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ABSTRACT 
Professional library and archives associations recognize the value of cultural competency skills 
in advancing diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility (DEIA). This study analyzes a sample 
of nearly 500 archival job postings to gauge the degree to which job postings demonstrate the 
employers’ awareness of and commitment to cultural competency in their recruiting practices. 
The central finding is that only 7 percent of job ads in the sample included knowledge, skills, 
or abilities relating to cultural competency among the requirements for working in an archives-
related position. Thus, the study strongly suggests that the value the archives profession places 
on cultural competency is rarely reflected in the qualifications candidates who wish to work 
in archives are expected to have. This problem is most evident in job ads for technical services 
positions, in the South and Midwest sections of the country, and in nonacademic employment 
sectors. The authors provide recommendations for hiring practices that further a hiring institu-
tion’s commitment to DEIA through the adoption of cultural competency as a framework for 
recruitment and interviewing.
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Archives are often thought of as society’s collective memory.1 Yet lately, archivists 
 have begun to come to terms with how the profession’s demographics fail to 

reflect society at large and the impact this lack of diversity has on the collective 
memory of our communities and cultures. This introspection has resulted in calls 
for diverse collecting practices, reparative description, outreach and public service 
considerations, and a myriad of revisions to policies and practices in the archival 
profession.

To these ends, in 2009 the Society of American Archivists (SAA) Council 
directed a subgroup to “revisit and reword the activities associated with the [Strategic 
Plan’s] Diversity Priority, Outcome #4, which dealt with issues of retention and 
diversifying the profession.” This subgroup thus produced action C to “develop a 
cultural competencies framework [emphasis added] as it relates to archivists and the 
archives profession,” which was approved by the Council. The subgroup’s support 
statement for action C directed the development of a “series of concrete tools, train-
ing, and practical steps that would help SAA and the profession become more hos-
pitable to archivists from a variety of backgrounds.”2 Cultural competency, which 
forms the basis of these tools, is a framework used to advance one’s ability to func-
tion with awareness, knowledge, and interpersonal skill when engaging with people 
of different backgrounds, assumptions, beliefs, values, and behaviors.3

Acceptance of the cultural competency framework by the archives profession 
is evinced not only by SAA’s strategic planning activities but also by several initia-
tives undertaken in the past decade addressing a long-recognized monoculture in 
our profession.4 Moreover, a recognition of the benefits of cultural competency in 
archives has recently inspired training, and its professional value is evidenced in 
many areas, including

• a day-long cultural competency workshop offered by SAA’s continuing
education program,5

• the establishment of cultural competency as a new domain by the
Academy of Certified Archivists,6 and

• the inclusion of cultural competency as a component of the Council
of State Archivists’ BACKER: Building Archival Capacity for Keeping
Electronic Records project, funded by the Institute of Museum and
Library Services.7

The importance of cultural competency is widely recognized not only among archi-
vists but also across the library and information science (LIS) professions.8 Scholarly 
literature has also recommended incorporating these principles into the areas of 
archival education, appraisal and acquisition, descriptive practices, workforce diver-
sity and retention, community relations, and collaboration.

Given the significance that archivists place on cultural competency as a key 
component of addressing issues of retention and diversifying the profession, it 
is logical to seek aspects of cultural competency among the profession’s expected 
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qualifications. The purpose of the present study is to glean insights into the profes-
sion’s dedication to cultural competency by considering the recruiting practices of 
organizations that employ archivists, using public job announcements as a yardstick. 
The most striking finding of an analysis of 499 such announcements is that only 
7 percent of job ads for archivist positions list knowledge, skills, or abilities relat-
ing to cultural competency among the requirements. This suggests that, in actual 
recruitment practices for archivists, cultural competency is not prioritized to the 
extent that might be expected, given the professional emphasis on its importance.

This study was undertaken with an awareness that the degree to which an 
organization values cultural competency and implements its concepts in the work-
place can be seen from multiple angles, including student and employee cultural 
awareness education, outreach to and support of marginalized community archives, 
reparative description practices, recruitment of candidates from underrepresented 
groups, support and retention of employees of color, and many other practices 
outside the scope of this study. Although job announcements cannot provide a 
comprehensive picture of an organization’s progress along the cultural competency 
continuum, they do provide insight into the knowledge, skills, and abilities that 
archives workers are expected to possess. When considered in combination with 
other indicators (such as those mentioned previously), the results of this study can 
contribute to a broader understanding of the profession’s progress and where there 
is still need for greater effort.

This article begins with a discussion of how cultural competency has been 
viewed and defined in the library and information science professions and contin-
ues with a review of the professional literature, focusing on the archives and library 
workforce and work environments in relation to marginalized groups. It then focuses 
on the research methods and findings of an examination of archives job announce-
ments before offering recommendations and a call to action.

