cultures stereotypically. 

Most damaging were reviews that described racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity as a 

weakness. In these cases I found reviewers highlighting authentic usages of culture, language, 

history, and mythology, only to then not recommend the title because it would be too much or 

too confusing for readers not within the culture. These types of reviews reinforce the exclusion 

of cultural diversity, and Lo found similar reviews of this nature in other YA genres about 

various types of diversity.xlvii An additional similar problem found was the recommendation of 

ethnically diverse titles specifically to libraries serving ethnically diverse populations. As 

librarians and youth advocates, we must agree on the importance of the inclusion of authentic 

diverse literature in all kinds of libraries serving all types of populations. While all readers 

deserve to see characters like themselves in any genre, they also need stories outside of their own 

lived experience. 

Call to Action 

For too long, speculative fiction has been excused from owning up to its diversity issues. While 

the overall number of YA speculative fiction titles including major characters of color and 

Native characters is still low, the genre is slowly growing to include more racial and ethnic 

diversity. As more past titles are found and new ones written, it is our responsibility to identify 

the problematic and promote the authentic. While race and ethnicity in the YA speculative 

fiction genre was the focus of this study, the following calls to action apply to the various types 

of diversity and genres found throughout all youth literature. 

Engage in the Search for Diversity and Diversity Conversations 

Librarians and youth advocates serve as one type of gatekeeper between youth and the books 
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they read. It is our responsibility to not only be aware of which books contain authentic diversity, 

but also to purchase and promote them. If the primary trade journal review sources we use do not 

consistently report on this information, we must use other sources in combination with those we 

have come to rely on. Appendix A lists a variety of sites that promote diversity of all kinds 

across genres, highlight authors who are including diversity in their books, and provide spaces 

for conversations about the numerous issues surrounding diversity in youth literature. Using 

these resources and engaging in research or discussions through professional or social networks 

will help to keep the issue at the forefront of our professions. 

Advocate for More Representation and Authenticity 

As librarians and youth advocates who care about serving all populations, we must continue to 

support and push for initiatives challenging publishers and authors to evaluate their messages 

and produce more authentic diverse materials.xlviii We also must continue to be allies for 

underrepresented groups and carefully use the power and privileges we have to push back against 

damaging and stereotypical books. However, all of us—particularly library staff—should also 

keep in mind the issues surrounding silencing any voice, the reasons we keep offensive books on 

the shelves, and the power in using even offensive books as tools for critically engaging in 

discourse about the issues. 

Support Industry Diversity and Reviewer Training Initiatives 

Lee & Low Books released the results of their Diversity Baseline survey in 2016, showing the 

demographic makeup of review journal staff and publishing staff to be almost 80% white, 78.2% 

cis female, 88.2% heterosexual, and only 7.6% identifying as having a disability.xlix Being aware 

of the privileges that many of us have is a start to understanding why we need to support groups 

that advocate for underrepresented voices. Appendix A provides a link to small publishing 

presses committed to publishing diverse books. Keeping these publishers in mind when making 

purchasing decisions and recognizing authors and publishers when they produce award-worthy 

work will help to drive the market. 

Many librarians and youth advocates volunteer review for SLJ and VOYA. Pushing for 

more reviewer diversity is a helpful start in helping to highlight diverse books and erase 

problematic language in reviews, but asking for more diversity review training, resources on 

diversity issues, and guidelines on writing about diverse characters is an impactful way to help 

all reviewers, even diverse ones, to review more consciously on these issues.l The tendency to 

“default white” is a struggle for many reviewers, including myself: even as a reviewer of color 

who actively looks for race, I sometimes still find it difficult to recognize when it is there. It is 

not easy to review titles with lenses we have no experience wearing, but it is an important 

enough issue for us to recognize our limitations and seek to improve them.li The more we talk, 

write, and report on the issues, the better we will become in identifying diversity when it is 

present, evaluating what we find, and writing about diversity consciously in reviews or other 
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platforms. 

Fortunately, the reviewing issue is one that popular trade review journals have begun to 

address. Vicky Smith, Children’s and Teen Editor of Kirkus, has written and talked about 

recruiting diverse reviewers, defaulting white in reviews, and writing more explicit 

descriptions.lii Kathy Ishizuka, Executive Editor of SLJ, reported results from an internal 

reviewer survey and described actively recruiting more diverse reviewers.liii Kiera Parrot, SLJ’s 

and Library Journal’s Reviews Director, has reported on SLJ offering an eight-week online 

course for reviewers on diversity and cultural literacy, providing internal sensitivity training, and 

creating updated reviewer guidelines.liv VOYA, after being pressed and challenged online for 

offensive language in a past review, updated their reviewer information pages, which now 

include an updated editorial philosophy for reviews, updated review guidelines, new reviewer 

FAQs, and new resources for reviewers on writing with more sensitivity toward diverse issues 

and avoiding censorship.lv These changes show that editors are listening and responding. 

Librarians and library workers have been engaging, advocating, and supporting the push 

for diverse books for well over a century, yet our work is far from finished—indeed, it may 

never be. As our youth population continues to become more diverse, we must always advocate 

for authentic representations of groups too readily simplified, ignored, or demeaned. Our 

libraries should be true, nuanced representations of the depth and breadth of our society. 

 

Conclusion 

Books can serve as a tool for social justice. They can embolden readers by describing 

achievements in history and the work that must be continued. They can guide readers through the 

realistic social issues they currently face, or help readers become the next expert in a field. They 

can comfort, provide humor, excite, and reassure in the face of a society that at times seems 

hopeless or dark. They can help to erase negative narratives that continue to be spoken. In so 

many ways, the best books inspire readers to see the impossible as possible, only a short leap 

from reality. Any of these books, though, can be lost if we don’t know them, recommend them, 

or push for more of them to be written. Regardless of settings in the past or future, on Earth or 

distant planets, in nations we inhabit or worlds we’ve never seen, all readers should be able to 

dream of any aspect of themselves—gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, culture, creed, or 

ability—in the stories they seek. 

 

Appendix A: Youth Literature Diversity Resources 

Organizations 

● Children’s Book Council, CBC Diversity: http://www.cbcdiversity.com/ 

● Cooperative Children’s Book Center: https://ccbc.education.wisc.edu/ 

o Annual Statistics on Multicultural Literature in Publishing: 

http://ccbc.education.wisc.edu/books/pcstats.asp 

o Small publisher presses owned and operated by people of color or First/Native 
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Nations: https://ccbc.education.wisc.edu/books/pclist.asp 

● We Need Diverse Books: http://weneeddiversebooks.org/ 

● Worlds of Words: http://wowlit.org/ 

Critical Evaluation and Conversations 

● Reading While White: http://readingwhilewhite.blogspot.com/ 

● Teaching for Change’s “Guide for Selecting Anti-Bias Children’s Books”: 

https://socialjusticebooks.org/guide-for-selecting-anti-bias-childrens-books/ 

Diversity Book Blogs and Websites 

● Crazy QuiltEdi: https://campbele.wordpress.com/ 

● Cynthia Leitich Smith’s Diversity lists: http://cynthialeitichsmith.com/lit-

resources/read/diversity/ 

● Diversity in YA Tumblr: http://diversityinya.tumblr.com/ 

● The Pirate Tree, Social Justice and Children’s Literature: http://www.thepiratetree.com/ 

● Rich in Color: http://richincolor.com/ 

● Social Justice Books: https://socialjusticebooks.org/ 

Diversity Book Sites about People of Color and Natives 

● Africa Access Review: http://africaaccessreview.org/ 

● American Indians in Children’s Literature: 

https://americanindiansinchildrensliterature.blogspot.com/ 

● The Brown Bookshelf: https://thebrownbookshelf.com/ 

● The Dark Fantastic: http://thedarkfantastic.blogspot.com/ 

● De Colores: The Raza Experience in Books for Children: 

http://decoloresreviews.blogspot.com/ 

● I’m Your Neighbor: http://www.imyourneighborbooks.org/ 

● Latinas for Latino Lit: http://latinas4latinolit.org/ 

● Latinxs in Kid Lit: https://latinosinkidlit.com/ 

● Talk Story “Asian Pacific American Book List”: http://talkstorytogether.org/asian-

pacific-american-book-list/ 

Disabilities 

● Disabilities in Kidlit: http://disabilityinkidlit.com/ 

LGBTQIA 

● Gay YA: http://www.gayya.org/ 

● I’m Here. I’m Queer. What the Hell Do I Read: http://www.leewind.org/ 
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Abstract 

With the growing youth LGBTQ* population comes the need for representation of those 

communities in library collections. To determine how well LGBTQ* populations were 

represented in library collections for young people, the authors reviewed the catalog holdings of 

24 libraries across the country and serving various population sizes using a checklist of 80 

LGBTQ* titles. The results were nuanced. Libraries serving populations greater than 300,000 

held the most titles on the list; however, libraries serving populations fewer than 20,000 had the 

largest ratio of copies per population of the books. Libraries in the South-Central region had the 

fewest copies of these books overall. Libraries in the Northeast held the greatest number of titles 

on the checklist. The Northwest region held the most eBooks, audiobook CDs, and downloadable 

audiobooks, but the Northeast region held the most print copies of the books on the list. 

Terminology 

We have taken our terminology from the GLAAD Media Reference Guide.i LGBTQ indicates 

lesbian, gay male, bisexual, transgender, or queer. In order to include sexual orientations that are 

not represented in LGBTQ—such as intersex, asexual, questioning, and pansexual—we have 

chosen to use LGBTQ*. 
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Introduction 

As civil rights issues have taken on prominence over the last fifty years, the LGBTQ* population 

in the United States has become increasingly visible. Between 2.2% and 4.0% of the adult 

population in the United States identifies as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender,ii and over a 

million children are being raised by an LGBTQ* parent or by same-sex couples.iii Furthermore, 

5–6% of U.S. teenagers identify as lesbian, gay, or bisexual.iv The number of teens who identify 

as transgender is uncertain,v but the latest data from the Williams Institute at the UCLA School 

of Law indicates that there are nearly 1.4 million adults in the United States who identify as 

transgender.vi The largest percentage of those adults is between the ages of 18 and 24.vii This is 

nearly double the estimates from a decade ago.viii While the population of individuals who 

identify as LGBTQ* is growing, the community institutions that serve them have demonstrated a 

mixed response to LGBTQ* issues. 

We can see regional differences in those responses. Legislative actions suggest that 

LGBTQ* populations are viewed more negatively in the Southeast, Southwest, and South-

Central regions of the United States. The eight states that have laws that restrict educators and 

school staff from discussing LGBTQ* issues at school are all located in the southern regions of 

the United States (see Appendix A): Alabama, Arizona, Louisiana, Mississippi, Oklahoma, 

South Carolina, Texas, and Utah.ix Fifteen of the 27 states (55%) in the northern regions of the 

United States (see Appendix A) have laws prohibiting the bullying of students based on their 

sexual orientation and gender identity, while only 7 of the 24 (29%) states in the southern 

regions have such laws.x LGBTQ* anti-discrimination laws have been passed in 48% of the 

northern regions and 33% of the southern regions. None of the states in the South-Central region 

have passed LGBTQ* anti-discrimination laws.xi The Williams Institute estimates that 35% of 

the nation’s LGBTQ* population lives in the South.xii “More than 60% of LGBT Americans live 

in the South, Midwest, and Mountain states, where they face a more challenging social climate 

and legal landscape and have greater disparities when compared to non-LGBT people.”xiii 

Perceptions of anti-trans* sentiments are evident in North Carolina’s “bathroom bill,” 

which would require people to use bathrooms based on the biological sex they were assigned at 

birth in all public buildings. This bill was signed into law in 2016. It was subsequently repealed 

in 2017. Between 2013 and 2016, similar bathroom bills were proposed in twenty-four states. 

