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Abstract 

Like many municipalities across Canada, the City of Vancouver has been engaged in the 

work of reconciliation for several years now. Given the complex, multifaceted, and 

contested nature of reconciliation, it is important to critically examine how institutions are 

enacting their commitments to reconciliation. My study looks at the work of the 

Vancouver Public Library to explore how internal factors impact the civic institution’s 

ability to address reconciliation. This case study provides insights that can inform 

reconciliation work within municipal departments as well as other urban public libraries. 

My study uses key informant interviews and document analysis to uncover 

organizational structures and practices that support or hinder reconciliation work. My 

findings suggest that to make meaningful progress on reconciliation, municipal 

institutions must focus on the difficult work of disrupting internal colonial bureaucratic 

structures that uphold settler colonial power differentials – unsettling the enduring 

colonial roots of municipal institutions and the damaging settler colonial ideologies and 

cultures that continue to play out through bureaucratic structures.  

Keywords:  reconciliation; municipal colonialism; public libraries; Vancouver Public 
Library; City of Vancouver;  



v 

Land Acknowledgement 

I would like to acknowledge that all stages of this research were conducted on the 

stolen, traditional, and ancestral Coast Salish Territories of the xʷməθkʷəy̓əm 

(Musqueam Indian Band), Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish Nation), and səlilwətaɬ (Tsleil-

Waututh Nation). I am grateful to be able to live and work on these lands as an uninvited 

guest.  



vi 

Acknowledgements 

I would like to begin by sharing my deep gratitude to all of the participants in my 

study who shared their time, knowledge and passion for their work with me – your 

generous contributions make up the heart of this research.  

When I set out to conduct this research, I had no idea that I would be navigating 

both a global pandemic and the sudden loss of my mother alongside the many ups and 
downs inherent in the process of completing such a project. I can say without any doubt 

that the reason I was able to make my way through to completion with this research is 

due to my amazing support network.  

Thank you to my academic supervisor, Dr. Karen Ferguson, who provided 

invaluable guidance, challenged me to produce my best work, and gave her full support 

to prioritizing my mental health when I needed to. I have grown immensely under your 

supervision and have thoroughly enjoyed our time working together.  

Thank you to my second supervisor, Dr. Tiffany Muller Myrdahl, who supported 

the development of this research project from the earliest stages and exposed me to 

foundational learning and development that shaped the way I approach and think about 

the entire research process.  

Thank you to my amazing family, friends, and colleagues who both got me back 

on my feet when it felt like the ground was failing beneath me and have also cheered me 

on as I slowly found my way through writing this. Everyone in my support network has 

given me something uniquely important to my journey and I am so grateful for each one 

of you – in this pursuit and in my life.  

A very special thank you to my dad who is forever my biggest support in all 

things I decide to take on in life. You always make me feel that I am capable of 

accomplishing anything I set my mind to – the greatest gift you could give me and for 
which I am endlessly grateful! I can’t even begin to describe how much it meant to me 

for you to take such a deep interest in my research; discussing both the big picture ideas 

and the fine details with you was one of my greatest joys through this process. As much 

as we joke about this, I truly would not have made it to the end of this thing without you – 

we did it!  



vii 

And finally, to my mum. The axis on which I exist forever changed when you died 

and my time writing this thesis has been as much an experience of deep grief as it has 

been one of academic pursuit. Your love and strength run deep in me, and I just know 

you would be so proud of me for finishing this.  

 



viii 

Table of Contents  

Declaration of Committee .................................................................................................... ii 
Ethics Statement ................................................................................................................. iii 
Abstract ............................................................................................................................... iv 
Land Acknowledgement ......................................................................................................v 
Acknowledgements ............................................................................................................. vi 
Table of Contents .............................................................................................................. viii 
List of Acronyms ..................................................................................................................x 
Image .................................................................................................................................. xi 

Chapter 1. Introduction ............................................................................................... 1 
1.1. Rationale and Significance ....................................................................................... 3 
1.2. Researcher’s Positionality ........................................................................................ 7 
1.3. Language of Reconciliation and Decolonization .................................................... 11 

Chapter 2. Context ..................................................................................................... 13 
2.1. City of Vancouver.................................................................................................... 13 

2.1.1. VPL Governance Structures within City of Vancouver............................. 13 
2.1.2. Reconciliation within the City of Vancouver ............................................. 14 

2.2. Canadian Libraries in the Era of the TRC .............................................................. 17 
2.2.1. Canadian Federation of Library Associations .......................................... 18 
2.2.2. Library and Archives Canada ................................................................... 20 
2.2.3. Reconciliation in other Major Urban Canadian Libraries.......................... 21 