Cultural Competency in Archives and Allied Professions

The concept of cultural competency originated within the fields of social work, 
counseling psychology, and health care with emphasis on working with underrep-
resented races and ethnicities.9 The American Psychological Association has broadly 
defined cultural competence as “the ability to understand, appreciate, and interact 
with people from cultures or belief systems different from one’s own.”10 The Center 
for Disease Control and Prevention’s definition expands the concept to encompass 
the organizational level as well as the interpersonal:

Cultural and linguistic competence is a set of congruent behaviors, attitudes, and 
policies that come together in a system, agency, or among professionals that enables 
effective work in cross-cultural situations. “Culture” refers to integrated patterns 
of human behavior that include the language, thoughts, communications, actions, 
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customs, beliefs, values, and institutions of racial, ethnic, religious, or social groups. 
“ Competence” implies having the capacity to function effectively as an individual 
and an organization within the context of the cultural beliefs, behaviors, and needs 
presented by consumers and their communities.11

In 2007, the American Library Association (ALA) Committee on Diversity 
successfully recommended that the ALA Policy on Diversity include goals for inclu-
sive and culturally competent library and information services.12 The definition of 
cultural competency that was included echoed many elements similar to the health 
counseling fields: “the acceptance and respect for diversity, continuing self-assess-
ment regarding culture, and the ongoing development of knowledge, resources, and 
service models that work towards effectively meeting the needs of diverse popula-
tions.”13 In 2012, the Association of College and Research Libraries explicitly cited 
the National Association of Social Workers (NASW) as offering the basic frame-
work for its concept of cultural competence. The NASW states:

Cultural competence refers to the process by which individuals and systems respond 
respectfully and effectively to people of all cultures, languages, classes, races, ethnic 
backgrounds, religions, spiritual traditions, immigration status, and other diversity 
factors in a manner that recognizes, affirms, and values the worth of individuals, 
families, and communities and protects and preserves the dignity of each.14

Continuing to build on these definitions, scholars within the LIS fields have noted 
that cultural competency involves an awareness of one’s own culture and the ability 
and willingness to gain an understanding of others’ cultures. Patricia Montiel-Overall 
et al. state that cultural competency involves

the capacity to recognize the significance of culture in one’s own life and the lives 
of others; to acquire and respectfully use knowledge of diverse ethnic and cultural 
groups’ beliefs, values, attitudes, practices, communication patterns, and assets to 
strengthen LIS programs and services through increased community participation.15

In the field of archives, scholars have also noted the importance of self-
awareness, a concept that is foundational in Ellen Engseth’s framework:

Cultural competency begins with an awareness of self; this self-cultural analysis 
reveals biases and values, among other things. Cultural competency is firmly process-
oriented, meaning it emphasizes growth, continuing work, and action. And the 
framework includes a concept of a continuum on which to locate oneself. In general, 
scholars and practitioners across disciplines agree that cultural competency is the 
management of human interactions across our differences, with results of more appro-
priate and effective outcomes at the individual, relational, group, and organizational 
levels.16

Many archivists have emphasized the importance of recognizing that cultural 
competency is a continual learning process. In his 2016 presidential address to the 
Society of American Archivists, Dennis Meissner stated:
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The fact is that we all occupy some location along this continuum of cultural compe-
tence. And there should be no shame associated with the particular address that we 
happen to occupy right now. To be sure, our position is dynamic and tends to shift 
throughout our lives as we gain experience, learn, and grow.17

In a similar vein, Dominique Luster emphasizes the elements of continuous 
learning and curiosity, deeply rooted in humility, as integral to the concept of cul-
tural competency:

This competency is developed over time. It’s something that you practice. It’s some-
thing that you train for. . . . It’s something that we tune over time with an attitude of 
curiosity, with an attitude of humility and open-mindedness, and respect. And toler-
ance for just simply not knowing and for being okay with growing and being okay 
with asking more questions.18

The idea that gaining cultural competence is a continual process rather than a fixed 
event is also expressed by Nathan Sentance when discussing cultural competency 
training in academic libraries in Australia. Sentance notes that this practice

also complements the First Nations’ idea that for non-indigenous allies, cultural com-
petency or cultural awareness should be seen as an ongoing journey rather than an 
achievement. . . . You don’t just become culturally competent, you’re in a constant 
process of increasing your understanding.19

The need for a continual process of self-awareness and growth is similarly 
articulated by K. L. White, who notes the importance of self-reflexivity throughout 
the process of building cultural competency and gaining knowledge of other cultures 
respectfully. Writing specifically of archival educators in the context of addressing 
the needs of marginalized communities, White asserts:

Taking a dialogic approach, which also requires reflexivity, will be useful in that 
[archival] educators may realize that they need to gain cultural competency (as much 
as is possible, permitted or appropriate without causing disrespect) by spending time 
with community members to learn about the object of knowledge and gain a richer 
and more comprehensive understanding of the group’s perspective.20

While self-awareness, personal growth, and respect are integral to the concept 
of cultural competency, their application is not limited to the interpersonal realm. 
Scholars writing about cultural competency in the context of archives and libraries 
have primarily shown interest in how building it affects structures within the profes-
sion and practice of libraries and archives. Montiel-Overall et al. argue that cultural 
competency works at multiple levels simultaneously, noting that its purpose is

to bridge gaps in services to communities by connecting them with outside resources; 
to recognize socioeconomic and political factors that adversely affect diverse popula-
tions; and to effectively implement institutional policies that benefit diverse popula-
tions and communities.21
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Keeping in mind these concepts of introspection, continual growth, and 
structural components, as articulated by LIS scholars, the authors of the present 
study derived the following definition of cultural competency for the archives and 
affiliated professions:

Cultural competency is the capacity to continually improve one’s ability to function 
with self-awareness, open-mindedness, humility, respect, knowledge, and interper-
sonal skill when engaging people from all backgrounds and experiences. It requires 
an awareness and understanding of the significance of culture, beginning with one’s 
own, and an orientation of respectful curiosity toward the beliefs, values, and prac-
tices of others. Key components are the recognition of the structural, socioeconomic, 
and political factors that adversely affect diverse populations and the commitment to 
respond with policies or practices that recognize, affirm, and protect the dignity of 
individuals, families, and communities.