Nineteen states considered such legislation in 2016: Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, 

Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Nevada, New York, Oklahoma, 

South Carolina, South Dakota, Tennessee, Texas, Virginia, Washington, and Wisconsin.xiv Most 

of these bills did not make it to the hearing stage, but whether or not the bills are passed into law, 

the act of proposing them demonstrates antagonism toward transgender people. Many of these 

bills have come from the Southeast and Midwest regions.xv 

This social antagonism often affects adolescents and has been reported by LGBTQ* ally 

organizations. The Gay, Lesbian, and Straight Education Network (GLSEN) National School 

Climate Survey supports the idea that LGBTQ* students who attend rural schools are more likely 

to face bias, bullying, and violence.xvi Almost all the rural LGBTQ* students they surveyed had 
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heard homophobic language and language that reinforced gender roles—mostly from other 

students, but also from school staff.xvii Rates of homophobic language were not as high in 

suburban and urban areas.xviii Moreover, LGBTQ* students in rural areas reported fewer 

supportive staff members or administrators, fewer Gay-Straight Alliance groups, and a less-

inclusive curriculum.xix LGBTQ* students experiencing harassment and discrimination in 

schools were also more likely to have lower GPAs, were less likely to plan to attend college, and 

had lower self-esteem than students experiencing lower levels of harassment and discrimination, 

with 30% reporting at least one day of absenteeism in the last month due to an unsafe school 

environment.xx Bullying and victimization can have even more grave effects for students. 

Lesbian, gay, and bisexual youth are at greater risk for depression, substance abuse, and 

contracting sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV, and are “more than twice as likely to 

have attempted suicide as their heterosexual peers.”xxi 

The school library may or may not be a help: 26% of rural LGBTQ* teens, 28% of 

suburban LGBTQ* teens, and 30% of urban LGBTQ* teens felt comfortable talking with school 

librarians about LGBTQ* issues.xxii Only 44% of rural, 44% of suburban, and 46% of urban 

LGBTQ* students reported having access to LGBTQ* resources in the school library.xxiii Only 

39% of rural LGBTQ* students reported having Internet access to LGBTQ* resources, as 

compared to 44% of suburban and urban LGBT students.xxiv Nonetheless, GLSEN reports that 

“LGBT-related resources can help counter . . . negative influences, as well as positively affect 

the school climate and enhance the learning environment for LGBT students.”xxv When a school 

library cannot or does not support students’ developmental needs, the public library is often the 

next step. 

Despite the dire consequences of hostility perpetrated upon LGBTQ* youth, their 

demographics continue to rise, and public libraries’ children’s and teen services are prime 

candidates for offering a positive environment they might not experience elsewhere. Public 

libraries should, by their nature and in accordance to the ALA Code of Ethics, “provide the 

highest level of service to all library users through appropriate and usefully organized resources; 

equitable service policies; equitable access; and accurate, unbiased, and courteous responses to 

all requests.”xxvi To extend this commitment to LGBTQ* communities is not only expected, but a 

celebration of the public library’s purpose to represent all members of a community, regardless 

of marginalization. 

Teen services librarians must be particularly vigilant about LGBTQ* representation 

among their collections and programming if they are to heed the demographic shift and lack of 

support that LGBTQ* children may face at school. The ALA interpretation of the Library Bill of 

Rights provides collection development policy guidance, stating: 

Librarians have a professional responsibility to be inclusive in collection development 

and in the provision of interlibrary loan. Access to all content legally obtainable should 

be assured to the user, and policies should not unjustly exclude content even if it is 

offensive to the librarian or the user. This includes content that reflect a diversity of 

issues, whether they be, for example, political, economic, religious, social, ethnic, or 
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sexual. A balanced collection reflects a diversity of content, not an equality of 

numbers.xxvii 

However, the stigma surrounding the LGBTQ* community can produce multifaceted challenges 

to librarians and library workers striving for more inclusive youth services or who are unaware 

of the struggles of the LGBTQ* community to achieve visibility and acceptance in society as a 

whole. 

With the growing youth LGBTQ* population comes the need for representation of those 

communities in library collections. To determine how well LGBTQ* populations were 

represented in public library collections for young people, we reviewed the catalog holdings of 

24 public libraries across the country and serving various population sizes. 

 

Research Questions 

RQ1: What do public library LGBTQ* collections for young adults look like in the 

United States today? 

RQ2: Are there differences in LGBTQ* collections for teens related to library size and/or 

location? 

 

Literature Review 

Other studies on library services have discussed possible issues in providing access to LGBTQ* 

collections. This includes collection development dilemmas as well as limitations on classifying 

LGBTQ* books using the Library of Congress Subject Headingsxxviii and outdated or negative 

content in some LGBTQ* literature.xxix 

Barriers to Providing Inclusive Collections 

Previous literature on LGBTQ* representation in library collections has focused on the 

difficulties of building an inclusive collection. These difficulties include patrons’ fear of self-

identification in checking out and reading LGBTQ*-positive library materials,xxx social and 

religious group opposition to homosexuality,xxxi librarian self-censorship when developing 

collections,xxxii fear of books being challenged,xxxiii and fear of lack of support from library 

administration if a challenge were to happen.xxxiv 

A few recent studies focused on librarians’ attitudes toward LGBTQ* collections. Two 

surveys of school librarians showed that the respondents’ comfort level with LGBTQ* 

collections varied.xxxv Rickman found that the school librarians in her survey were reluctant to 

purchase LGBTQ* materials for fear of retribution from administrators and parents, although 

most had not experienced those issues. Her respondents mentioned their geographic location in 

conservative areas as the basis of their fears.xxxvi When Alexander and Miselis gathered feedback 

from both public and school librarians concerning LGBTQ* collection development and 
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programs as well as challenges to materials, they found that, in order to avoid challenges, the 

librarians did not promote their LGBTQ* materials and that librarians who did not have adequate 

LGBTQ* collections believed that there was no demand for those materials.xxxvii However, their 

survey base was potentially biased, as they posted their survey exclusively to members of ALA’s 

Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgendered Round Table and the Young Adult Library Services 

Association, and did not study the specific number of holdings in the participants’ library 

collections. 

One of the most basic challenges that library staff might face is knowledge about the 

LGBTQ* community within the larger community that the library serves. Whether by personal 

choice or by perceived restrictions imposed upon them by a conservative community, LGBTQ* 

patrons may avoid identification as such in their library. Alexander and Miselis note the long 

history of the criminalization of homosexuality.xxxviii Avoiding this stigma may be an even 

greater concern for youth, as identity formation is such a crucial focus of adolescence. Fear of 

judgment and hostility may overshadow one’s confidence in coming out or even allowing 

oneself to be seen reading or checking out LGBTQ*-positive materials from the library.xxxix 

Public and personal opinion might also prohibit the inclusion of LGBTQ* materials. 

Some social and religious groups conflate homosexuality with pedophilia and pornography, and 

therefore believe it does not have a place in a youth library collection.xl Rauch notes the volume 

of reported book challenges exceeds 225 books per year, and three of the ten most frequently 

challenged books in 2015 were children’s books, all of which were cited as “promoting 

homosexuality.”xli From administration and coworkers to library patrons and even non-users of 

the library, pressure can come from both within and outside the library, but Berman, Downey, 

Alexander and Miselis, and Rauch all cite the fear of an unsupportive administration and/or 

community as the cause for avoiding LGBTQ* materials.xlii Berman identifies multiple ways in 

which library staff might enact self-censorship: from limiting materials selection to fit the status 

quo and using circulation-driven deselection (empirical evidence of which Rauch also cautions 

against using when factoring in the privacy needs of teens), to erroneous cataloging and 

restrictive shelving, which obstruct a user’s ability to identify and locate the material.xliii 

Other challenges to collection development of youth materials exist but have not been as 

widely documented. One issue pertains to the overall availability of LGBTQ* youth literature. 

Some LGBTQ* literature tends to run the risk of featuring outdated or negative content, so a title 

purporting to have LGBTQ* content is not necessarily enough.xliv Furthermore, Lo, author and 

co-founder of the Diversity in YA blog, came to several striking conclusions after assessing 371 

LGBT YA novels in 2011: fewer than 1% of all YA novels had LGBT characters, and there were 

far more titles featuring gay male characters than there were about lesbian, bisexual, or 

transgender characters.xlv Indeed, from the authors’ research for this study, books featuring 

intersex or asexual characters were even more difficult to find. 

Barriers to Subject-Based Access to LGBTQ* Materials 
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In addition to collection development issues, access to LGBTQ* materials can be limited by the 

language used to describe them in library catalogs. If a user cannot locate materials using 

intuitive, preferred terms, they, in effect, are experiencing barriers to access. Subject headings 

are the primary method of providing verbal subject access in online library catalogs. Libraries 

generally use Library of Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) as a subject heading list. 

Unfortunately, a number of limitations can be identified in association with LCSH, especially in 

the context of subject-based searching for LGBTQ* materials in library catalogs. This is because 

LCSH, as the primary mechanism for verbal subject access, is limited in its ability to classify and 

subsequently support subject-based retrieval of LGBTQ* literature.xlvi 

Books with LGBTQ* content often, but not always, appear with LCSH terms such as 

“Gays,” “Lesbians,” “Bisexuals,” “Bisexuality,” “Transgender people,” “Intersexuality,” 

“Gender identity,” or “Homosexuality.” Hierarchically speaking, the LCSH term “Sexual 

orientation”xlvii is a broader term to “Asexuality (Sexual orientation),” “Bisexuality,” 

“Heterosexuality,” and “Homosexuality.” Because “Sexual orientation” is a broader term, it 

could potentially be applied in place of a more specific term if a cataloger is unsure of the exact 

nature of the topic of a book. In the case of literature about asexual characters, catalogers might 

be unaware of this heading, created in 2016, and its relationship to topics of sexual 

orientation,xlviii and might inadvertently prefer the heading “Platonic love.” Additionally, LCSH 

terms for LGBTQ* relationships are not parallel to the terms for heterosexual relationships. 

While “Heterosexuality” is an available LCSH term, it is rarely given to fiction titles featuring 

heterosexual relationships; however, “Man-woman relationships” is often used. In contrast, 

“Homosexuality” is frequently used with LGBTQ* titles, yet LCSH terms defining LGBTQ* 

relationships such as “Man-man relationships” and “Woman-woman relationships” do not exist. 

LCSH terms can be unintuitive because they are based on literary warrant. Elaine 

Svenonius explains that the principle of literary warrant requires that “the vocabulary of a subject 

language [e.g., LCSH terms] be empirically derived from the literature it is intended to 

describe.”xlix LCSH topical terms, therefore, are developed based on the terminology most 

frequently found in the literature. Given the nature of publishing and scholarly communication, 

these LCSH terms tend to be exceedingly savant, with the classic example of LCSH preferring 

“Swine” to “Pigs.”l In the case of terms relating to sexuality, Melissa Adler notes: “At the heart 

of this choice [of literature to serve as literary warrant] is the assumption that sexuality is a 

medical concern and certain sexual acts and identities are, in fact, medical or psychiatric 

problems.”li As a result, the terms identified by LCSH to describe topics relevant to LGBTQ* 

youth are probably not intuitive to find or use when compared to natural language terms for these 

topics.lii Users wishing to find LGBTQ* books on their own are largely left to their own devices, 

meaning for all practical purposes that they will need to find authors and/or titles of materials 

through another system and search using author or title in the library catalog. 

LGBTQ* Checklist Studies 
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The problems of accurately locating LGBTQ* materials in library catalogs has led to alternative 

methods of data collection. The checklist method has been used by several authors for 

determining public libraries’ collection depth of youth-oriented LGBTQ* materials. In 1999 

Rothbauer and McKechnie used a checklist of 40 YA fiction books with gay and lesbian themes. 

They looked at 40 medium- and large-size Canadian public libraries to determine whether 

libraries held these books.liii They found three large libraries that held 75% of the titles, and four 

medium-size libraries that held over 50% of the titles. 