2.3. Highlights of Reconciliation to date at VPL ............................................................ 23 

Chapter 3. Literature Review .................................................................................... 25 
3.1. The Colonial Project and Municipal Colonialism .................................................... 26 
3.2. Settler Colonial Bureaucracy .................................................................................. 33 
3.3. Organizational Change ........................................................................................... 37 

Chapter 4. Methodology ............................................................................................ 43 
4.1. Overview ................................................................................................................. 43 
4.2. Document review .................................................................................................... 45 
4.3. Key Informant Interviews ........................................................................................ 46 

Chapter 5. Findings ................................................................................................... 50 
5.1. Organizational Barriers ........................................................................................... 51 

5.1.1. Policies and Practices ............................................................................... 51 
5.1.2. Budget ....................................................................................................... 55 
5.1.3. Organizational Culture .............................................................................. 57 
5.1.4. Accountability ............................................................................................ 60 

5.2. Impact of Voices at All Levels................................................................................. 61 
5.2.1. Board of Directors ..................................................................................... 61 
5.2.2. Community Partners ................................................................................. 64 



ix 

5.2.3. Staff ........................................................................................................... 66 
5.3. Charting a Path Forward......................................................................................... 70 

5.3.1. Fostering Trust .......................................................................................... 70 
5.3.2. ReconciliACTION ...................................................................................... 75 

Chapter 6. Discussion ............................................................................................... 77 
6.1. Unsettling Colonial Bureaucracy ............................................................................ 77 
6.2. Organizational Identity ............................................................................................ 82 
6.3. Power, Trust, and Accountability ............................................................................ 84 

Chapter 7. Conclusion............................................................................................... 89 
7.1. Further research ..................................................................................................... 93 

References ....................................................................................................................... 94 
 

 

 

  



x 

List of Acronyms 

CFLA Canadian Federation of Library Associations  

CKK Connection to Kith and Kin  

LAC Library and Archives Canada 

MST Musqueam Indian Band, Squamish Nation, and Tsleil-Waututh 
Nation 

TJ Transitional Justice 

TRC Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada  

VPL Vancouver Public Library  

  

  

  

  

  

 



xi

Image

Indigenous artwork displayed in entry corridor at Vancouver Public Library Central Branch (2019). 
Photo credit: author 



1 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

The work of reconciliation within the Canadian context began as a national 

endeavor with the establishment of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada 

(TRC) in 2007 and the release of the 94 Calls to Action in 2015. Canada’s residential 

school system was created as a means to remove Indigenous children from their 

families “in order to minimize and weaken family ties and cultural linkages, and to 

indoctrinate children into a new culture—the culture of the legally dominant Euro-

Christian Canadian society” and was operational for over a century (Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015, p. V). The TRC held multiple gatherings 

over six years to witness and record the stories and experiences of residential school 

survivors, documenting the legacy of Canada’s genocide on Indigenous Peoples and 

culture. Since the release of the TRC’s final report and Calls to Action, reconciliation has 

been taken on as a priority in the public sector and the City of Vancouver could be 

viewed as an ‘early adopter’ in making a commitment to reconciliation when it declared 

itself a ‘City of Reconciliation’ in 2014. Given the City has committed several years to the 

work of reconciliation, it is timely to examine factors that support or hinder the 

organization to address the unique and pivotal work of reconciliation within the context of 
a municipal institution.  

Throughout this research I employ the term ‘reconciliation’ to refer to the broad 

spectrum of work that settler individuals and organizations can engage in related to 

addressing historical and contemporary injustices against Indigenous Peoples. Work that 

falls within the realm of what I consider to be ‘reconciliation’ includes that which directly 

responds to the TRC’s 94 Calls to Action but also includes work beyond these specific 

calls. The work that I define as being under the umbrella of reconciliation includes 

addressing items outlined in other formal documents such as The Final Report of the 

National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls and The 

United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, as well as responding 
to specific needs and desires of local Indigenous Nations and urban Indigenous 

Peoples. As the TRC states, “[r]econciliation requires that a new vision, based on a 

commitment to mutual respect, be developed [;] It also requires an understanding that 

the most harmful impacts of residential schools have been the loss of pride and self-

respect of Aboriginal people, and the lack of respect that non-Aboriginal people have 
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been raised to have for their Aboriginal neighbours […] [v]irtually all aspects of Canadian 

society may need to be reconsidered” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 

2015, p. VI). Despite being a contested term by some, which I unpack further on in this 

chapter, reconciliation is the commonly understood term to employ when discussing the 

broad range of work addressing relations between colonial settlers and Indigenous 
Peoples.  