This definition reflects the profession’s characterization of cultural competency 
as an ongoing process that stems from attributes such as an appreciation of other 
cultures, a desire to interact with them respectfully, and a willingness to learn about 
and understand them.

Aligning with cognitive (know), affective (value), and behavioral (do) practices 
also requires attributes of self-awareness and humility in acknowledging one’s own 
ignorance and need for development. This humility includes forgiveness of (not 
shame toward) oneself and others when genuine attempts at cross-cultural interac-
tions fail. Those who embrace and exercise the principles of cultural competency 
continue to develop related abilities as they progress along the cultural competency 
continuum. Ultimately, organizations and individuals who continually and gen-
uinely practice cultural competency produce results by expanding social capital, 
which impacts all parts of the archival profession and record. Some of the most 
meaningful results may be intangible, such as developing trusting, steadfast rela-
tionships between individuals and/or organizations of different cultures. Some of 
these results are more tangible, such as inclusive collection development policies, 
reparative description efforts, outreach to and collaboration with underrepresented 
communities, and increases in the diversity of the workforce. This study examines 
organizational recruitment practices as one potential measurable indicator of an 
organization’s place on the continuum.

Literature Review

During their review of the professional literature, the authors learned of many 
case studies, initiatives, and surveys promoting the application of cultural compe-
tency or its related concepts (e.g., cultural appropriateness or cultural intelligence) 
toward the goal of increasing diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility (DEIA).22 
The majority focused on serving, working with, and increasing underrepresented 
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cultures in the library and archival professions (i.e., Black, Indigenous, and people 
of color  [BIPOC]), unlike the health-care professions, where studies address 
LBGTQIA+, veterans, or other communities/cultures. The literature expresses the 
value of cultural competency concepts in different facets of library and archives 
work—improving metadata practices (critical cataloging and inclusive archival 
description), increasing the number of students from underrepresented communi-
ties in library programs, retaining people of color in the library and archives work-
force, strengthening services for and engagement with diverse communities—often 
offering strategies for those whose backgrounds reflect dominant Western cultures to 
advance DEIA efforts through increasing their cultural intelligence or competency. 23

An investigation of studies of qualifications in LIS job advertisements revealed 
a 2011 analysis of the education, training, and recruitment of special collections 
librarians that specifically omitted archivists from the study, yet a number of duties 
and qualifications examined related to work in archives.24 The study revealed that 
specific required qualifications varied, compounded by different words used for 
knowledge or skill sets representing reference and public service (e.g., “clientele,” 
“customer,” “reference,” “searching,” “serving,” “user,” “users,” “uses,” “visitors”) dis-
tributed between qualifications and duties sections.

In 2020, Warren and Scoulas published a content and comparative analysis 
of job advertisements, investigating the “lack of diversity among special collections 
librarians . . . and the expectations placed upon members of underrepresented 
groups.” The study addressed five questions, one being “Do the job advertise-
ments indicate a diverse spectrum of candidates?”25 Their findings postulate that the 
extensive requirements and duties listed overwhelm potential candidates. They also 
explored diversity statements and found that while 66.6 percent of the institutions 
had a general statement of diverse hiring practices, “most statements on diversity 
or commitment to diversity are buried within the advertisement or included at the 
conclusion of the job advertisement.”26 

Literature on recruitment and retention of employees from marginalized cul-
tures discusses how the lack of awareness by the white-centered, dominant culture 
of the library and archives professions impacts people of color (POC) in the work-
force.27 Writing in 1999, white librarian John Berry observed, “The idea of ‘culturally 
competent’ library service is nothing new to librarians from the African American 
community or the many other ethnic and cultural constituencies in America. . . . 
Yet true cultural competence has rarely blessed the librarian profession or even pen-
etrated the professional consciousness.”28 Professionals from nondominant cultures, 
such as Chinese and Latino cultures, write about the challenges of balancing their 
desires to behave according to their own cultures with the reality that they need to 
conform to the dominant white culture while at work.29

Despite calls to action such as the International Federation of Library 
Associations and Institutions’ (IFLA) goal to address multiculturalism, which was 
issued more than twenty years ago, and calls for efforts to “combat racism among 
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library workers and management, and promote an enlightened approach to racial 
matters in the library services,” LIS literature reveals a need for additional progress 
in this area. Professionals of color (PrOC) and professionals from other under-
represented cultures are still targets of microaggressions at work and continue to 
experience a lack of recognition for their professional and academic efforts by pre-
dominantly white tenure, retention, and promotion committees.30 The literature 
suggests that there is still an unbalanced onus placed on PrOC in homogeneous 
environments and few avenues for them to genuinely express their experiences or 
how they impact their decision to leave or remain with an organization.31

Although this body of literature suggests that cultural competency is needed in 
the work environment and addresses its role in employee retention, it touches only 
lightly on recruitment. The authors found few references to screening employees for 
cultural competency during the recruitment and hiring process. A notable excep-
tion is Amy Tureen’s “Transitioning from Passive to Active Diversity Recruitment 
Strategies,” in which she discusses the refinement of job ads and qualifications as one 
of the diversity recruitment strategies employed by the University of Nevada, Las 
Vegas.32 Tureen promoted the inclusion of a new preferred qualification for “com-
petence and sensitivity in working at a university in which students, faculty, and staff 
are broadly diverse with regard to many facets of identity, including but not limited 
to gender, ethnicity, nationality, sexual orientation, and religion.” This qualification 
rapidly transitioned to be required and in some cases to primacy over the ALA-
accredited MLIS requirement.33 This account of how an institution that employs 
archivists has made progress in recruiting for cultural competency illustrates that 
this practice does occur at least among some institutions. However, there is a gap 
in research for probing the degree to which organizations actively seek candidates 
who possess cultural competency attributes for archival positions and whether those 
attributes are expressly valued more in different types of archival positions, by dif-
ferent types of employers, or in different regions of the United States.