In their 1999 article, Loverich and Degnan surveyed public libraries’ holdings of 33 

critically recognized lesbian, gay male, and bisexual books against 136 libraries serving 50,000 

or more patrons. They found that some libraries serving large populations had relatively small 

collections of LGBT books, noting that “two libraries in this study serving 50,000–99,999 held 

more of the recommended titles than eight libraries serving over 500,000 persons.”liv 

Spence used a checklist of 30 children’s picture books with gay characters or themes, and 

checked those books against the holdings of 101 public libraries in the United States, Canada, 

and other English-speaking countries.lv The Los Angeles Public Library held 520 copies of 21 

titles, and the Toronto Public Library held 269 copies of 24 titles; however, the Cleveland Public 

Library held the greatest number of copies per person.lvi Spence also looked at “gay-related” YA 

fiction, checking catalogs of 19 large urban public library systems in the United States and 

Canada against a list of 99 YA titles.lvii Of those libraries, the Boston Public Library held 91% of 

the titles, Chicago and Halifax Public Libraries held 82%, and the San Francisco Public Library 

held 81%. 

In 2004 Boon and Howard used a checklist of 35 LGBTQ* YA titles published between 

1998 and 2002 and compared Canadian public libraries’ holdings of these titles to other control 

titles.lviii They found that there were fewer copies of the LGBTQ* titles than the control titles, 

with Vancouver and Edmonton Public Libraries holding the most LGBTQ* YA titles. 

Chapman and Birdi also used the checklist method to analyze public library LGBTQ* 

YA fiction holdings and formats in the United Kingdom.lix They used a checklist of 476 titles 

against 13 public library services in the UK, finding that only one library held 23% of the titles 

on the checklist and most held between 12% and 19% of the titles. The formats most commonly 

offered were eBook, CD, and e-audiobook. 

Williams and Deyoe conducted a checklist study of diversity-focused youth literature 

holdings in United States academic, public, and school libraries.lx They found that “237 

academic libraries, 326 public libraries, and 207 school libraries held none of the LGBTQ 

checklist titles.”lxi Libraries in the South held the fewest titles, 20 out of 116; and libraries in the 

Northeast held the most at 43 out of 116.lxii 

Our study builds on previous studies to make a new contribution to the literature. Like 

Spence, we look at YA books. Like Chapman and Birdi, we look at standard print format but 

also include other formats. Like Rothbauer and McKechnie, we look at medium- and large-size 

libraries, but we also include smaller libraries. With the exception of the study by Williams and 
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Deyoe, most studies of U.S. collections are twenty years old. Our study provides a more up-to-

date look at public library LGBTQ* collections for young adults in the United States. 

 

Methods 

We took a sample of 24 public libraries from around the United States, with four representatives 

from each of six geographic areas: the Northwest (NW), Southwest (SW), North-Central (NC), 

South-Central (SC), Northeast (NE), and Southeast (SE). The geographic divisions were based 

on the U.S. Census regions, with two of their divisions divided in half to equalize the 

geographical size of the regions.lxiii The West was divided into Northwest and Southwest. The 

South was divided into South-Central and Southeast. For a list of the states included in each 

region, see Appendix A. In each geographic area, we randomly selected four representative 

libraries based on their service populations. The data on service populations was taken from the 

Institute of Museum and Library Services’ (IMLS) 2014 Public Library Survey.lxiv The libraries 

were classified into service population sizes based on the definition of “small town” in the online 

Urban Dictionary,lxv which was the most comprehensive description of population size we found: 

Table 1. Service Population Descriptors 

Descriptor Service Population 

Large city (LC) 300,000+ 

Medium city (MC) 100,000–299,999  

Small city (SC) 20,000–99,999 

Town (T) up to 19,999 

 

The libraries selected are located in 24 different states across the country. Appendix B 

displays the libraries, regions, and service populations we studied. To eliminate population-size 

bias, we did not select metropolises with more than one million residents. The data still includes 

large cities, but it is not skewed by having major differences in population among the cities. 

Initially, we attempted to search for YA LGBTQ* materials using subject headings and 

keyword searches. We tried querying the online library catalog of these institutions using 24 

different natural language search terms that might be employed by LGBTQ* youth (see 

Appendix C) and found that our results were, at best, unreliable. We determined the unreliability 

by searching for specific titles to check our results. This led us to the checklist method. 

We used the checklist method to look at library collection holdings, similar to previous 

studies. The checklist was created using materials from the American Library Association’s 

(ALA) Stonewall Awards list and Rainbow lists, practitioner journal articles on quality LGBTQ* 

materials, as well as the authors’ personal knowledge of available literature. To be considered, 
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the text had to have an LGBTQ* protagonist or an LGBTQ* relationship as a major part of the 

story. The final list held 80 YA titles. Appendix D contains a list of the titles on the checklist. 

Most of the texts were published after 2010, 2 classic titles were published prior to 2000, 

and 10 were published between 2000 and 2009. The majority of the titles are fiction (64), with 6 

graphic novels and 10 nonfiction titles. The list includes 6 fictional titles that are series books. 

Most of the texts were about gay males (37), with 22 texts about lesbians (see table 2). 

Table 2. Topics 

Topic Number of Texts 

Bisexuality 1 

Intersex 1 

Lesbian 22 

Gay male 37 

Transgender 9 

Gay male/lesbian 4 

Gay male/queer 2 

Lesbian/bisexual 1 

LGBT 3 

 

We accessed each library’s catalog online in order to determine the contents of its print 

and digital collections. For each library, we recorded whether the book title was held, how many 

copies of the title were held, and in what formats the copies were available. The formats included 

were print, eBook, audio CD (including Playaway), and downloadable audio. 

 

Findings 

None of the libraries held 100% of the titles in any category, but all libraries held at least one of 

the titles. Table 3 contains the holdings of the checklist titles by region and library service 

population, while Figure 1 displays the information as a graphic representation. 

Table 3. Titles (n = 80) Held by Library Size and Region 

Size NC NE NW SC SE SW 

Large city (LC) 63 72 62 40 33 61 
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Medium city (MC) 48 39 55 40 64 56 

Small city (SC) 47 27 37 5 47 7 

Town (T) 7 12 29 27 1 32 

 

Figure 1. Titles (n = 80) Held by Library Size and Region 

 

Average results by region demonstrate that libraries in the South-Central and North-Central 

regions had the fewest titles on average, while libraries in the Southwest held the most titles. 

Table 4. Average Percentage of LGBTQ* YA Titles Held by Region 

Region Titles (n = 80) 

North-Central 30% 

Northwest 46% 

Northeast 47% 

South-Central 35% 

Southwest 49% 

Southeast 45% 

 

Average results by size of service population also demonstrate strong patterns. Libraries 

with the smallest service populations were least likely to hold LGBTQ* YA books, while 

libraries with populations greater than 300,000 held the greatest percentage of titles. This is 

demonstrated visually in Figure 2. 
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Table 5. Average Percentage of LGBTQ* YA Titles Held by Service Population 

Service Population Titles (n = 80) 

0–19,999 23% 

20,000–99,999 18% 

100,000–299,999 63% 

300,000+ 69% 

 

Figure 2. Average LGBTQ* YA Titles Held by Service Population 

 

 

Table 6 indicates the average number of copies held for each title by region. The South-

Central region had the fewest copies per title of LGBTQ* YA books. The Southwest region had 

the largest number of copies per title. 

Table 6. Average LGBTQ* Copies per Title Held by Region 

Region Copies (n = 80) 

North-Central 23.75 

Northwest 36.50 

Northeast 37.25 

South-Central 28.00 

Southwest 39.00 
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Southeast 36.25 

 

Table 7 shows the average number of titles of LGBTQ* books, divided by service 

population. These figures were then averaged across all the libraries in that service population 

category. 

Table 7. Average LGBTQ* Titles Held by Service Population 

Service 

Population 

 

Titles (n = 80) 

0–19,999 18.00 

20,000–99,999 14.17 

100,000–299,999 50.33 

300,000+ 55.17 

 

Libraries with service populations smaller than 20,000 people were most likely to have 

the largest number of copies per capita for their YA LGBTQ* titles. In an interesting twist, 

libraries with populations between 20,000 and 99,999 had the fewest copies per capita. 

Intuitively, one would expect the largest libraries to have the fewest copies per user because they 

serve larger populations; however, they were second to libraries with the smallest service 

populations. 

Table 8. Average Potential Users per Copy 

Service 

Population 
Users per Copy 

0–19,999 278 

20,000–99,999 1,402 

100,000–299,999 1,257 

300,000+ 1,097 

 

All told, we found 4,508 copies of our 80 titles spread across the 24 library systems. 

Three titles were not available in any format in any of the libraries: Giraffe People by Jill 

Malone, Maybe with a Chance of Certainty by John Goode, and Secret City by Julia Watts. The 
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title with the most copies was The Perks of Being a Wallflower by Stephen Chbosky, which was 

held in 23 of the 24 libraries studied. Its popularity may be due to it having been released as a 

movie in 2012. 

Table 9. Most Widely Held LGBTQ* Titles across All Libraries Studied 

Titles Copies 

The Perks of Being a Wallflower / Chbosky 322 

Will Grayson, Will Grayson / Green and Levithan 242 

I'll Give You the Sun / Nelson 217 

Afterworlds / Westerfeld 215 

Drama / Telgemeier 177 

Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe / 

Saenz 

176 

Grasshopper Jungle / Smith 148 

Winger / Smith 143 

Hold Me Closer: The Tiny Cooper Story / Levithan 134 

Two Boys Kissing / Levithan 123 

 

Most of the copies held, 84.5%, were in print format, with another 7.5% being eBooks, 

6% CD audiobooks, and 2% downloadable audiobooks. Digital collection size was much smaller 

than print collection size for all regions and all population sizes. The Northeast region held the 

most print materials, while the Northwest region held the most eBooks, audio CDs, and 

downloadable audio formats. The South-Central region held the fewest print and audio CD 

materials, while the Southeast held the fewest eBooks, and they were tied with the Southwest for 

the fewest downloadable audios. 

Predictably, libraries that serve populations greater than 300,000 held the most copies in 

print, eBook, and audio CD formats. However, libraries that serve 100,000–299,999 had the 

most downloadable audio titles. While libraries that serve 20,000–99,999 held the fewest 

eBooks, libraries that serve fewer than 20,000 people held the fewest audio CD and 

downloadable audio formats. 

Table 10. LGBTQ* Copies Held by Format and Region 
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Region Print eBooks Audio 

CD 

Downloadable 

Audio 

North-Central 388 51 35 16 

Northwest 1,124 89 85 23 

Northeast 1,296 51 61 14 

South-Central 175 64 7 12 

Southwest 390 53 31 11 

Southeast 430 32 59 11 

 

Table 11. LGBTQ* Copies Held by Format and Service Population 

Service 

Population Print eBooks Audio CD 

Downloadable 

Audio 

0–19,999 197 58 4 7 

20,000–99,999 204 21 13 14 

100,000–299,999 1,001 107 114 35 

300,000+ 2,401 154 147 31 

 

Given the continuing hostility toward LGBTQ* teens evidenced in the GLSEN report,lxvi 

providing materials that don’t require a visit to the physical library is a way to ensure better 

access to materials for LGBTQ* patrons. This allows them access without the possible 

ramifications of facing a library staff member or of carrying materials that are visible to others. 

Based on searches in WorldCat in February 2017, 68 of the 80 titles in the checklist are available 

in eBook format and 29 of the titles are available in downloadable audiobook format. The library 

with the largest number of eBooks on the list offered 47 titles. The library with the largest 

number of downloadable audiobooks on the list offered 12 titles. 