‘Decolonization’ is another term associated with reconciliation that shows up 

within my research; it is a term that is equally complex. At its core, decolonization relates 

to Indigenous sovereignty and land rights, but I also define it as including the work of 

dismantling enduring structures of settler colonialism, including damaging power 

differentials, as they show up in all aspects of how settler society operates (Tuck & 

Yang, 2012). While decolonization is different from reconciliation in its focus on the 

opposition to colonial land dispossession and the power differentials born from it, I view 

both the work of reconciliation and decolonization as requiring a grappling with systemic 

settler colonial power relations.   

Throughout my research I have chosen to utilize the term ‘Indigenous’ in 

reference to members of the local First Nations as well as urban Indigenous Peoples. In 

the case of this research, local First Nations encompasses the Musqueam Indian Band, 

Squamish First Nation, and Tsleil-Waututh Nation (MST). Urban Indigenous Peoples 

include all other Indigenous people who choose the urban centre of Vancouver as their 

home but whose family heritage is from an Indigenous community other than one of the 

local MST Nations, including Métis and Inuit. Some scholars and government institutions 

have used the term ‘Aboriginal’ to represent the same groups as I’ve mentioned above, 

which you will see included in quotes throughout my research; although there is no 
concrete consensus, common understanding of the most appropriate term to use when 

discussing issues that include both First Nations and urban Indigenous Peoples has now 

shifted away from ‘Aboriginal’ to ‘Indigenous.’  

To investigate reconciliation work within the City of Vancouver, I chose to focus 

my research on a case study of the Vancouver Public Library (VPL) – considering work 

completed within the timeframe of 2015-2020. This case study allowed me to analyze 

what reconciliation projects were implemented, how they were developed and delivered 

and what the experiences were for staff and Indigenous community partners who were 
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involved along the way. While an important and central aspect of the work of 

reconciliation at the City of Vancouver includes government to government relationship 

building with local MST Nations, it must also include work that addresses the unique 

needs and desires of the urban Indigenous population. The City’s Framework for City of 

Reconciliation specifically names both local First Nations and urban Indigenous Peoples 
as parties with whom the City must focus their reconciliation efforts. Within my case 

study of the VPL, I focused work that centred on engagement with urban Indigenous 

leaders. This choice was made for several reasons. First, there were VPL programs and 

projects involving urban Indigenous community leaders that were worthy of attention. As 

important, there is a known gap in government institutions addressing the needs of the 

urban Indigenous community, which may be exacerbated by the lack of a central body or 

representative to communicate the diversity of needs and interests within this 

community. How the VPL has stepped into fill some of this gap demands consideration. 

The central question I explored through this study is:  

What are the internal factors that support or hinder a civic institution’s ability to 

address reconciliation? 

 

1.1. Rationale and Significance  

This research project is grounded by the assertion made by the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada that, “[f]or governments, building a respectful 

relationship [with Indigenous Peoples] involves dismantling a centuries-old political and 

bureaucratic culture in which, all too often, policies and programs are still based on failed 

notions of assimilation” (p. 21). In this statement, the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada is pointing to the reality that damaging settler colonial ideologies 

and cultures continue to play out through governmental bureaucratic structures – the 
same structures that provided the foundation upon which settler colonial society was 

built.  

 The purpose of my study is to examine organizational structures and practices 

that support or hinder a civic institution’s ability to address reconciliation within their 

work, using VPL as a case study. Although my research question doesn’t explicitly 
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explore bureaucratic structures and how they are addressed through the City of 

Vancouver’s reconciliation work, my research findings reinforce a call for the institution 

to look inward and address the ways in which colonial bureaucracy shapes this work in 

substantial ways.  

Given the TRC’s Calls to Action were only released in 2015, there have yet to be 
many formal examinations of actions taken in response. Learning from initial efforts to 

address reconciliation will feed back into the City of Vancouver’s evolution as a self-

proclaimed ‘City of Reconciliation’ and will support the necessarily ongoing work of 

reconciliation into the future. Employing VPL as a case study allows for the examination 

of a specific department within the City of Vancouver while also brining to light the 

unique positionality of libraries within the context of settler colonial cities and the 

particular role they can play in efforts of reconciliation.  

VPL is a unique case when considering departments of the City of Vancouver 

since it is governed by an independent board and is also supported through member 

associations such as the Canadian Federation of Library Associations. VPL also 
consistently ranks as the civic service department that Vancouver residents are most 

satisfied with (Ipsos, 2021). In addition, it is commonly understood that public libraries 

are one of the key remaining examples of truly public indoor space, providing the 

invaluable place where any member of the community can simply ‘be’ outside their home 

and work or school space (Wood, 2021). VPL reports that “staff have been seeking 

meaningful engagement with aboriginal community organizations for many years and 

have been using a community-led approach to help [them] better understand the needs 

of aboriginal community members and to help develop responsive services” (Vancouver 

Public Library, 2016). Findings from this study will not only inform further development of 
this work within the library but may also reveal impactful learnings for other departments 

at the City of Vancouver or other public libraries across Canada. 