Research Methods

Similar to an effort to analyze job advertisements for special collections pro-
fessionals using the Association of College and Research Libraries/Rare Books and 
Manuscripts Section guidelines,34 the authors determined that “systematic analyses 
of job advertisements are crucial in understanding the direction of the profession 
and for guiding professionals at all levels into positions where they can contribute 
and thrive.”35

To investigate the prevalence of cultural competency as a requirement for 
employment in archives and related fields, the authors examined job opportunities 
posted on ArchivesGig, a job board blog curated by Meredith Lowe. ArchivesGig 
casts a wide net, interpreting the field of archives to include, in Lowe’s words: 
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“‘archives’ work in the traditional sense (processing, cataloging, reference), but also 
in records management, rare books, preservation and conservation, digital projects, 
digital asset management, photo and film collections, oral history, education and 
outreach, digital archives and repositories, internships (paid and not), relevant 
curator positions, and more.”36

The authors downloaded job postings for all jobs listed on the site during 
three specified time periods between March and September of 2021.37 The only 
postings excluded from this study were those for jobs located outside the United 
States and the very few posted by individuals rather than organizational employers. 
Believing that cultural competency includes acting within one’s sphere of influence 
to affect structural change and that it can and should be practiced at all levels of 
an organization, the authors decided to include jobs for interns and others with a 
relative lack of power within an organization.

To determine how many job postings would need to be included in the study 
to achieve a high level of confidence in the results, the authors first looked for 
cultural competency language in a sample of 100 postings. They found that 7% of 
all positions in this initial sample included cultural competency as a requirement. 
Based on this initial sample size of 100, the authors were 95% confident that the 
proportion of posted positions that include a cultural competency requirement is 
.07 plus or minus 5%, or between 2% and 12%. To achieve a margin of error of less 
than 3% with 99% confidence, the authors determined it would be necessary to 
analyze more than 482 postings and downloaded a total of 523. During the analysis 
process, they eliminated those that were incompletely captured and could no longer 
be found online to be redownloaded, and they deduplicated data by identifying 
repostings for the same position. Ultimately, 499 postings were included in the 
study.

The authors adopted the human coding (rather than machine coding) method 
of content analysis, each coding an equal number of job postings on several 
variables. As defined by Kimberly A. Neuendorf, “Human coding involves the use 
of people as coders, with each using a standard codebook and coding form to read, 
view, or otherwise decode the target content and record his or her objective and 
careful observations on pre-established variables.”38 While automated methods can 
be employed to analyze textual data, the human method was selected for this study 
based on the authors’ belief that cultural competency is a highly nuanced concept 
that can be expressed in a variety of ways and cannot be reduced to the presence of 
particular key words or phrases.

The primary variable analyzed was the occurrence of language within the job 
postings indicating that the employer requires or prefers the individual holding the 
position to possess a level of cultural competency to perform its duties. A related 
but separate variable was the presence of language indicating that the employer 
requires or prefers the individual holding the position to possess knowledge, skills, 
or abilities related to diversity, equity, or inclusion (DEI). This was considered a 
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conceptually broader type of qualification than possessing cultural competency. The 
final DEI-related variable was whether anywhere in the posting, or directly linked 
from it, there was a general statement declaring the commitment of the employer to 
the principles of DEI and/or cultural competency.

Each posting was also coded for additional variables that were analyzed for this 
study. The geographic region of the employer was coded according to US Census 
designations for regions and divisions.39 The category of the position was coded as 
being primarily one of the following: administrative leadership, technical services, 
collection/asset management, public services/outreach, curatorial, appraisal, records 
management, research, public history, archival education, or multiple (for solo 
archivists or other positions that could not be categorized as primarily one category 
given the wide range of duties represented). The type of employer was coded along 
the categories of academic, nonprofit, for-profit, federal, state, local, or tribal; it is 
notable that the percentages for employer type in the job ads sample for this study 
closely align with data from the A*CENSUS II: All Archivists Survey, conducted in 
202140 (see Table 1).

Table 1. Comparison of Employer Type Percentages in A*CENSUS II and the Study’s 
Sample of Job Ads

A*CENSUS II 
(No.)

A*CENSUS II  
(%)

Job Ads 
(No.)