Table 12. eBook Titles Held by Library Size and Region (n = 68) 

Size NC NE NW SC SE SW 

Large city 32 38 47 2 7 28 

Medium city 19 7 2 33 22 24 



JRLYA: Volume 8, No.1, July 2017 

 
15 

Small city 0 0 18 0 3 0 

Town 0 6 22 29 0 1 

 

Figure 3. eBook Titles Held by Library Size and Region 

 

 

Table 13. Audio Downloadable Titles Held by Library Size and Region (n = 29) 

Size NC NE NW SC SE SW 

Large city 8 7 12 0 0 4 

Medium city 7 0 2 9 10 7 

Small city 1 4 8 0 1 0 

Town 0 3 1 3 0 0 

 

Figure 4. Audio Downloadable Titles Held by Library Size and Region 
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Discussion 

Our intention is not to use the findings of this study to generalize about the YA collections for a 

whole region based on the four sample libraries we chose for each geographic division. The 

scope of this project would not allow for a large-enough sample size to be truly generalizable. 

Instead, our purpose was to look at a random cross section of public libraries throughout the 

United States to see what titles were held in LGBTQ* collections for teens and how well those 

collections represented available LGBTQ* literature. 

Our research asked what public library LGBTQ* collections for young adults looked like 

in the United States. We found that no library we studied had all of the titles on our checklist, but 

some offered very representative collections. Unfortunately, there were several libraries that had 

very few of the titles on our list and few materials for LGBTQ* teens in general. Several of the 

libraries we looked at did not offer many options in eBook or downloadable audio formats. This 

can be problematic for users who do not feel comfortable reading physical LGBTQ* materials. In 

addition, given the current atmosphere surrounding teens who identify as LGBTQ*, requiring 

users to come to the library to check out materials that may be dangerous or embarrassing could 

limit their access to these materials. 

We also asked whether differences in LGBTQ* collections for young adults could be 

related to library size and/or location. Our findings generally supported this idea, though there 

were some nuances. Our results corroborated the findings of Williams and Deyoe, that libraries 

in the South generally held fewer resources for LGBTQ* teens than libraries in the northern 

United States.lxvii The South-Central region had the fewest copies of these books overall. The 

Southeast region—which included libraries in Alabama, Florida, South Carolina, and Virginia—

held more titles than the Southwest region; however, holdings in the Southeast region were only 

about 37% of the holdings in the Northeast region. The Northeast, which tends to be perceived as 

liberal, held the greatest number of titles on our list. The Northwest region held the most eBooks, 
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audiobook CDs, and downloadable audiobooks, but the Northeast region held the most print 

copies of the books on our checklist. 

Our research also began with the idea that libraries serving smaller communities would 

be less likely to collect LGBTQ* materials than libraries serving larger population sizes. Public 

libraries with larger populations tend to have more income, and naturally have more funds to 

devote to their collections. Moreover, urban public libraries tend to have larger populations that 

are more visibly diverse than rural public libraries. 

Once again, our findings were nuanced. Libraries serving populations greater than 

300,000 held the most titles on our list; however, libraries serving populations fewer than 20,000 

had the smallest ratio of copies per population of the books. Libraries serving populations greater 

than 300,000 had the fewest copies per capita, but they had largest number of books in all 

formats. Libraries serving populations of 20,000–99,999 had the fewest total copies and the 

fewest eBooks available. Libraries serving populations of 0–19,999 had the smallest number of 

audio CDs and downloadable audiobooks. 

As we stated previously, LGBTQ* students in rural areas reported fewer supportive 

adults in their communities. This indicates a greater need for library workers and librarians who 

are more welcoming and inclusive in their collections. Three of the developmental assets for 

adolescents identified by the Search Institute include that a teen “perceives that adults in the 

community value youth; feels safe at home, school, and in the neighborhood; and receives 

support from three or more nonparent adults.”lxviii Libraries can offer such support to help their 

community’s teens feel valued. 

 

Conclusion and Future Directions 

Our purpose in this research was to discover how well the public libraries we selected serve 

LGBTQ* youth, families, and allies in terms of access to LGBTQ* materials. Our intention is to 

illuminate libraries about LGBTQ* issues rather than critique library collections. A public 

library’s collection of materials represents its community in the present, but it also represents the 

community’s commitment to helping its citizens develop and the community’s aspirations for 

future growth. As the United States acknowledges the LGBTQ* populations that have existed 

and continue to exist, library collections can be seen as one indicator of societal openness to 

different sexual expressions and gender identities. 

Librarians and library workers can improve access for LGBTQ* teens by becoming 

aware of and allied with the LGBTQ* population they serve, making sure that the LGBTQ* 

population sees themselves represented in a positive way in library collections and programming, 

and making sure that all users see the LGBTQ* population represented favorably in library 

collections and programming. 

Library staff should be aware of and should use equitable and appropriate terminology. It 

is essential to make all users feel welcomed in the library, regardless of gender expression or 

sexual orientation. The inclusion of LGBTQ* literature helps teens feel respected and accepted 
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in society. In addition, all sexual orientations should be represented in literature for children as 

well as teens so that they understand the value of all people in our society. 

Our future research will look at the attitudes and beliefs of youth librarians regarding 

their LGBTQ* collections and services. We are interested in the barriers that limit their 

effectiveness in providing service to LGBTQ* children and teens. This may help us gain a better 

understanding of the realities of serving LGBTQ* youth, their families, and their allies. 
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Appendix A. States Included in Each Region 

Region States 

Northwest Alaska 

  Washington 

  Idaho 

  Montana 

  Oregon 

  Wyoming 

Southwest California 

  Nevada 

  Utah 

  Colorado 

  Arizona 

  New Mexico 

  Hawaii 

North-Central North Dakota 

  South Dakota 

  Minnesota 

  Nebraska 

  Kansas 

  Iowa 

  Missouri 

  Wisconsin 

  Michigan 

  Illinois 

  Indiana 
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  Ohio 

South-Central Oklahoma 

  Texas 

  Arkansas 

  Louisiana 

  Mississippi 

Northeast Maine 

  New York 

  Vermont 

  New Hampshire 

  Massachusetts 

  Connecticut 

  Rhode Island 

  Pennsylvania 

  New Jersey 

Southeast Maryland 

  Delaware 

  Washington, 

D.C. 

  West Virginia 

  Virginia 

  Kentucky 

  Tennessee 

  Alabama 

  North Carolina 

  South Carolina 

  Georgia 
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  Florida 
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Appendix B. Library Catalogs Studied by Region and Service Population 

Library State Region Service Population 

Size 

Size 

Descriptor 

Dayton Metro Library OH NC 458,677 LC 

Rapid City Public Libraries SD NC 105,761 MC 

Mason City Public Library IA NC 30,071 SC 

Haysville Community Library KS NC 11,004 T 

Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh PA NE 406,166 LC 

Schenectady County Public Library NY NE 154,727 MC 

Danbury Public Library CT NE 83,684 SC 

Waterville Public Library ME NE 16,182 T 

Multnomah County Library OR NW 756,530 LC 

Boise Public Library ID NW 216,282 MC 

Fairbanks North Star Burrough Public 

Library 
AK NW 97,972 

SC 

Lincoln County Library System WY NW 18,364 T 

Corpus Christi Public Libraries TX SC 316,381 LC 

Bossier Parish Libraries LA SC 125,064 MC 

Texarkana Public Library AR SC 61,230 SC 

Piedmont Public Library OK SC 6,485 T 

Knox County Public Library TN SE 444,622 LC 

Birmingham Public Library AL SE 212,038 MC 

Danville Public Library VA SE 43,332 SC 

Brooks County Public Library GA SE 16,570 T 

Pikes Peak Library District CO SW 607,457 LC 

The City Library UT SW 191,180 MC 
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Palo Verde Valley District Library CA SW 37,091 SC 

Copper Queen Library AZ SW 5,394 T 
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Appendix C. Initial Search Terms 

Search Terms 

LGBT YA fiction 

LGBT children’s fiction 

LGBT YA nonfiction 

LGBT children’s nonfiction 

sexual orientation YA fiction 

sexual orientation children’s fiction 

sexual orientation YA nonfiction 

sexual orientation children’s nonfiction 

Queer YA fiction 

Queer YA nonfiction 

Queer children’s fiction 

Queer children’s nonfiction 

Stonewall awards 

Transsexuals fiction 

Homosexuality fiction 

Gay teenagers fiction 

Gays fiction 

Lesbians juvenile fiction 

Transgender people fiction 

Lesbians fiction 

Bisexuals fiction 

Transgender youth 

Homosexuals limit Teen 

Homosexuals limit Children 
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Appendix D. Titles on the LGBTQ* YA Literature Checklist 

Adams, S. J. Sparks: The Epic, Completely True Blue, (Almost) Holy Quest of Debbie. 

Woodbury, MN: Flux, 2011. 

Alsenas, Linas. Gay America: Struggle for Equality. New York: Amulet Books, 2008. 

Anderson, Tim. Sweet Tooth: A Memoir. Seattle: Lake Union Publishing, 2014. 

Andrews, Arin. Some Assembly Required: The Not-So-Secret Life of a Transgender Teen. New 

York: Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers, 2014. 

Anonymous. Book of David. New York: Simon Pulse, 2014. 

Barakiva, Michael. One Man Guy. New York: Farrar, Strauss, Giroux, 2014. 

Bausum, Ann. Stonewall: Breaking Out in the Fight for Gay Rights. New York: Viking, 2015. 

Beam, Cris. I Am J. New York: Little, Brown, 2011. 

Block, Francesca Lia. Love in the Time of Global Warming. New York: Henry Holt, 2013. 

Burd, Nick. The Vast Fields of Ordinary. New York: Dial Books, 2009. 

Charlton-Trujillo, E. E. Fat Angie. Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press, 2013. 

Chbosky, Stephen. The Perks of Being a Wallflower. New York: Pocket Books, 1999. 

Clark, Kristin Elizabeth. Freakboy. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2013. 

Cronn-Mills, Kirstin. Beautiful Music for Ugly Children. Woodbury, MN: Flux, 2012. 

Danforth, Emily. The Miseducation of Cameron Post. Woodbury, MN: Balzer + Bray, 2012. 

Dawson, Juno. This Book Is Gay. Naperville, IL: Sourcebooks, 2015. 

Dos Santos, Steven. The Culling. Woodbury, MN: Flux, 2013. 

Egloff, Z. Leap. Ann Arbor, MI: Bywater Books 2013. 

Farizan, Sara. If You Could Be Mine. Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin, 2013. 

Farizan, Sara. Tell Me Again How a Crush Should Feel. Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin, 2014. 

Farrey, Brian. With or Without You. New York: Simon Pulse, 2011. 

Fishback, Jere’ M. Tyler Buckspan. Round Rock, TX: Prizm, 2013. 

Garden, Nancy. Annie on My Mind. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1982. 
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Georges, Nicole J. Calling Dr. Laura. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013. 

Goode, John. Maybe with a Chance of Certainty. Miami: Dreamspinner Press, 2011. 

Green, John, and David Levithan. Will Grayson, Will Grayson. New York: Dutton, 2010. 

Harris, Michael. Homo. Toronto: James Lorimer & Co., 2012. 

Hartinger, Brent. Geography Club. New York: HarperCollins, 2003. 

Hartzler, Aaron. Rapture Practice: A True Story about Growing Up Gay in an Evangelical 

Family: A Memoir. New York: Little, Brown, 2014. 

Hoblin, Paul. Archenemy. Minneapolis: Darby Creek, 2013. 

Hurwin, Davida. Freaks and Revelations: A Novel. New York: Little, Brown, 2009. 

Jackson, Corrine. If I Lie. New York: Simon Pulse, 2012. 

Jensen, Cordelia. Skyscraping. New York: Philomel Books, 2015. 

Johnson, Alaya Dawn. The Summer Prince. New York: Arthur A. Levine Books, 2013. 

Katcher, Brian. Almost Perfect. New York: Delacorte Press, 2009. 

Klise, James. Love Drugged. Woodbury, MN: Flux, 2010. 

Konigsberg, Bill. Openly Straight. New York: Arthur A. Levine Books, 2013. 

Konigsberg, Bill. The Porcupine of Truth. New York: Arthur A. Levine Books, 2015. 