The frame of reference I take for my research has been inspired in large part by 

the way Regan (2010) understands and describes the necessary work of settlers to 

‘unsettle’ themselves as they move along the path of reconciliation. Regan asks:  

How can we, as non-Indigenous people, unsettle ourselves to name and 
then transform the settler – the colonizer who lurks within – not just in words 
but by our actions, as we confront the history of colonization, violence, 
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racism, and injustice that remains part of the IRS [Indian Residential 
School] legacy today? To me, this is the crux of the matter (Regan, 2010, 
p.11). 

Here Regan is highlighting the fact that all non-Indigenous people living on the lands 

known as Canada are part of the colonial story and must contend with the history of 

colonization and Indian Residential Schools, and the ways in which these histories have 
structured colonial society as it exists today. By naming and confronting the ‘colonizer 

who lurks within’, settlers are placing themselves within the story of contemporary 

colonial realities rather than understanding colonialism as a purely historical event to be 

observed from a comfortable distance.  

Expanding on Regan’s question, I wondered how settler institutions have begun 

to unsettle themselves, uncover the colonizer within, and grapple with how this impacts 

their reconciliation work. There is a need for settler institutions that aim to walk the path 

of reconciliation to look inward at their processes, practices, and bureaucratic structures 

and begin dismantling those that continue to uphold settler colonial power differentials.  

Regan (2010) also pointedly states that it is inward reflection by settlers that must 
found the work of reconciliation:  

[We Settler Canadians] avoid looking too closely at ourselves and the 
collective responsibility we bear for the colonial status quo. The significant 
challenge that lies before us is to turn the mirror back upon ourselves and 
to answer the provocative question posed by historian Roger Epp regarding 
reconciliation in Canada: How do we solve the settler problem? (p. 11) 

Institutions claiming reconciliation as a priority must take on the difficult task of 

examining internal processes and subtle organizational cultural practices; this is both a 

task of reconciliation on its own as well as the foundation to learning how to implement 

outward service-oriented reconciliation initiatives more effectively. 

The City of Vancouver, existing on the unceded and ancestral lands of the 

xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam), Sḵwx̱wú7mesh (Squamish), and səlilwətaɬ (Tsleil-Waututh) 

Nations, has begun to navigate the path of reconciliation and improved relationships with 

local Indigenous Peoples. In the attempt to learn from the work that has taken place over 

the past several years, I suggest it is important to consider not only ‘what’ the City is 

doing in its reconciliation work but also ‘how’ it’s going about it. Examining how the City 

is addressing reconciliation opens the inquiry to consider the ways in which the settler 
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colonial foundations of the organization are being brought to the surface and actively 

engaged with through the process. Looking at systemic changes necessary to support 

reconciliation aligns with the understanding that “[r]econciliation is a process not an 

outcome [; it] is not an intellectual exercise that will be ‘achieved’ when everyone knows 

the truth about Indian Residential Schools and colonization” (Côté et al., 2021, p. 112). 
That is to say, reconciliation cannot be a one-off action or even series of actions 

performed via the established bureaucratic systems that uphold settler colonial power 

systems; rather, it must be a journey centred on internal reflection and relationship 

repair. Framing my research in this way also allows for some level of exploration into the 

emotional work of reconciliation – including personal and individual experiences. Côté et 

al. (2021) state that “we need to start thinking of reconciliation as something that 

everyone has to do, albeit in different ways and from different positionalities [… this] will 

demand deep emotional work, to go to those places that many wish to avoid” (p. 113).  

In our current age of reconciliation, there is an immense responsibility for 

municipal governments to address the relationship between urban Indigenous Peoples 
and the structures and functions of civic institutions. Historically there has been a 

significant gap when it comes to addressing Indigenous inclusion in urban settings, given 

the Federal Government’s jurisdiction over Indigenous issues and the focus at that level 

of government remaining on those Indigenous Peoples residing on-reserve, almost all of 

which are located outside urban centres. Taking reconciliation seriously requires the 

‘decolonization’ of political structures and the relationships between Indigenous Peoples 

and all levels of government (Tomiak, 2011). Understanding the need to engage in this 

work, it is important for urban studies academics and planning professionals to ask how 

urban planning processes at the city level can and will shift in response to addressing 
reconciliation and how civic institutions are grappling with reconciliation and the inclusion 

of Indigenous views and voices in policies and planning practices.   