Job Ads 
(%)

Difference 
(%)

Academic 2046 38.19% 208 41.68% 3.50%

Federal 705 13.16% 55 11.02% -2.14%

State 417 7.78% 33 6.61% -1.17%

Local 350 6.53% 45 9.02% 2.49%

Tribal 14 0.26% 2 0.40% 0.14%

Nonprofit 1121 20.92% 128 25.65% 4.73%

For-profit 286 5.34% 28 5.61% 0.27%

Community Archives 51 0.95% N/A

Self-employed 106 1.98% N/A

Other/Don’t Know 262 4.89% N/A

5358 100.00% 499 100.00%

The authors developed a codebook and corresponding spreadsheet to record 
data for each of the variables. To maximize the reliability of the results, the authors 
assessed the coding scheme by each coding the same 10 sample postings. The authors 
achieved an intercoder agreement of 80% on the sample for cultural competency 
language; the exercise prompted the coders to address any disagreements or discrep-
ancies that emerged, revise the codebook and form accordingly, and clarify instruc-
tions for determining the presence of cultural competency requirements. After all 
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the postings in the sample had been coded, the authors met to review each job 
posting that any of them had identified as potentially having cultural competency 
language to ensure consistency on this data point.

The definition of cultural competency offered earlier in this article was used as 
the starting point in evaluating postings to determine whether they listed cultural 
competency as a requirement. It was not necessary for the term “cultural compe-
tency” to be used in the job posting; the authors looked for language such as “cultural 
awareness,” “cultural sensitivity,” “demonstrated ability working successfully with 
diverse cultures,” and “valuing differences.” Recognizing the importance of a shared 
conceptualization of the framework for cultural competency to consistently identify 
and code the postings, the authors included additional instructions in the codebook:

•	 Do not count those listing only the requirement that the applicant has 
worked in diverse environments or will work in a diverse environment 
unless it also calls for successful related experience or demonstrated 
knowledge, skills, and/or specific abilities.

•	 Do not count language that is limited to requiring the applicant to have 
the ability to work in a diverse environment or participate in making the 
environment more diverse.

•	 Count language requiring cultural competencies, such as demonstrated 
ability to work successfully with a marginalized group or groups, but 
do not count a requirement for subject expertise related to a particular 
culture.

The study did not require every aspect of cultural competency to be reflected 
in a job posting for it to be coded as containing cultural competency language. 
Position descriptions are not written to this level of specificity, and cultural compe-
tency is deeper and more nuanced than can be fully reflected in a position descrip-
tion. Furthermore, while cultural competency is vital at all levels of an organization, 
certain aspects of it are not directly relatable to positions at all levels, such as 
affecting structural change within society as a whole or even within one’s organiza-
tion. Coding allowed nuances that reflect how each person operates within their 
own sphere of influence.

Findings

The primary finding of this analysis is that a small percentage of job post-
ings in the study included cultural competency among the required or preferred 
qualifications for posted archives positions. Of the 499 job postings, only 36 
(7%) contained language that related to cultural competency (see Figure 1). This 
strongly suggests that while cultural competency is recognized and valued by the 
profession, there is little adoption of it as a qualification one must hold to be 
employed as an archivist.
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A higher number of job ads (29%) included the presence of language within 
the position description or qualifications indicating that the employer requires or 
prefers the individual holding the position to possess some knowledge, skills, or 
abilities related to diversity, equity, inclusion, or accessibility (see Figure 2). This 
reflects a higher degree of adoption of the values of DEIA more generally than 
those of cultural competency specifically. Since all ads with cultural competency 
language were also coded as having DEIA language, the 29% of ads containing 
DEIA language included the 7% of those that contained cultural competency 
language. However, more than three-quarters of ads that included DEIA language 
did not include cultural competency language, reflecting a lack of acceptance of 
cultural competency as a method to enact DEIA (see Figure 3).

FIGURE 1.  Percentage of job postings that included cultural competency language

FIGURE 2.  Percentage of job postings that included DEIA language
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The study also examined whether anywhere in the position announcement, or 
directly linked from the position announcement, there was a statement declaring the 
commitment of the employer to the principles of DEIA and/or cultural competency. 
Overall, 41% (205) of job ads included a basic boilerplate statement of affirmative 
action/equal employment opportunity commission (AA/EEOC), while only 28% 
(141) of job ads included an enhanced statement that suggested the employer would 
exceed AA/EEOC compliance. More than 30% (153) of the job postings lacked any 
type of statement declaring the employer’s commitment to DEIA principles (see 
Figure 4). A cursory sampling of employers’ online presences revealed that some 
employers publish DEIA statements on their websites that are not included in the 
job postings, which could account for the absence of DEIA statements in some of 
the job ads in this study. Another possible reason for the lack of such statements may 

FIGURE 3.  Percentage of job postings without cultural  
competency language that did include DEIA language

FIGURE 4. Percentage of job postings that included statements  
that the employer is committed to DEIA principles

AA/EEOC Only   Exceeds AA/EEOC   No Statement
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be a growing climate of anti-affirmative action sentiment that culminated in the 
US Supreme Court’s decision on June 29, 2023, to end affirmative action in higher 
education.41 This might be a topic for more formal research in the future. 

The authors hypothesized that the presence of cultural competency and DEIA 
language within job ads would be more likely when an employer’s DEIA statements 
of commitment exceeded AA/EEOC compliance, and the findings confirmed this. 
In those ads in which the employer’s statement exceeded AA/EEOC compliance, 
18% (25) included cultural competency language and 66% (93) included DEIA 
language (see Figure 5). This suggests an acceptance of the applicability of cultural 
competency toward DEIA goals and at least some level of recognition of the 
relationship between the character of the workforce and an employers’ commitment 
to DEIA principles.

