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Genesis of Project

Based on previous research
• Seeking Synchronicity: Evaluating Virtual Reference Services from User, 

Non-User, and Librarian Perspectives (Radford & Connaway, 2005-2008)

http://www.oclc.org/research/activities/synchronicity

• Cyber Synergy: Seeking Sustainability through Collaboration between Virtual 

Reference and Social Q&A Sites (Radford, Connaway,  & Shah, 2011-2014) 

http://www.oclc.org/research/activities/synergy/default.htm

• Funded by IMLS, Rutgers University, OCLC

http://www.oclc.org/research/activities/synchronicity
http://www.oclc.org/research/activities/synergy/default.htm


Defining & Identifying Microaggressions



Theoretical Framework

• Types (Sue et al., 2007):
• Microassaults
• Microinsults
• Microinvalidations

• Communications (Kerr, 2014):
• Verbal
• Nonverbal
• Environmental



Research Questions

RQ1. Do VR librarians 
commit microaggressions?

RQ2. What types of 
microaggressions do VR 
librarians commit? 

RQ3. How can VR librarians 
avoid microaggressions?



Methods

• Longitudinal data

• Large pool of randomly 

selected QuestionPoint

transcripts (2006, 2010, 2016)

• Emic/etic coding 

• Etic: Types, Communications

• Emic: Emerged in analysis

• 3 coders

• 99% ICR



Major Findings

• 97% of transcripts free of 

microaggressions!!!
• 3% of transcripts display 

microaggressive behaviors

• Subtle & difficult to identify

• Coding dependent on 

context of full transcripts



Findings: Etic Codes 

• Microaggressive behavior coded in:

• 3% of transcripts

• 56% of relational barrier transcripts

• Total = 55 of 1710 transcripts

Code % of Transcripts 

(N=55)

Verbal 95%

Microinvalidation 85%

Nonverbal 18%



Example: 

Verbal & Microinvalidation

“Also keep in mind that California is a 

community property state so most property 

and debts acquired during marriage needs to 

be divided up between you and your 

husband” (2016).



Emic Code % of Transcripts 

(N=55)

Assume user’s search

Independence

55%

Call user out 33%

Assume user’s technical 

literacy

27%

Assume user’s information

need

25%

Findings: Emic Codes 

Most often manifested as verbal, nonverbal, environmental, & 

microinvalidations, consistent with etic codes. 



Example: 

Call Out User

L: Can you please be more specific about what 

you are looking for? Is it a journal title, or what?

U: I would like to access the American Journal of 

Evaluations. Their journals are published by Sage 

(available online withan Athens account[)]

L: Okay.

L: that is much clearer (2010)



Example: 

Assume User’s Search Independence

“Hi [User First Name], I have just Googled it and there is lots 

of information there. You shouldn’t have any trouble finding it. 

Otherwise there are lots of books in any library which explain 

the conditions … Your doctor can explain it also” (2010).



Our Guidelines for Mitigating Microaggressions

• Respond with open questions when unsure

• Avoid wording implying identity assumptions

• Suggest specific alternative resource (not just “look elsewhere”)

• Allow time for user reply

• Listen to feedback on info need & heed calls for help

• Provide needed info w/o implying that doing so is a hassle

• Send generalized resources for broad questions

Guidelines from Literature
• Present resources from various perspectives (Sue, 2010; Ettarh, 2014)

• Avoid assumptions of identity or ability (Sue, 2010; Ettarh, 2014)

• Be aware that NV invalidations transfer to VR (Belluomini, 2014)



Future Directions



Conclusion

Slides available at: 
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