Kuklin, Susan. Beyond Magenta: Transgender Teens Speak Out. Somerville, MA: Candlewick 

Press, 2014. 

Kumata, Suzanne. Screaming Divas. Blue Ash, OH: Merit Press, 2014. 

LaCour, Nina. Everything Leads to You. New York: Dutton Books, 2014. 

Lam, Laura. Pantomime. Long Island City, NY: Strange Chemistry, 2013. 

Levithan, David. Boy Meets Boy. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003. 

Levithan, David. Hold Me Closer: The Tiny Cooper Story. New York: Dutton Books, 2015. 

Levithan, David. Two Boys Kissing. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2013. 

London, Alex. Proxy. New York: Philomel Books, 2013. 

Malone, Jill. Giraffe People. New York: Bywater Books, 2013. 
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Maroh, Julie. Blue Is the Warmest Color. Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press, 2013. 

Merey, Ilike. A + E 4ever: A Graphic Novel. Maple Shade, NJ: Lethe Press, 2011. 

Miller, Saiya, Liza Bley, and Basha Smolen. Not Your Mother’s Meatloaf: A Sex Education 

Comic Book. Berkeley: Soft Skull Press, 2013. 

Moore, Perry. Hero. New York: Hyperion, 2007. 

Moskowitz, Hannah. Gone, Gone, Gone. New York: Simon Pulse, 2012. 

Moynihan, Lindsay. The Waiting Tree. Las Vegas: Skyscape/Amazon Publishing, 2015. 

Nelson, Jandy. I’ll Give You the Sun. New York: Dial Books, 2014. 

Ness, Patrick. More than This. Somerville, MA: Candlewick Press, 2013. 

Newman, Lesléa. October Mourning: A Song for Matthew Shepard. Somerville, MA: 

Candlewick Press, 2012. 

Parent, Dan. Kevin Keller 2: Drive Me Crazy. Mamaroneck, NY: Archie Comic Publications, 

2012. 

Peck, Dale. Sprout. New York: Bloomsbury, 2009. 

Peters, Julie Anne. Keeping You a Secret. New York: Little, Brown, 2003. 

Peters, Julie Anne. Luna: A Novel. New York: Little, Brown, 2004. 

Prince, Liz. Tomboy: A Graphic Memoir. San Francisco: Zest Books, 2014. 

Ryan, Sara. Empress of the World. New York: Viking, 2001. 

Ryan, Tom. Tag Along. Victoria, B.C.: Orca Book Publishers, 2013. 

Saenz, Benjamin Alire. Aristotle and Dante Discover the Secrets of the Universe. New York: 

Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers, 2012. 

Sanchez, Alex. Boyfriends with Girlfriends. New York: Simon & Schuster Books for Young 

Readers, 2011. 

Sanchez, Alex. Rainbow Boys. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2001. 

Setterington, Ken. Branded by the Pink Triangle. Toronto: Second Story Press, 2013. 

Sharpe, Tess. Far from You. New York: Hyperion Books, 2014. 

Silvera, Adam. More Happy than Not. New York: Soho Teen, 2015. 
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Smith, Andrew. Grasshopper Jungle: A History. New York: Dutton Books, 2014. 

Sutherland, Suzanne. When We Were Good. Toronto: Sumach Press, 2013. 

Tarttelin, Abigail. Golden Boy: A Novel. New York: Atria Books, 2013. 

Telgemeier, Raina. Drama. New York: Graphix/Scholastic, 2012. 

Watts, Julia. Secret City. Tallahassee: Bella Books, 2013. 

Westerfeld, Scott. Afterworlds. New York: Simon Pulse, 2014. 

Wilkinson, Lili, and Joel Tippie. Pink. New York: HarperTeen, 2011. 

Winger, Andrew. Winter. New York: Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers, 2013. 

Wittlinger, Ellen. Parrotfish. New York: Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers, 2007. 

Wright, Bil, and Linn Laurent. Putting Makeup on the Fat Boy. New York: Simon & Schuster 

Books for Young Readers, 2011. 

Yee, Paul. Money Boy. Toronto: Groundwood Books/House of Anansi Press, 2011. 
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Abstract 

In this paper, the author proposes the term “empathetic services” to describe the social, 

emotional, and psychological support that librarians provide patrons. The role of empathy in the 

library has been infrequently researched in library and information science (LIS) literature. 

However, as demonstrated in the reactions of libraries and librarians during recent social 

movements, empathy is a critical component of librarianship and routine library work. Although 

frequently labeled “customer service” or “soft skills,” empathetic services encompass the 

provision of compassion, social justice, and understanding in libraries. As part of the findings, 

the author identified three significant roles that librarians perform: librarians as an information 

resource, librarians as an instruction resource, and librarians as a source of 

social/emotion/psychological support. Using the context of rural school and public libraries, this 

mixed-method, exploratory study investigates the types of empathy and support that rural school 

and public librarians currently offer and would like to offer young patrons. 

 

Introduction 

Librarians are becoming more aware of the affective shift that influences a patron-librarian 

interaction.i During an interaction, librarians may employ empathy, kindness, and sympathy to 

fully understand and meet the needs of patrons.ii Empathy as a competency of librarianship is 

infrequently studied in the library and information science (LIS) literature. When researchers do 

discuss empathy, it often is interpreted as customer service, a by-product of the librarian-patron 

exchange.iii However, librarians are increasingly promoting social services, including connecting 

patrons with mental health services, providing assistance services for homeless patrons, and 

hiring social workers as employees of the library.iv 

The social and community-driven role of librarians is becoming more apparent as 

librarians push the boundaries of librarianship, providing services that previously have been 

ignored in scholarly literature. Working as a connector between patrons and needed services, 

librarians rely upon softer skills that they rarely are prepared for in master’s degree programs in 

Library and Information Studies.v These softer skills include “curiosity, initiative, understanding, 



JRLYA: Volume 8, No.1, July 2017 

 
2 

communication, [a] sense of professional responsibility, and the ability to overcome and deal 

with mistakes”—skills that are often discounted in a profession that instead tends to concentrate 

on information alone.vi 

This study focuses on rural school and public libraries and the support they currently 

provide and would like to provide for rural teens. Like urban and suburban libraries, rural 

libraries are supportive, nurturing, and welcoming environments for young adults.vii In small 

rural communities, the public library is one of the only safe places for young adults to hang out 

after school, on weekends, and during school breaks.viii This is equally true for school libraries.ix 

Although rural communities may appear safer than urban and suburban communities, rural 

young adults are not immune to problems like crime, drug use, and violence.x Rural libraries 

function as a nurturing environment for young adults, a place where programming, materials, and 

services are available that encourage healthy behaviors and community participation.xi 

Empathy can be seen as a core attribute of librarianship alongside an understanding of 

information literacy, information behavior, and information access. Within the librarian-patron 

relationship, there is an emotional center that Kuhlthau’s Information Search Process expresses 

and Mellon’s discussions of library anxiety among college students highlights.xii In an everyday 

librarian reference encounter, there is an emotional undercurrent to the experience.xiii During this 

interaction, the patron appeals to the librarian in a moment of need. To help, a librarian employs 

not only background knowledge of information science but also “invisible” empathetic services. 

In this article, I propose the term empathetic services to refer to those “structured 

activities carried out one-on-one or in groups and everyday unstructured interactions in which 

the role of the librarian is to provide social, emotional, and psychological support.”xiv Akin to 

pastoral care in which educators provide individualized social and emotional support for 

students, empathetic services encompass those unseen, and often unacknowledged, services that 

a librarian provides patrons.xv While the concept of empathy within the setting of libraries is not 

novel, the explicit labeling of this service is new.xvi By developing a consistent term for these 

services, more targeted research can be conducted into the applications of empathy in the library 

and a framework can be created to prepare pre-professional librarians for future interactions with 

young library patrons.xvii As an integral part of the community, rural libraries offer teen patrons 

much more than traditional library services, often providing connections to local support services 

for teens in need or who are dealing with social and emotional stresses. This research is one 

attempt to draw attention to the need for additional study into empathy in the library, particularly 

in rural libraries. 

 

Research Questions 

This exploratory research proposed two research questions: 

RQ1: What types of empathy and support do rural librarians provide rural teens? 

RQ2: What empathy and support do rural librarians want to provide rural teens, beyond 

what they are currently providing? 

 

Literature Review 

This literature review provides a broad overview of the major points of interest for this study. 

The research questions highlight an emphasis on rural librarians and rural youth. The 
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introduction above lays the groundwork for empathy as a component of librarianship within all 

types of libraries. The following literature goes more in-depth regarding rural communities and 

libraries, social services and libraries, and empathy as a concept. By providing more detail about 

the areas, the research questions will be better understood and supported. 

Rural Communities and Libraries 

The U.S. Census Bureau defines rural as “places with fewer than 2,500 people.”xviii (Ratcliffe et 

al. 2006). For the Census Bureau, this includes “all population, housing, and territory not 

included within an urban area” along with rural subcategories such as rural adjacent, rural 

distant, and frontier.xix Another definition comes from the Center for the Study of Rural 

Libraries, which defines rural “as a place with less than 25,000 people and is outside a 

metropolitan area.”xx The U.S. Department of Veteran Affairs’ Office of Rural Health provides 

one more definition: rural areas are “any non-urban or non-highly rural area.”xxi 

Each of these definitions is rather unclear, essentially describing what rural communities 

are not rather than what they are. These definitions do not convey the shared sense of community 

experienced by rural citizens or how “tightly knit” these communities can be.xxii Additionally, 

these definitions are not reflective of the harsh realities that rural areas experience, including 

poverty, “mobility disadvantages,” isolation, and limited access to human services.xxiii 

Rural libraries and communities have been neglected in LIS literature, leaving much of 

the research focused on urban libraries and the patrons that these libraries serve. However, rural 

libraries serve as strong hubs for their communities, encouraging local entrepreneurship, 

information literacy, and technology access.xxiv For rural youth, libraries may be one of the few 

available locations in which they can find information about community-based resources (e.g., 

mental health facilities, pregnancy clinics). Using skills gained through professional experience, 

librarians reach out to youth through ways that set them apart from parents, teachers, and other 

community members. Lacking the authoritative position of parents and teachers, librarians are 

perceived by youth as individuals whom they can reach out to without judgment or criticism.xxv 

Empathy toward teens is of particular interest as this age group is at an emotionally and 

psychological vulnerable time during which additional empathy is needed.xxvi Supportive 

relationships between librarians and young adults demonstrate the library’s ability and desire to 

provide youth with resources and information of a more personal nature.xxvii 

Social Services and Libraries 

Recently, there has been a wealth of news articles revealing the structures that libraries have 

developed to assist in the provision of social services within their communities.xxviii In many 

cases, libraries work in conjunction with local community agencies to offer these services, 

combining librarians’ knowledge of information retrieval and access with social agencies’ 

expertise of emotional, psychological, and physical support.xxix As one example, in 2009 the San 

Francisco Public Library became the first library in the United States to employ a full-time social 

worker to help provide resources for homeless patrons.xxx Since then, other public libraries 

including the Denver Public Library and the Washington, DC, Public Library have followed suit, 

hiring social workers and nurses to assist their communities’ homeless residents.xxxi 

The majority of these social services focus on an adult population, leaving open the 

question of how libraries provide similar services to teens. Teens are frequent library users, with 

the space existing as a “third place” away from school and home where they can find a scene for 

intellectual, professional, and socio-emotional development.xxxii There are scarce anecdotal 
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reports of libraries offering social services to teens, which suggests that they are currently 

overlooked as a vulnerable and in-need population.xxxiii Likewise, there is little scholarly research 

into best practices in social services and libraries across age groups. As librarians continue to 

examine their communities and what is needed to serve them, the necessary provision of social 

services to youth will become even more apparent. Youth are not a one-size-fits-all group. 