FIGURE 5.  Job postings with (a) cultural competency and (b) DEIA language  
when an employer’s DEIA statement of commitment exceeded AA/EEOC compliance 

(a) (b)

18% 34%

82% 66%
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In addition to cultural competency and DEIA-related variables, the job ads 
were coded for the types of functions and duties described for the position (see 
Figure 6).

Examination of the occurrence of cultural competency language within each 
group revealed that some types of positions are more highly correlated with cultural 
competency requirements than others (see Figure 7), and a statistical analysis 
indicated that these correlations are highly significant.42

The types of positions that most often included a cultural competency require-
ment were positions that interacted most with the public (i.e., patrons, donors, 
students): public services/outreach, curatorial, public history, and archival educa-
tion (17%); and administrative leadership (14%). These findings can be attributed 
to the limited interpretation and application of cultural competency as a practice 
only for positions requiring personal interactions with members of the public and 
users of archives. Only 7% of positions coded as “Multiple” (i.e., positions that 
have multiple responsibilities) and “Other” required cultural competency, again 
reflecting its perceived low applicability for positions that are not mainly outward-
facing. Technical services, collection/asset management, and preservation positions 
rarely required cultural competency (5%), and none of the records management 
positions in the sample required cultural competency. This strongly indicates that 
employers of archivists do not recognize the value of cultural competency in the 
workplace nor its applicability to the full range of archival functions.43

FIGURE 6.  Distribution of types of positions within the 499 job postings

 Technical Services, Collection/Asset Management, Preservation   
 Multiple Responsibilities/Other   

 Administrative
 Public Services/Outreach, Curatorial, Public History, Archival Education
 Records Management
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The failure of employers to acknowledge the value of cultural competency 
for positions with responsibilities for description, cataloging, and metadata is 
notable. There are myriad reparative description and critical cataloging guidelines 
and initiatives supported by professional associations and prominent hiring institu-
tions.44 Although practitioners might not all use the term “cultural competency,” 
reparative description and critical cataloging embody its principles. They strive to 
use respectful and inclusive language in their work to increase discovery and access 
to archival materials with an awareness of how description and access points impact 
diverse cultures.45

Why, then, do such a remarkably low percentage of technical services job 
postings contain cultural competency language? One possible explanation is that 
the value of cultural competency in behind-the-scenes work, such as archival 
processing, metadata/cataloging, and digital asset management (and possibly 
records management), is less evident than its value in the outward-facing work 
of positions that have direct contact with patrons, donors, and other users. This 
reflects a failure to recognize the applicability of cultural competency skills to the 
work product within the institution and in the profession. This is an area for future 
research.

FIGURE 7.  Presence of cultural competency language by job position type
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The study also identified the geographic region of each employer in the United 
States. The highest number of jobs were posted by employers in the South (35%), 
followed by the Northeast (27%), the West/Pacific (19%), and the Midwest (19%) 
(see Figure 8).

A statistical analysis of the percentage of positions that included cultural 
competency language within each region of the United States revealed differences 
that were moderately significant.46 More than 13% of jobs in the West/Pacific 
region contained cultural competency language, which far exceeds the percentage 

FIGURE 8.  Proportion of job postings from each region in the United States in the sample. Note: The total 
number of position postings is 493 for regional comparisons, rather than 499, due to 6 of the postings 
lacking a geographic location.

FIGURE 9.  Presence of cultural competency language in job descriptions by US region
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of cultural competency language found in each of the other regions: Northeast 
(7%), South (6%), and Midwest (3%), as shown in Figure 9. While more research 
would be needed to explore regional differences, the higher presence of cultural 
competency language in the West/Pacific and the Northeast could reflect the greater 
cultural diversity in those regions. Another explanation could be the more progres-
sive politics in those regions. A higher percentage of cultural competency language 
in job ads appeared in the regions where the majority voted Democratic in the 2020 
presidential election.47 More recent legislation in some midwestern and southern 
states to expressly limit DEIA initiatives, including in recruitment and hiring, in 
state government and public university systems may reflect long-held tendencies 
that could be evidenced in their 2021 job posting policies.48

In addition to looking at the geographic locations of employers, the study also 
looked at the type of employer—academic, for-profit, government, and nonprofit. 
More positions in the sample were in academia than in any other employer group 
(see Figure 10).

Examination of the occurrence of cultural competency language within each 
employer type revealed a statistically significant difference.49 Cultural competency 
requirements occurred most frequently within the academic group (11%), followed 
by not-for-profit (8%), government (3%), and for-profit (0%) (see Figure 11). 
The expected higher percentage in the academic type may be attributed to DEIA 
initiatives adopted by academia. One reason the percentage of jobs containing 
cultural competency language might be low in the government sector is due to 
the time and perseverance needed to make systemic changes to large bureaucratic 
systems. The authors observed that of the 55 federal job postings in the study, only 
5 diverged from the boilerplate recruitment template for US jobs.

FIGURE 10.  Proportion of employer types in the sample

Academic Government

Not-for-profit For profit
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Overall, the findings of the study raise several questions for future research. A 
nationwide survey would be needed to ascertain why relatively few organizations 
include cultural competency language in their job descriptions and qualifications. 
Their reasons might reveal a complex blend of the awareness and empowerment of 
individuals, organizational culture, and regional politics. It might also be of interest 
to replicate this study in five to ten years and compare the findings. What changes 
might we see?