Exploring topics related to reconciliation and decolonization are complex and can 

be uncomfortable for settler academics and urban professionals, as well as for the 

colonial institution(s) from within which we conduct our work and research, but it is 

important to remember that settler colonialism is an active and unrelenting project and 

continues to impact every aspect of our being and life in Canada (Tuck & Yang, 2014). If 

our cities are going to take on the difficult task of reconciliation and, if possible, 

decolonization, there is work to be done on both the part of settler academics and 



7 

planners alike. Elizabeth Carlson describes the complex nature of engaging in work 

related to reconciliation and decolonization: 

Taking up the challenge to participate effectively in anti-colonial practice is 
more difficult and demanding than may be imagined. Fear, entitlement, and 
denial prevent many white settler people from engaging in anti-colonial 
practice. I argue that even though participation in anti-colonial practice on 
the part of white settlers is a limited possibility, it remains a moral and 
ethical responsibility. Participating in and reproducing colonialism 
compromises our personal and collective integrity (2016, p. 500). 

While Carlson is speaking of anti-colonial work, which I understand to be a mode of 

being and working that directly opposes colonial structures and is grounded in 

Indigenous ways of knowing and doing, the core stance they present can be applied to 

all settler individuals engaging in reconciliation work. The call made here for settler 

academics, and I argue urban professionals as well, provides the high-level context for 
why critically examining urban reconciliation efforts is important, however complicated 

and uncomfortable it is to do so.  

I hope the findings of this study will contribute to the understanding of how 

organizations must reflect on their structures and practices and highlight the critical 

areas of focus that can support meaningful action in addressing Truth and 

Reconciliation. Public libraries play an important role in urban centres and within the 

Canadian context, reconciliation and decolonization will remain essential cornerstones to 

future planning within these settler colonial institutions. This research will shed light on 

why it is vital for civic institutions to look inward and examine their settler colonial 
positionality and how that is represented in their organizational structures and practices 

if they are to make meaningful headway in their reconciliation work.  

 

1.2. Researcher’s Positionality  

[The] emotional work around reconciliation asks us to face the core of who 
we are as individuals and as peoples. Each and every individual has to 
come to terms with their own truth and their own responsibility (Côté et al., 
2021, p. 112).  

I am a settler of British, Scottish, and Ukrainian descent living, working, and 
studying on the stolen traditional and ancestral lands of the Musqueam, Squamish, and 
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Tsleil-Waututh Peoples. I must begin by acknowledging the immense privilege I have 

living as an able-bodied White Anglophone – all of which allow me to navigate the 

systems of our society and academic realm with relative confidence and ease. With this 

acknowledgement I would like to reflect and sit with what this means for me as an 

academic within Simon Fraser University, the settler colonial institution that I am a 
privileged member of. I have spent my whole life on traditional and ancestral lands of 

Coast Salish Peoples, and I am continuously working to expand and deepen my 

relationship with, and understanding of, the land upon which I have had the immense 

and unearned privilege to live my life. I have spent the better part of my adult life 

examining my White settler identity on these lands, looking for ways to grow my 

understanding of what it means to be a settler ally in my life and work.  

Whiteness is at the centre of our Canadian way of life and cannot be unwound 

from the ways in which I exist as a settler academic within this country. Evans, et. al. 

describe three aspects of how Whiteness shows up in the academic setting of settler 

countries such as Canada and the United States:  

First, Whiteness can be seen as a location of structural advantage that 
White people occupy in society. Second, Whiteness is a standpoint from 
which White people understand the world and their position in it. Third, 
Whiteness is a set of cultural practices that [...] are usually dominant, but 
also unmarked and unnamed (2009, p. 898).  

Structural advantage, viewpoint and dominant or norm behaviours, and cultural 

practices will all deeply impact the way a White settler researcher thinks about, plans for, 

and executes research. As a White settler academic, it is critical to ground the work that 

I produce in the acknowledgement and understanding of the place from which I look at 

the world. We cannot, and arguably should not, exist in this world as a purely objective 

observer; this requires us to avoid what is common in mainstream academics where 

scholars “write as if they are speaking from no particular social or historical location at 

all” (Carlson, 2017, p. 510). Donna Haraway (1988) terms this the ‘god trick’ of ignoring 

or denying subjectivity, which is not only unrealistic but also damaging, since it has been 
the case historically that “settlers locate themselves at the top of the center of all 

typologies - as simultaneously most superior and most normal” (Tuck & Yang, 2014, p. 