Different services require and demand staff who can support these services. This is especially 

true in rural areas, where teens may feel limited by the resources and opportunities available to 

them or may not know that these resources and opportunities exist.xxxiv 

Although some may question whether this type of work is the place of libraries to 

provide, Moxley and Abbas note that “libraries are often at the threshold of social change as 

reflected in the dynamic change in substantive information and its sources.”xxxv Libraries are not 

oblivious to the changing, and sometime tumultuous, world around them. During recent social 

movements and events such as the Baltimore riots and the Ferguson crisis, libraries played a role 

in supporting the community by remaining open when other community organizations and 

services closed their doors. The Ferguson Public Library (MO) and the Enoch Pratt Free Library 

(MD) demonstrated their empathy and compassion toward their communities by continuing to 

offer a place of solace and understanding, along with current and up-to-date information and 

resources.xxxvi These libraries are not alone in their innovative work. Libraries have a history of 

taking on social justice issues and empowering citizens to become champions for justice in their 

communities.xxxvii 

Empathy 

Librarians have long provided social, psychological, and emotional support to both adult and 

youth patrons.xxxviii Different terms and phrases used within LIS, psychology, education, and 

sociology literature describe this type of support. In LIS practitioner and scholarly literature, 

there has not been a reliably used term or label. Empathy, invisible care, pastoral care, general 

“support,” affective dimensions of service, developmental support, and “library as a safe space” 

are a few of the many terms given to this everyday support.xxxix 

While not explicitly called “empathy,” the empathetic role of librarians for youth is 

highlighted in Areas II and III of “Young Adults Deserve the Best: YALSA’s Competencies in 

Action.”xl Area II: Knowledge of Client Group identifies the competency of “become familiar 

with the development needs of teens in order to provide the most appropriate resources and 

services” as one that teen librarians should possess.xli Area III: Communication, Marketing & 

Outreach recognizes several empathy-related competencies including: 

Be an advocate for young adults and effectively promote the role of the 

library in serving young adults, demonstrating that the provision of services to 

this group can help young adults build assets, achieve success, and in turn, 

create a stronger community.xlii 

Advocacy itself is an empathetic act, requiring that an individual enmesh themselves in 

the emotional and psychological experiences of those for whom the librarian is advocating. 

Without a deep understanding of the circumstances and experiences of a group or individual, 

advocacy becomes a challenging task. Libraries and library organizations often discuss 

advocating for libraries and librarianship; however, advocacy for patrons is an essential 

component of library work.xliii {AU: OK? Or “component”?} 
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Unlike American LIS researchers, international LIS researchers have explored the role of 

empathy in public librarianship and libraries.xliv In a review of public librarianship, exclusion, 

and empathy, Birdi, Wilson, and Tso study professional empathy as one tool to help combat 

social exclusion, improve community librarianship, and connect with patrons.xlv Social inclusion 

has become an important aspect of library service in the United Kingdom as public “policy has 

shifted toward the social responsibility of (particularly publicly funded) services and facilities.” 

Empathy, defined as “the ability to see another person’s world through their eyes,” plays a 

critical role in the delivery of “socially inclusive services.” Birdi, Wilson, and Tso acknowledge 

the newness of this concept in librarianship and the need for further research of the practical 

application of empathy to library work.xlvi 

Subsequent articles by Birdi, Wilson, and Tso, Birdi and Wilson, Wilson and Birdi, and 

Miller and Wallis delve deeper into empathy in librarianship and possibilities for training library 

staff on empathy.xlvii Findings of a study by Birdi, Wilson, and Tso suggest that although training 

staff about empathy is difficult to accomplish due to “personality, belief systems and other 

individual characteristics,” the development of empathic skills among staff can be fostered 

through the sharing of appropriate knowledge and information.xlviii Miller and Wallis apply 

relational agency theory as a framework for evaluating “empathetic social interaction” between 

librarians and patrons. The authors assert that empathy is an important characteristic for 

information professionals to have, and they provide examples for when empathy is necessary, 

including while collaborating with other staff and patrons, providing quality customer services, 

developing trust, and during “information counseling or coaching.”xlix As demonstrated through 

the research discussed above, although empathy is an unfamiliar concept within LIS, it supports 

much of the work that librarians already do on a daily basis. 

 

Research Design 

Participants 

One single-county school district and three public library systems in three separate counties of 

southwest Georgia served as sites for recruiting librarians. The participants (n = 7; three school 

librarians and four public librarians) were all above the age of eighteen, possessed or were in the 

process of obtaining an MLIS degree, worked full-time in a library setting, and lived within the 

southwest Georgia area. While the school librarians worked with youth on a daily basis, the 

public librarians ranged in their engagement with youth. Two of the public librarians were 

children and youth librarians, another was an assistant to a children and youth librarian, and the 

fourth was an assistant director who additionally served as her library system’s children and 

youth librarian until the position could be filled. Consent forms were distributed to the 

participants, and a brief introductory session was held to introduce the process of the study, what 

participation would entail, and briefly explain the study’s goals. Once the consent forms were 

signed, the librarians’ participation began. Figure 1 provides the pseudonym, gender, librarian 

status, and age for each participant: 

Figure 1. Librarian Participants 

Margaret  Female, High School Librarian, 48 

Elizabeth Female, High School Librarian, 43 

Kevin Male, Public Librarian, 25 
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Molly Female, Public Librarian, 36 

Lisa Female, Public Librarian, 40 

Jessica Female, Middle School Librarian, 51 

Ashley Female, Public Librarian, 37 

 

Method 

Two qualitative methods were used in this study: semi-structured interviews and structured 

autoethnography. The interview method is one of the most frequently used methods for data 

collection.l In this study, the rural librarian participants took part in individually scheduled 

interviews during the summer of 2015. Librarian interviews lasted approximately sixty minutes. 

Each interview took place prior to the participant recording and submitting his/her video 

autoethnography. Prior to scheduling the librarian interviews, the researcher developed an 

interview script, allowing room for expanding upon the questions. 

Structured autoethnography falls under the umbrella of ethnographic research, but it is 

distinct from the more classical approaches such as participant and unobtrusive observation.li 

Autoethnography is often used by researchers to reflect upon their experiences during data 

collection and analysis.lii However, it can also be applied as a research method with participants 

beyond a researcher.liii For this study, autoethnography served a dual purpose. In contrast to a 

formal interview, it allowed participants the opportunity to take time to carefully consider the 

questions and answer without the presence of the interviewer. Additionally, the privacy of the 

autoethnography approach provided the librarians with a chance to candidly share their thoughts, 

feelings, and concerns regarding the prompt questions. 

In this study, structured autoethnography took the form of video entries recorded by the 

seven rural librarian participants. Each librarian spent approximately nine minutes recording 

his/her video. These videos were recorded using the participants’ personal laptops or 

smartphones using basic video recording software such as QuickTime or iMovie. The method of 

recording was selected by the participants based on their comfort with the application. 

Participants were given pre-written prompts to help guide the video responses they 

recorded. The participants were provided with the video prompts following the interview. On 

average, the response time between distribution of the prompt and submission of the 

autoethnography was one month and sometimes slightly longer with the school librarians. This 

allowed ample time for the librarians to reflect upon the questions and hone their responses prior 

to recording the video. The researcher checked in regularly to ensure than the participants 

understood the prompt and inquired if they needed additional information. These prompts 

included hypothetical scenarios (“What if?”), allowing participants to reflect on their own 

experiences with rural teen support, librarianship, and empathetic services. 

 

Data Analysis 

For the purposes of this study, the researcher selected Charmaz’s approach to grounded theory as 

the most appropriate data analysis tool.liv Following the grounded theory tradition, data 

collection and data analysis occurred simultaneously.lv Each of the two sections of data 

(interviews with rural librarians and video entries with rural librarians) underwent collection and 

analysis simultaneously. The researcher became familiar with the data by carefully transcribing 
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each interview and video entry, and in addition to multiple listenings of interview audio 

recordings and multiple viewings of participant videos. After transcription, initial coding began, 

followed by multiple visits back to the coded data. A codebook was developed to assist in the 

iterative process of data analysis. The emergence of categories and themes from the data itself 

was needed to help develop a clearer understanding of the research questions. Although 

grounded theory is commonly used for theory construction, this study used grounded theory to 

assist in discovering key categories that will eventually be used to help in the use of empathetic 

services for future application in LIS research.lvi 

 

Findings 

Based on the analysis of the librarian interview transcripts and videos, several key categories 

emerged: librarian roles, empathetic support, relationships, and rural libraries. In respect to 

empathetic support, both school and public librarians discussed the balance that they feel is 

necessary between their professional and emotional roles. While avoiding crossing professional 

boundaries, the participating librarians still expressed a need to receive more training on how to 

provide social, emotional, and psychological support. Relationships are central to the school 

librarian experiences, particularly regarding relationships with students, teachers, parents, and 

administrators. A more detailed breakdown of categories and codes can be found in Appendix A 

(librarian interviews) and Appendix B (librarian video autoethnographies). 

Analysis of Rural Librarian Interview Transcripts 

One category that emerged from the analysis is “librarian roles.” For the participants, the major 

codes in this category are balancing professional and emotional roles as librarians, developing 

library leadership, supporting both teachers and parents, identifying what librarians “should” 

do, focusing on “traditional” librarian work, and understanding changing needs. The interview 

prompt can be found in Appendix C. The interview questions focused on librarians’ general 

support of troubled youth and librarians’ support of cyberbullied young adults. 

The balancing professional and emotional roles code developed largely in response to 

my questions about support for teen patrons and librarianship. There appeared to be a thin line 

between supporting teen patrons and becoming overly involved in the personal lives of patrons. 

Particularly true with the school librarian participants, discussions of certain topics (e.g., 

cyberbullying, abuse, parental neglect) during the interviews would bring up mentions of school 

counselors and administrators. Yet the librarians frequently expressed desire for more training on 

providing social, emotional, and psychological support for young patrons. The code of 

developing library leadership was strongly demonstrated particularly among school librarians. 

This code referred to taking on additional roles in the school or community, supporting the 

school, community, and/or library through activities, and overtly seeking more responsibilities. 

Both school and public librarian participants discussed supporting both teachers and parents. 

However, school librarians more often highlighted how they support teachers and administrators 

in their day-to-day work while public librarians discussed the ways in which they support the 

parents of youth patrons and the overall rural community. 

Rural librarian participants frequently commented on identifying what librarians 

“should” do. Included in this code are comments about wanting to do more as librarians, 

personal expectations of how librarians should respond in different situations, and expectations 

of the profession as a whole. One of the richer codes is focusing on “traditional” librarian work, 
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which involves discussion about the importance of the following: building and maintaining a 

teen collection, having readers’ advisory (RA), encouraging reading, and having physical and 

online resources in the library about sensitive topics such as cyberbullying, bullying, and 

homosexuality. Both school and public librarians spent a significant amount of time during the 

interviews talking about the key role of a library’s collection in supporting students 

intellectually, developmentally, and emotionally. 

The code of understanding changing needs reflects participating librarians’ 

understanding of the changes occurring locally and nationwide in the need for librarian support 

of teens. The school librarians revealed a desire for more training and more collaboration with 

teachers to help better meet these changing patron needs. While participating librarians did not 

explicitly refer to themselves as advocates for teens, they did discuss interactions with parents, 

teachers, police officers, and other adults when advocacy played a prominent role. 

Another main category that appeared in interviews with rural librarians is “empathetic 

support.” The major codes that fell within the category include understanding teens, relating to 

teens, helping teens, listening to teens, talking with teens, respecting teens, library space, and 

mentoring teens. Both rural school and public librarians believed they understand (perhaps not 

fully at times) their teen patrons, which they feel improves the quality of their work. This 

understanding and relating to teens included knowledge of teen behaviors, attitudes, tendencies, 

inclinations, habits, and emotional-psychological maturity. Helping, listening to, talking with, 

and respecting teens are all related activities in which the librarians described engaging in during 

their day-to-day work with teens. 