Discussion and Recommendations

The existing body of literature, along with initiatives mentioned earlier, such as 
the adoption of cultural competency as a new domain by the Academy of Certified 
Archivists, support the applicability of cultural competency to archival theory 
and practice. The literature also validates the potential of a cultural competency 
framework to address the dismal status quo of the workforce—not just the 
nonrepresentational demographics of the profession but also its Western cultural 
viewpoint of professional endeavors that emanates from white privilege.50 This 
viewpoint is shared by Fiona Blackburn, who writes: “In a system that privileges 
some and marginalises others, often on the basis of skin colour but also on the basis 
of group membership, there are many marginalized groups. Jaeger et al. (2011) 
argue that working with any marginalised group requires cultural competence.”51 

FIGURE 11.  Presence of cultural competency language in job postings by employer type
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It makes sense, then, to expect that recruiting efforts for archival positions would 
reflect this commitment.

Why, then, do only 7 percent of job postings express an expectation that 
prospective employees demonstrate a willingness and ability to continually develop 
their cultural competency awareness and skills? Perhaps archives professionals 
who embrace cultural competency encounter systemic or political barriers when 
attempting to update recruiting practices, or perhaps human resource processes 
have not yet caught up with their organizations’ values. Bureaucratic structures 
differ from one work environment to the next, and there can be extreme power 
differentials in positions at various levels of an organization.

Advocating for cultural competency in recruitment may look different 
depending on a person’s position and the culture of the organization in which 
they work. Individuals at any level of an organization—whether in administrative 
leadership, serving on a hiring committee, working in an outward-facing position, 
or working behind the scenes—can and should act within their sphere of influence 
to affect change. Cultural competency is not a one-way effort limited to outreach to 
historically marginalized cultures. It is a framework for all to consider for interacting 
appropriately in cross-cultural situations.

Hiring bodies in archives can work toward more diverse, equitable, and inclusive 
workplaces, collections, services, and programs by including cultural competency 
in their recruiting and hiring efforts to assist in the selection of individuals with 
awareness (cognitive), attitude (affective), and skills (behavioral) for working with 
cultures unlike their own. By employing the definition of competence as “possession 
of sufficient knowledge or skill,” which is an outcome-based state, and competency 
as attribute-based, the authors propose that both are advantageous in all facets of 
the archival profession. As discussed earlier, the body of literature on reparative 
description makes it clear that it is no less important to seek applicants possessing 
cultural competency awareness and skills in technical services than it is in any other 
category of position, as this will facilitate the opportunity to enhance multicultural 
representation of the archival record and services.52

It is notable that SAA’s Work Plan on Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Accessibility 
lists as the first goal “Recruitment and Retention”:

GOAL: Ensure practices support the hiring and retention of a diverse archival work-
force. Publish guidance and recommendations for archives and archivists to use at 
their repositories and places of employment.

WHY: Hiring, supporting, and retaining Black, Indigenous, and people of color 
(BIPOC) archives workers is a priority. Equity is a concern, and SAA should con-
tribute to transparency in the recruitment process (including requiring pay scales in 
job postings) and advocating for a living wage for all archivists.
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Community building at the local/organizational level should be addressed, and 
archives workers should be hired into supportive and inclusive communities where 
they can thrive at and outside of work.53

People at all levels of an organization can support this community-building 
goal through inclusive recruiting and hiring practices. Administrators, human 
resources managers, hiring managers, and other leaders are often in positions to 
impact recruiting and hiring practices in significant ways. Tureen provides actions 
for different employee levels to promote diverse hiring practices—those with and 
without hiring responsibilities and those with administrative authority.54 The 
University of Hawai'i (UH) provides Search Advocate training to process advisors 
who serve as external search committee members (not in their own departments/
disciplines) to enhance diversity, validity, and equity in the search and selection 
process. The volunteer Search Advocates program advances inclusive excellence by 
identifying and promoting practices that further diversity and social justice while 
minimizing the impacts of cognitive and structural biases.55 Any UH institution can 
invite or appoint cross-cultural trained staff to serve on search committees to facili-
tate recruiting others who advocate for cultural competency in recruiting and hiring 
practices, and to develop inclusive language for recruiting notices/job postings. 
If those in positions of power are not trained in cultural competency and DEIA, 
others in the organization can raise their awareness by advocating for the addition 
of cultural competency language to recruiting notices, rubrics, and interview ques-
tions. Effective advocacy will include explaining the critical role these competencies 
play in the position being recruited for and in the work environment in general.

When developing language for job ads that communicates a desire for applicants 
with cultural competency values and skills, it is not necessary to expressly use the 
term “cultural competency.” Examples of cultural competency–related language 
include “a commitment to continuous personal and professional improvement 
in intra-cultural relations” and “professionals who enthusiastically embrace the 
empathy, courage, self-reflection, and respect of a multicultural, diverse, and 
inclusive workplace, and who strive to incorporate these values into their work and 
interactions.” The authors recommend including cultural competency skills as part 
of the required or preferred job qualifications and placing cultural competency skills 
at the top of the list of job qualifications to emphasize its value to the organization 
or department. Allowing for variations in the language used to describe the precepts 
of cultural competency can attract candidates who have these competencies but may 
not be familiar with the term “cultural competency.”