812). The omission of positionality and relationality to the physical and social context 

that we exist within can be described as an act of disappearing the colonial context and 
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subtly erasing the presence and history of Indigenous ownership of the land on which we 

live and work (Tuck & Yang, 2012).  

Colonial academic research is steeped in uneven power relationships which 

leads to issues related to who has a voice and even more importantly who is 

representing the voice that has been deemed suitable as the focal point of the research 
project (Coddington, 2017). When I was planning the frame through which I would tackle 

this research, investigating reconciliation work within the City of Vancouver, I struggled 

with the thought that it was not my place to decide which questions were the important 

questions to ask when it comes to examining reconciliation. As I reflected further, I 

began to understand that in order to move forward in a good way, my place was “at the 

periphery, making space, and pushing back against colonial institutions, structures, 

practices, mentalities, and land theft” (Carlson, 2017, p. 500). There is a call for settler 

academics to lean into uncomfortable work and unsettle ourselves from our known 

relationships - focused on learning from Indigenous folks instead of learning about them 

(Jones & Jenkins, 2008) and shift our unit of observation away from the Other and to 
focus in on “an explicit interrogation of Whiteness” (Evans et al., 2009, p. 900) along with 

other places of privilege we enter research from.  

Another issue that I cannot ignore when thinking about my research and the 

desire to show up differently as a White settler academic is the undeniable colonial roots 

of the research process and the system of higher education itself - these “values are not 

only imbedded in but have created these research processes; as a result, they remain 

rooted in colonial and relational power structures” (Castleden et al., 2012, p. 163). When 

we think about the university, we might default to the idea that this is a universal space 

for learning and knowledge creation, but the space cannot be detached from the act of 
knowledge extraction and the direct link this extractive practice has to the roots of 

extractive colonial practices, both past and present (Tuck & Yang, 2014). Research and 

academia are steeped in hierarchies of privilege and perceived sophistication – the idea 

that some knowledge, generated by a research subject, is ‘raw data’ and other 

knowledge, generated by the researcher, is somehow elevated and “formally certified 

[as] intellectual” (Nagar, 2014, p. 3).  

When I consider my place within the academic institution and the questions that I 

have about reconciliation and exploring what this means for local urban Indigenous 
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populations, I do have questions about where the root of my interest in researching 

these topics lies. I cannot detach myself from the place of White settler privilege that I 

hold and equally so, I cannot exist as an academic researcher free from the colonial 

aspects of the institution within which I study. Even as a settler academic who desires to 

push back against this framework through the type of research I conduct, it is difficult to 
separate myself from the “hyper-legitimacy - bound up in Whiteness” that simply doesn’t 

exist in the same way for those who operate outside the walls of the formal academic 

institution (Sandwick et al., 2018, p. 488). Merely existing within the walls provides a 

level of privilege and power that is unknowable to many - even if you are attempting to 

unsettle the foundation and push back against those walls from the inside. 

Ultimately, I understand this research project to be one small contribution to my 

personal journey of unsettling and I also hope it adds to the discussion of institutional 

unsettling more broadly, while maintaining the very real knowledge of the privileges and 

power dynamics inherent to academic research. My aim while conducting this research 

study, and as it continues to be in my life as a settler and civic employee, was to show 
up “with vulnerability, humility, and a willingness to stay in the decolonizing struggle of 

[my] own discomfort” (Regan, 2010, p. 13).  

Finally, I must also acknowledge that I am an employee of the Vancouver Public 

Library (VPL), and my research project is focused on institutional practices of the library. 

A potential perceived conflict of interest is present because of these dual roles. To 

address this conflict, I clearly disclosed the fact that I am an employee of the VPL both 

verbally and in writing on the consent form for all my interviews so that all interview 

participants are aware of the potential conflict of interest. I am not in a position of power 

in relation to any of the VPL staff participated in this project, thereby reducing any 
possible obligation to participate felt by VPL staff. I requested permission from the Chief 

Librarian of VPL to conduct this study and requested that it be acknowledged that this 

research is in no way linked to my position within the library.  
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1.3. Language of Reconciliation and Decolonization 

“Reconciliation” and “decolonization” have become widely used terms within the 

discourse of Canadian society and particularly in recent years with the publication of the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action (Davis, et. al., 2017, p. 399). 

When examining how the terms reconciliation and decolonization are used by a civic 

institution to frame particular strategies and actions, it should be understood that these 

are not uncontested concepts and there is debate around whether they should be 

employed in the first place. 

“Reconciliation” is a term whose meaning has very little consensus and is 

considered by some Indigenous community members and scholars to be problematic in 

part because it implies prior harmony that can be returned to when in many cases this 

understanding has no grounding in reality (Andrieu, 2013). Many Indigenous scholars 

are critical of the term for this reason, calling it a “romantic attempt to smooth over 

Indigenous-settler relationships while leaving the status quo untouched” (Davis, et. al., 

2017, p. 399). 