Rural school librarians, in particular, viewed themselves as wanting to be more helpful to 

students and teachers as well as improving how they demonstrate respect for students and 

teachers. Library space was by far one of the more enthusiastic discussion points for both rural 

public and school librarians. Again it was the school librarians who spoke repeatedly about 

making the library a warm, welcoming, and safe place for students. But librarians also 

commented on individual approaches to how they engage with teen patrons and their customer 

service philosophies. Mentoring occurs as librarians work with teen volunteers as part of more 

formal, regular volunteering and occasional informal volunteering. Rural school librarians 

commonly had students with scheduled weekly volunteering who help out with shelving, 

programming, inventory, and so on. Rural public librarians encountered more as-needed 

volunteering from teens, which included those teens participating as part of a youth service 

group or organization or to satisfy required volunteer hours for school. 

“Relationships,” a third category, also appeared frequently in the interview transcripts. 

These relationships were with teens, teachers, school administration, and parents. Largely, the 

rural librarians discussed how they play a supportive role in these relationships. Librarians 

described the meaningful relationships they have with teen patrons. In each of the interviews 

with school librarians, comments were made about the differences between the teen/teacher 

relationship and the teen/librarian relationship. The public librarians commented on the contrast 

between the teen/librarian relationship and teen/teacher relationship and also on differences from 

the teen/parent relationship. Librarians ascribed positive, negative, and neutral labels on their 

general relationships with teens. Overwhelmingly, the relationships between the librarians and 

teens were identified as positive with only occasional negative interactions with young patrons 

(e.g., when a librarian needed to quiet down a rowdy group of teens). 

Only one librarian, a public librarian, described her relationship with teen patrons as 

neutral. This label stemmed from her perceived inability to connect with her area’s teens and her 
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confusion over the changing nature of teen services in the general library world. School 

librarians saw their relationships with teachers and parents as supportive. They provided support 

for teachers through technology and information and support for parents by sharing information 

via social media and e-mails. The relationship between librarians and school administration was 

more nuanced, with school librarians supporting school administration through their work, but 

also receiving support, referrals, and demands from administration. 

One final yet surprisingly smaller category, “rural libraries,” arose from analysis. School 

librarians rarely mentioned the rural location of their school libraries and school system, yet 

public librarians recognized the role that rurality plays in the work they do with young adults. 

Rural school librarians referred to students, teachers, administration, parents, and the school 

environment, but rarely to the rural community they live and work in. Rural public librarians 

commented on the impact that transportation, funding, poverty, and staffing have on the ability 

of youth patrons to visit the library, something the school librarians never mentioned. Perhaps 

this is a result of youth being a more captive audience for school libraries during the school day 

while youth access to the public library depends on multiple factors. 

Analysis of Librarian Video Autoethnography Transcripts 

One category, “librarian roles,” relates closely to the same category from the librarian interviews. 

Codes from this category include balancing professional and emotional roles, referring teens to 

other adults, mandatory reporting, developing library leadership, changing needs, collection 

development, formal instruction/programming, what librarians “should” do, “traditional” 

librarian work, collaboration, and advocating for teens. Similar to the interviews, the 

autoethnography prompt questions focused on librarians’ general support of troubled youth and 

librarians’ support of cyberbullied young adults. These questions can be found in Appendix D. 

Librarians articulated the challenges of balancing their professional and emotional roles 

in the library. Each librarian expressed discomfort with overstepping professional boundaries and 

becoming too involved in a young patron’s life. To help with this discomfort, librarians stated 

that they would refer teens to other adults, such as counselors, principals, or parents, when 

encountering instances of suspected cyberbullying, bullying, or abuse. Examples of developing 

library leadership arose from the additional roles that librarians took on to assist and support 

teens, planning for more sensitive topic-related staff training, and an expressed desire by school 

librarians for more collaboration with counselors and teachers to improve how they support 

teens. 

During the videos, both rural school and public librarians spoke about the importance of 

collection development in supporting teens. Librarians discussed the need for having print and 

online resources on sensitive topics available in their library collections, the desire to add more 

sensitive topic resources to their collections, and wanting to share these resources and materials 

with teachers and counselors. Similar to collection development, the librarians talked at length 

about developing and providing formal instruction and programming both in the library and as 

part of planned class visits. School librarians in particular identified collaborative programming 

that could be developed in part with school counselors, teachers, and the local police department. 

Akin to the librarian interviews, there was significant conversation about what a librarian 

“should” do service-wise in general, as well as in specific situations. Librarians also focused on 

the “traditional” librarian work they do for both adult and teen patrons. This traditional work 

includes working reference, collection development, readers’ advisory (RA), and technology 

support. While these activities seem to form the core of the work that participating librarians see 
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themselves as engaging in daily, librarians also expressed a desire to do more and take on 

additional roles. Rural school librarians expressed a desire for more collaboration with 

counselors, teachers, and school administration in developing programming and selecting 

materials that target sensitive issues. The code of advocating for teens reflects the concern that 

librarians felt about overstepping professional boundaries yet wanting to promote the safety and 

well-being of their young adult patrons. Librarians advocate for teens by understanding teens’ 

emotional and psychological development, selecting resources and materials that teens may 

need, and appealing to other like-minded adults for help. 

A second category, “empathetic support,” was also reflected in interviews with rural 

school and public librarians. Many of the same codes from analysis of the interviews were found 

in the videos. However, some codes were more present in the videos than in the interviews. 

These codes included impact on teens, diminishing empathetic support, and offering 

encouragement and reassurances. Throughout the videos, librarians continued to comment upon 

how they are able to understand teens, relate to teens, provide customer service, and help, listen 

to, talk with, and respect teens. 

Additionally, rural librarians highlighted how much they worried about teen patrons and 

how often they offered encouragement and reassurances. Librarians’ discussions of the 

encouragements and reassurances they offered were followed by acknowledgments that they 

would also refer the teen to an outside resource (e.g., counselor, administrator, police 

department). At times the librarians played down the empathetic support they provide young 

patrons. Instead, the librarians stressed with pride their teen collection, print and online 

resources, and readers’ advisory. The more supportive, encouraging, and mentoring role that 

librarians played for teens usually appeared in the video entries as an afterthought. For “rural 

libraries,” the final category in my librarian video analysis, public librarian videos were more 

inclined to recognize the rurality of their library than school librarians. 

 

Discussion 

RQ1: What types of empathy and support do rural librarians provide rural teens? 

In the interviews and videos, the librarians discussed three major themes regarding the currently 

provided empathy and support. These themes include librarians as an information resource, 

librarians as an instructional resource, and librarians as a source of 

social/emotional/psychological support. 

Librarians as an Information Resource 

One of the core tasks for a school or youth services librarian is to assist young patrons with their 

information needs. Indeed, the reference interview is one of the standards of any MLIS student’s 

education.lvii Whether it is face-to-face at the reference desk or virtually through “Ask a 

Librarian” or text messaging, librarians help young patrons satisfy their information needs 

through available print and digital resources.lviii Librarians have learned to adjust the delivery of 

information in this new digital world by incorporating social media, texting, and Makerspaces 

into their libraries’ services.lix 

Participating librarians in this study talked at length about the services they provide teens 

and how they help young patrons with any type of information need through a range of tools. 

These librarians often talked about being there for teens when they needed a book or help with a 



JRLYA: Volume 8, No.1, July 2017 

 
11 

school assignment and while providing readers’ advisory. Elizabeth, a high school librarian, 

illustrates this support: 

We [she and coworker] let students know that there are lots of places to get information 

besides websites and direct them where they need to go to get the information. [Name of 

coworker] will let students go back to her office before the books are cataloged to pick 

out what they want. I help and support students in whatever they need to know. 

Additionally, the librarians see the development of a strong teen collection as an 

important component of their value as a librarian and the value of their library. Librarians are 

also aware of the increased need of having physical and online resources on sensitive topics 

available for teens in these collections (e.g., books on bullying, cyberbullying, homosexuality, 

rape). While at one time these materials were hidden behind the circulation desk of at least one 

participating library, they are now integrated into the regular collection, showing a respect for the 

private nature of these materials and a respect for the teens themselves. 

During the interviews and videos of participants, a noticeable hyperawareness that these 

librarians have of their supportive information role emerged. The librarians focused largely on 

the more traditional librarian tasks of readers’ advisory, resource gathering, and collection 

development—tasks that are evolving as teens become increasingly engaged online. However, a 

few librarians ventured into their personal perceptions or feelings about the changing role of the 

library in the lives of teens. The role and importance of libraries has seen a shift, as demonstrated 

by a recent Pew Research Center report.lx Libraries are in a state of transition, with a change in 

how the library is used by patrons, including youth, in the United States.lxi This shift, while in the 

early stages in the rural areas of south Georgia, could be seen in the participating librarians’ use 

of social media, attention toward teens, developing collections and programming that are 

reflective of the current teen culture, and inquiries into digital citizenship and the possibilities of 

adding it to the librarians’ instruction schedule. 

Librarians as an Instructional Resource 

Librarians support teen patrons through instruction in the form of formal in-house programming, 

in-class visits, informal one-on-one guidance, and through librarian-designed bookmarks, flyers, 

and handouts.lxii The librarians in this study discussed their instructional role as equally as 

important as their informational role through phrases such as “formal instruction and 

programming,” “supporting parents,” “supporting teachers,” and “library leadership.” Both 

school and public librarians frequently emphasized instances of one-on-one instruction with 

teens in the library. A quote from Margaret, a high school librarian, highlights this role: 

My main role is helping with technology use and helping when they have questions—

what to read, read-a-likes, series. It may be a simple question about creating headers on 

Word. But to them that matters. I’ll sit down and help individual students. It’s important 

so I’ll will try to do that. 

The rural middle and high school librarians offer less in-library programming but more 

in-class instruction as requested by the teachers. However, for these librarians, this instruction 

carries over beyond teens and includes teachers, school administrators, and parents. The school 

librarians, in particular, reported a growth over the past decade in their instructional support of 

teachers. The rural public librarians discussed the educational component with less intensity than 
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the school librarians but are more open about the leadership role in education that they have 

taken up in their communities. Public librarians appeared more engaged in educating the entire 

community, focusing less on specific age groups or populations and more on supporting the 

educational and instructional needs of the community as a whole, including teens. 

Clearly, the informational and educational support of teen patrons is greatly valued by the 

participating librarians. In most cases, the librarians expressed a need to do more for their teen 

patrons either by taking part in more professional development on different issues, offering more 

in-library programming, or collaborating more with teachers and other members of the 

community to improve services. The participating librarians focused on more traditional 

programming and instruction topics rather than socially conscious and sensitive issues like 

homelessness, cyberbullying, and mental health. Yet, as exhibited through practitioner literature, 

librarians have begun to take on more socially responsible roles in their communities and schools 

to the benefit of young patrons in crisis.lxiii 

Librarians as a Source for Social/Emotional/Psychological Support 

For librarians, providing social, emotional, and psychological support typically goes along with 

other provided services such as readers’ advisory, one-on-one tutorials, library design, and 

informal conversations during programming.lxiv While this support is rarely highlighted in LIS 

literature, it can be seen in various articles regarding dealing with sensitive topics, supporting 

troubled teens, and in the construction of a teen collection.lxv The topic of librarians as an 

empathetic and compassionate figure in the library has an extensive and complicated history, 

dating back to Maxfield’s (1954) recommendation for “Counselor Librarians” in academic 

libraries.lxvi At times borrowing from the fields of business, psychology, and communication, 

some LIS researchers have sought ways to improve the social, emotional, and psychological 

support that librarians provide patrons.lxvii 

The category of empathetic support emerged naturally during interviews and video 

entries of the librarians. Most of the librarians did not appear aware of the social, emotional, and 

psychological support (or empathetic services) that they often provided to their young patrons. 

However, they spoke frequently about attempting to understand teens, working on relating to 

teens, providing equal customer service, and discussing the impact their work had on young adult 

library users. The words “helping,” “listening,” “talking,” and “respecting” arose during 

conversations in regards to the everyday work of librarians. Jessica, a middle school librarian, 

described this support as follows: “As a media specialist, I feel that we need to be open to all 

kids.” 