Listing cultural competencies as qualifications in job postings empowers hiring 
bodies to integrate competencies into interview questions, candidate evaluation 
rubrics, or other tools used to screen candidates. When creating evaluation rubrics 
and/or interview questions, employers can craft them in a way that accommodates 
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various levels of engagement and demonstration of the stated qualifications. During 
the interview stage, candidates can be asked questions such as the following:

•	 Tell us about a time when you witnessed a failure of inclusion or equity, 
and how did you respond?
	 A candidate can talk about a time when they acted as an ally or 

when the situation affected them personally.
•	 Tell us about a time when you adapted your perspective and considered 

an issue from someone else’s point of view.
	 The answer will inform interviewees about the candidate’s ability for 

self-reflection and willingness to adapt.
•	 Tell us about a time when you witnessed or experienced empathy.

	 This question allows candidates to demonstrate their understanding 
of empathy and its significance in interpersonal communication.

Evaluating candidates’ cultural competency qualifications should focus on 
their ability to give concrete examples of their commitment or experience rather 
than merely citing the diverse demographics of the organization or community 
they have served. When screening candidates, interviewers should consider their 
interests, knowledge, and experience related to cultural competency. In cover letters 
and résumés/CVs, hiring institutions should look for

•	 participation in training/workshops on cultural competency,
•	 service on DEIA-related committees or task forces,
•	 participation in projects and initiatives that address issues related to 

cultural competency, and
•	 non-job-related experience (such as community volunteer work) or 

experience from previous nonarchives careers.
Hiring decisions should be informed by how well candidates meet the stated 

qualifications overall. When considering the value of soft skills (e.g., a demonstrated 
commitment to cultural competency awareness and an ability to work effectively 
with people who are dissimilar to themselves) and hard skills (e.g., knowledge of a 
specific technology or process), the authors recommend that hiring bodies consider 
the soft skills as outweighing specific technical skills. Many job postings call for 
a range of skills that will become obsolete (i.e., familiarity with specific tools or 
platforms). In contrast, interest, skills, or experience in cultural competency will 
continue to be an asset to the organization.

In addition to recruiting candidates who are engaged in cultural competency 
efforts, hiring managers should foster a commitment to continuous progress in 
cultural competency skills among their existing workforce. By making cultural 
competency and related skills, knowledge, and abilities an expectation for working 
in the archives and providing support for opportunities to gain this knowledge, 
employers can attract archivists who have gained these competencies through their 
activism, volunteer work, previous employment, or other means.
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To promote diversity in the workplace, employers must first strive to make the 
workplace more equitable, inclusive, and accessible. Employees at any level of the 
organization who are on a journey of cultural competency will be valuable members 
of diversity and search committees, sharing knowledge and perspectives that open 
the minds of colleagues and move the organization forward. The authors of this 
article believe that cultural competency can positively impact recruitment, selection, 
and retention procedures to bring those from underrepresented cultures and those 
skilled in intercultural communication into the workforce. By focusing cultural 
competency awareness and implementation toward these goals, the demographics 
in the archival workforce may better reflect society and provide opportunities to 
expand the archival record.

Conclusion

The archival record’s diversification and relevance to communities can be 
enhanced by a multicultural staff and those experienced in successfully working with 
diverse cultures, characteristics that are woefully scant in the archives profession’s 
job postings. The majority of the archives profession’s efforts have been to increase 
the number of people from underrepresented cultures in the workforce through 
methods such as supporting students from underrepresented communities, often 
based on ethnicity, with limited recognition for the role of established administra-
tors and staff in recruiting those with cultural competency skills who demonstrate 
successful intercultural activities that can be applied to all facets of the profession. 
Including cultural competency as a qualification in a job description reflects the 
hiring organization’s recognition of the benefits these skills can contribute to in 
increasing diversity, equity, and inclusion in archival environments. Yet the result of 
this study’s content analysis of a sample of job postings provides strong evidence that 
the profession has included cultural competency skills as requirements for positions 
in archives only to a very small degree.

Cultural competency is a recognized framework to advance one’s ability 
to function with awareness, knowledge, and interpersonal skills when engaging 
with people of diverse backgrounds, assumptions, beliefs, values, and behaviors.56 
Employing cultural competency combines cultural-mindedness with culturally 
centered communication skills for effective relationships between cultures. Cultural 
competency is a cornerstone upon which organizations can build diverse, equitable, 
and inclusive workplaces, collections, services, and programs. Cultural competency 
is not merely a method for traditional power holders to communicate with under-
represented cultures but a methodology for all cultures to effectively communicate 
with those unlike their own. Cultural competency is not limited to the interper-
sonal realm—it also involves acting within one’s sphere of influence to affect struc-
tural change in the workplace. It can and should be practiced at all levels of the 
organization.
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The literature and the endeavors of professional organizations recognize the 
benefits of cultural competency and its role in increasing DEIA in the predomi-
nantly homogenous LIS and archival professions. The authors of the present study 
argue that cultural competency skills are just as critical in technical services as they 
are in public services, considering the growing importance of reparative description 
and related archival functions. By articulating the desire for a culturally competent 
workforce and hiring individuals with these skills, organizations acknowledge that 
such a workforce contributes to the goals of DEIA.

Consider the impact of prioritizing the recruitment of archivists who are 
committed to effectively communicating with coworkers, record creators, patrons, 
donors, and the general community of diverse cultures, armed with knowledge and 
an openness to shift from their own culture and worldview. Doing so can increase 
institutional knowledge of records and the people who create and interact with 
them, thus impacting all aspects of the archival enterprise.
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