“Decolonization” is an equally contested term. Tuck and Yang point to settlers’ 
desire to skirt around the edges of decolonial work by engaging with it as a metaphor 

(2012), rather than wrestling with the realities that in order to address and ‘break down’ 

historical injustices of colonization, the material issues of sovereignty and land 

dispossession must be part of the conversation (Short, 2003, p. 504). Even if the work 

linked to the use of the term “decolonization” is not directly connected to sovereignty, as 

in the case of the focus of this research, to speak of anything as being decolonial there 

must be an understanding that its core, this term is tightly tied to the act of land 

dispossession and the power dynamics that were born from it.  

The realities of these complex terms must be engaged with to better understand 
just how their use by civic institutions such as the VPL impacts the work that develops 

out of statements and strategies that employ these terms. In addition, it is useful to 

consider the broader implication of what it means for a civic institution to make a claim of 

reconciliation or decolonization from their position of power within the settler colonial 

social framework. Michael Elliott explains well the labour required for meaningful 

decolonial work: 
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By any reckoning, decolonization is a process that requires not just an 

unsettling of institutional structures of domination—although it certainly 

does require this — but also of the assumptions, sureties, and tendencies 

that are endemic to social and political theorizing in the Western idiom, and 

which are ingrained in Western normativities. Without this — as Indigenous 
critique frequently attests — the likely result is to produce new iterations of 

subordinating logics under banners of progress and justice (2016, p. 423). 

Within the context of my research question, the nuanced and complicated nature 

of these terms needs to be understood to play an important role in how a civic institution 

uses them and the implications of the power dynamics at play when it comes to the 

assumptions behind what it means to employ a term such as reconciliation or 

decolonization within the broader setting of settler colonial society. 

Although reconciliation and decolonization are complex and contested concepts, 

there remains a call to engage with them and for settler society to continue to create 

space for truth and justice (Short, 2003). Blair and Wong (2018) point to the 
responsibility for reconciliation being with settlers and settler institutions when they state 

specifically that libraries must recognize the role they have played in the colonial project 

and bring this knowledge into their reconciliation work. This understanding will further 

frame my research question as it relates to level to which the VPL grapples with the 

nuance and fraught nature of these terms and how the internal institutional work to 

unpack the complexities shows up in their reconciliation practices. 
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Chapter 2. Context 

To understand the institutional landscape within which the reconciliation work at 

VPL operates and to highlight potential influences on this work, I will describe how the 

VPL’s reconciliation efforts fit within the context of the wider institution of the City of 

Vancouver as well as the broad spectrum of reconciliation work across major urban 

Canadian public libraries and library associations. It is important to situate the VPL as 

part of the City of Vancouver given the foundational role municipalities have played in 

settler colonial expansion as well as the remaining contemporary expressions of settler 
colonialism. At the same time, the place that public libraries hold in cities is unique, 

influencing how reconciliation work is understood and enacted by them. Together these 

two institutional contexts provide the underpinning for understanding this case study of 

reconciliation at VPL.  

2.1. City of Vancouver 

As a branch of the City of Vancouver, the Vancouver Public Library’s 

reconciliation efforts should be considered within the context of the broader civic body. 

To begin, this section will provide an outline of the unique relationship that VPL has 

within the City of Vancouver given the governance structures in place for BC public 

libraries. Then, I will further detail how VPL’s reconciliation work fits within the broader 
context of the City of Vancouver by providing an overview of the City’s journey thus far in 

addressing reconciliation and will look at the broad spectrum of commitment to 

reconciliation seen in other departments across the City of Vancouver.  

2.1.1. VPL Governance Structures within City of Vancouver 

While, like all other City departments, the VPL is connected to the wider civic 

institution via the Office of the City Manager, there is a unique governance structure that 

provides the library with more autonomy than departments that do not operate under an 

independent board of directors. Public libraries in BC are governed by the Library Act of 

BC and thus a unique relationship exists between the VPL Board and the City of 

Vancouver (City of Vancouver, 2008). A guideline policy between Vancouver City 

Council and Vancouver Public Library Board outlines the central operating relationship 
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between the two parties with the core aspects being the Library Board has sole authority 

for establishing policy governing the operations of the library, while City Council 

approves the library’s operating and capital budgets (City of Vancouver, 2008). The chief 

librarian, who oversees the direction of the library and its staff, reports first to the library 

board and second to leadership at the City of Vancouver (City of Vancouver, 2008). The 
guidelines describe a collaborative relationship where City planning staff assist the 

Library and the two parties collaborate on initiatives and delivery of joint programs while 

official operational direction and governance remain under the purview of the Library 

Board and Chief Librarian (City of Vancouver, 2008).  