Additionally, almost all of the librarians discussed a need to build the school library or 

teen space in the public library into a comfortable, safe, and welcome environment. The 

librarians mentioned the design of the library and their attempts through changes in furniture, 

color schemes, and book displays to welcome young adults into the library. As indicated by the 

literature, the library as space is a critical companion to offered library services and 

programming.lxviii 

While few of the librarians overtly spoke about their social, emotional, and psychological 

support of teens, it appeared casually through conversations regarding the more traditional 

librarian tasks and roles. This supportive role did not appear as present in the participant 

librarians’ minds as the informational and instructional support they provide. Often, when the 

interview would approach the idea of social, emotional, and psychological support, mentions of 

school counselors, parents, and mandatory reporting laws would enter the librarians’ 
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conversation. This project highlights the lack of awareness of this support role by librarians and 

the tendency of librarians to diminish the importance of this role in their work as librarians. A 

broader study including librarians from urban and suburban libraries and communities would be 

helpful to further reveal the importance and influence of this empathetic support. 

RQ2: What empathy and support do rural librarians want to provide rural young adults? 

The second research question asks what types of empathy and support rural school and public 

librarians would like to provide teens during interactions in the library. 

Information Resource 

Although participating librarians stated that they believe they already provide high-quality 

library services to teen patrons, they see areas for improvement. As demonstrated through codes 

relating to more training, more collaboration between teachers and librarians, changing needs, 

and simply wanting to do more within the library setting, librarians spoke to the professional and 

personal expectations that they have for their informational role in the library. During 

discussions, librarians were eager to consider ways in which they could add to or improve the 

services they are currently providing teens. Librarians want to provide more and different types 

of information to teens by supplementing the print and digital resources that they already had. 

Many of the librarians recognize that the information needs of teens are changing and that 

librarians must be aware of these evolving needs. While librarians largely focused on the more 

traditional provision of information such as collection development, readers’ advisory, and 

technology support, they are also keenly aware of the impact that technology has on the 

provision of information and the more digitally focused information needs of teens. This attempt 

at staying current and wanting to know more about what information teens need from actual 

teens is expressed by Ashley, a public librarian, in the following quote from an interview: “If I’m 

missing the boat and something’s out-of-date, you [the teens] have to tell me. I don’t know 

because I’m old. If I’m really off base with something and we’re not doing the type of 

programming you want, you need to tell me.” 

Part of the interviews and videos highlighted the increased awareness that librarians had 

of the changing information demands of teens. Partially this informational role speaks to another 

code of balancing professional and emotional roles. In some of the examples provided by the 

participating librarians, the information requested was of a more personal and less school-

oriented direction. This project is one small step toward beginning discussions about the 

interconnectedness of information sharing and positive relationship building between librarians 

and teens. 

Instructional Resource 

Librarians support teen patrons through instruction in the form of formal in-house programming, 

in-class visits, informal one-on-one guidance, and through librarian-designed bookmarks, flyers, 

and handouts.lxix Often this instructional role is focused on teen patrons, but librarians do and 

should provide resources for the support system of teens, which includes teachers, families, and 

communities.lxx 

Similar to serving as an information resource, participating librarians also want to 

improve the quality and quantity of their instructional and educational roles. This awareness 

seemed to be the clearest when speaking with school librarians. The codes supporting teachers, 
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library leadership, and advocating for teens demonstrate this increased need to support young 

adults through education that is tailored to their needs. School librarians spoke frequently about 

wanting to take up more of a teacher role whether in the classroom or teaching within the library. 

Public librarians focused more on improvements that could be made to in-house programming, 

particularly education about life skills, college readiness, and career support. This type of desired 

programming appeared in conversations with librarians who want to assist teens in their lives 

post–young adulthood. They realize that this education is not being satisfied in schools or 

through other community organizations and believe that it is up to the public library to assist in 

some way. As Lisa, a public librarian, noted, “We would like to see more movement toward 

getting them prepared for life after high school or even in high school. Like, how to do a job 

interview, how to dress for an interview, how to do a résumé. These are the types of programs 

that we tend to have teens turn out for.” 

Throughout librarian interviews and video entries, the participants demonstrate an intense 

awareness of the need to understand teen behavior, inclinations, habits, and emotional-

psychological maturity. This awareness suggests that a compassionate and empathetic 

relationship exists between librarians and their teen patrons. Using these relationships, librarians 

hope to design and conduct instructional programming that best meets the needs of their young 

patrons. This is not a suggestion that librarians design and conduct a formal scan of the 

information and instructional requests of local teens. Instead, librarians hope to design and 

provide programming and instructional services based upon personal interactions and exchanges 

with their teen patrons. 

Social/Emotional/Psychological/Empathetic 

As discussed in interviews and videos with participating librarians, empathetic services—those 

structured activities carried out one-on-one or in groups and everyday unstructured interactions 

in which the role of the librarian is to provide social, emotional, and psychological support—are 

regularly provided to teens. Both school and public librarians discussed the one-on-one support 

they provide students through technology tutorials, readers’ advisory, casual interactions in the 

library, and during programming. Librarians also discussed their use of library space to provide a 

comfortable, safe, and welcoming environment for their teen patrons. Participating libraries 

recognize that the relationship they have with teens is different than the relationship teens have 

with teachers, parents, and school administration. As Jessica, a middle school librarian, noted: “I 

have a good relationship with the students. It’s different from students’ relationships with 

teachers. They can talk to me or [another librarian in the school library] about things they may 

not be able to with a teacher. I have a lot of students who come in [who] maybe don’t get the 

attention they need in the classroom. But they get it in the library.” However, librarians often 

diminished or overlooked this supportive role that they play in the lives of young adults. Instead, 

the librarians focused on the informational and instructional support they offer students. The 

participating librarians appeared to struggle when articulating how they support students on a 

more personal, social-emotional level, even though they offered anecdotes about students sharing 

personal and sometimes private information with them. 

Even though the rural librarians could not clearly identify the 

social/emotional/psychological or more empathetic support they provide young patrons, this type 

of support emerged in the librarians’ interviews and videos as necessary to have when working 

with teens. This is particularly true when the librarians highlighted the types of support they 

would like to offer teen patrons in their library. The librarians are uniquely aware of the social, 
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emotional, and psychological development of the teens they serve. While the librarians may not 

have been able to label this support, they appear to be conscious of the impact of the work that 

they do with teen patrons, and they see their work as having some role in the happiness and well-

being of these patrons. In short, their professional work matters and the health and happiness of 

their young patrons matter to the librarians. 

 

Conclusion 

As illustrated in the findings and discussion, the participating librarians see themselves primarily 

as serving youth patrons through the provision of information and in one-on-one and in-class 

instruction. Perhaps most understood in LIS literature are the roles of librarians as both an 

information resource and instructional resource.lxxi Both of these roles have undergone 

significant changes, as society becomes more online savvy and mobile. While these two roles 

remain critical, there emerges a third role within librarianship, that of the empathetic librarian. 

The librarians in this study demonstrated a lack of awareness regarding their empathetic 

support of students. Although they did not acknowledge this support explicitly, the librarians’ 

comments about understanding teens, respecting teens, listening to teens, and making the library 

a comfortable and safe space for teens reveals how these librarians have embraced their 

empathetic role in the library. 

LIS educators and library management must make it a priority to highlight the 

importance of empathetic services in librarianship, encouraging pre-service and practicing 

librarians to embrace this critical service that libraries have been delivering patrons. 

Additionally, this is an opportunity to clearly articulate how librarians can offer empathetic 

services while also maintaining professional boundaries, ensuring that librarians know when 

patrons are reaching out for help with minor and major situations. This paper discusses the role 

of empathy in the everyday work of librarians and introduces the concept of empathetic services 

as a critical component of librarianship. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Transcript: Librarian Categories and Codes 

Interview Transcript Librarian  

Categories and Codes 

 

Category Code 

 

Librarian Roles 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Balancing professional and emotional roles 

Referring teens to other adults 

Library leadership 

Changes in needs for librarian support 

Supporting teachers 

Supporting parents 

Collection development 

Formal instruction/development 

What librarians “should” do 

“Traditional” librarian work 

Advocating for teens  

 

Empathetic support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relationships 

 

 

 

 

 

Rural Libraries 

Understanding teens 

Relating to teens 

Customer service 

Impact on teens 

Impact of working with teens on librarians 

Informal instruction (one-on-one w/ teens) 

Helping 

Listening 

Talking  

Respecting 

Worrying about teens 

Offering encouragement and reassurance 

Library space 

Mentoring 

Learning from parenting 

 

Teens 

Teachers 

Parents 

School administration 

Church/religion 

 

Importance of community 

What rural libraries provide communities 

Challenges 
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Appendix B 

Video Autoethnography Transcript:  Librarian Categories and Codes 

Video Autoethnography Transcript 

Librarian Categories and Codes 

 

Category Code 

 

Experiencing/witnessing cyberbullying 

 

 

Dealing/coping with cyberbullying/drama 

Drama among adults  

Understanding adult online aggressive 

behaviors 

Not understanding adult online aggressive 

behaviors 

 

Librarian roles  Balancing professional and emotional roles 

Referring teens to other adults  

Mandatory reporting 

Library leadership 

“Changing needs” 

Collection development 

Formal instruction/programming 

What librarians “should” do 

“Traditional” librarian work 

Collaboration 

Advocating for teens 

 

Empathetic support 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rural libraries 

Understanding teens 

Relating to teens 

Customer service 

Impact on teens 

Helping  

Listening 

Talking 

Respecting 

Worrying about teens 

Diminishing empathetic support 

Offering encouragement and reassurance 

Library space 

 

Importance of community 

What rural libraries provide communities 

Challenges 
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Appendix C 

Questions for Librarian Participants (~45-Minute Interview) 

1. What do you believe is the librarian’s role in supporting teens? 

How do you provide general support for teens who use your library? 

2. How would you describe your relationship with your teen patrons?  

3. Do you think your relationships with teen patrons are mostly positive or negative? What 

are some examples of your interactions with teens? 

4. Which areas do you believe librarians currently provide adequate support for teens?  

5. Which areas do you believe librarians currently do not provide adequate support for 

teens?   
6. Which areas do you believe librarians currently provide adequate support for 

cyberbullied teens?  

7. Which areas do you believe librarians currently do not provide adequate support for 

cyberbullied teens?   

8. What types of support do you think librarians should provide cyberbullied teens?   
9. Do you believe this support should be expanded or improved?  

If “yes” response, what are some ways you feel the support could be improved?  

If “no” response, why do you think that current support is adequate or that librarians have 

no need to improve?  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Appendix D 

Structured Autoethnography Prompt: Librarian Participants 

Instructions: 

You are asked to record one video entry. This video should be approximately 10 minutes, but 

you may talk as long as you like. These questions are intended to serve as a guide for your 

responses. First, read over the following questions. Then, record your responses to these 

questions reflecting on your experience using social media. If you feel unsure of a question, 

please skip the question or reply in a way that feels more comfortable to you. Only the 

researcher will hear what you say during this video. This video will not be available to the public 

or anyone else. 

Questions: 

1. What types of cyberbullying have you experienced or witnessed while on social media? 

Do not use full names or identify people. Only use first names or general descriptions. 

2. What types of support do you currently provide teens?  

3. What types of support do you think librarians should offer teens?  

4. What if you suspect that a teen/student is a victim of cyberbullying, what resources 

would you provide him or her to help end or cope with the bullying? 

5. What would you do if a teen/student reported being cyberbullied or witnessing 

cyberbullying to you?  

After you have recorded this video entry, please upload the video to 

https://dropbox.***.***.edu/dropoff.php. If you have any questions, problems, or concerns, 

please contact the researcher by e-mail ***@my.fsu.edu or by phone (***) ***-****. 

Thank you for your participation! 

Abigail Phillips 

School of Information, Florida State University 
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