Operating under more independent governance than most departments within 

the City of Vancouver places VPL in a unique position to make bold strides and push the 

boundaries of what reconciliation looks like within the municipal body, but it may also 

leave the organization disconnected from work that could be built upon and learnings to 

be gleaned from others. It is worth noting that following my review of reported work on 

reconciliation within other departments of the city, one of the most progressive examples 
came from the Park Board - another department that operates under an independent 

board of directors, similar to that of the VPL.  

2.1.2. Reconciliation within the City of Vancouver 

To understand the broader municipal context that VPL’s reconciliation efforts 

exist within, I have reviewed documentation providing progress updates for the City of 

Vancouver as a whole, as well as identifying department-specific reports and 

publications that detail work related to reconciliation. The landscape of reconciliation 

efforts that exist across the City of Vancouver is one context that VPL’s work exists 
within and examining the spectrum of work taking place across the City provides insight 

as to the VPL’s progress on this issue and how broader organizational support and 

cross-pollination has the potential to influence the reconciliation work at VPL.  

The City of Vancouver began its official reconciliation efforts almost 10 years ago 

by passing a motion to proclaim June 21st 2013 to June 20th 2014 to be the ‘Year of 

Reconciliation’ (City of Vancouver, 2014). During the yearlong initiative, the City 

implemented initiatives focused on “gatherings, intercultural dialogue and storytelling 

workshops, public education, and cultural arts programs” (City of Vancouver, n.d.). 
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Following the ‘Year of Reconciliation’, the City of Vancouver developed a Reconciliation 

Framework and, with the adoption of this framework, Vancouver City Council designated 

Vancouver as a ‘City of Reconciliation’ (City of Vancouver, 2014)1. The Reconciliation 

Framework remains foundational to Vancouver’s reconciliation work and provides three 

key principles to ground this work (City of Vancouver, 2014):  

Cultural Competency: All City staff should have an opportunity to learn 
and work with local Nations and urban Indigenous communities. Staff 
should strive to create opportunities for Indigenous community members to 
engage in partnerships with the City, supporting learning opportunities for 
both.  

Strengthened Relations: Strengthening our relationships starts with 
acknowledging the history of residential schools and the harmful impacts 
from the loss of land and culture. Continuing to build and strengthen 
relationships with local Nations, as well as with urban Indigenous 
communities, including the Metro Vancouver Aboriginal Executive Council 
(MVAEC), is critical. Above all, it is important to recognise the history, 
heritage and protocols of the three local Nations, their presence, and 
achievements with respect.  

Effective Decision-making: Our work with local Nations requires a unique 
approach and understanding of the City’s goals. Achieving mutual respect, 
strong relationships and economic empowerment requires flexibility, 
thoughtfulness and a principled and transparent approach in our work 
together.  

These principles focus on internal institutional changes necessary for the City to shift the 

way it works and the relations it has with Indigenous Peoples2.  

 
1 With the release of its Equity Framework in 2021, the City of Vancouver has brought the work of 
addressing equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) into conversation with and alongside their work of 
reconciliation and decolonization. While EDI work has numerous connections to the work of 
reconciliation and there are some common roots of inequities faced by groups facing oppression, 
the Equity Framework (2021) importantly states that “ongoing colonialism faced by the Host 
Nations and urban Indigenous people is unique and separate from the oppression that other 
equity-denied groups face” (p.3). It is for this reason that reconciliation and decolonial work must 
remain as a unique focus for the City of Vancouver, and as will be discussed further in my thesis, 
the dismantling of oppressive colonial bureaucratic structures must be central to this work.  
2 The scope of this study does not include a critique of the City of Vancouver’s Reconciliation 
Framework but examining the language used in the three key principles, there are connections 
that can be made with the findings I uncover within the VPL-specific context and gaps in the key 
principles of the framework. Firstly, under Cultural Competency there is a lack of explicit 
commitment to cultural competency training – noting the phrase ‘staff should have an opportunity 
to learn’ rather than ‘staff will increase their knowledge and cultural understanding’. My data 
reveals that both VPL staff and Indigenous partners have noted barriers to reconciliation caused 
by limited  available  cultural competency training. Secondly, under both Strengthened Relations 
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The degree to which the Reconciliation Framework has been implemented and 

translated to meaningful change within departments across the City of Vancouver varies 

widely (City of Vancouver, 2021) and while most departments have begun to implement 

reconciliation focused projects and initiatives, detailed information beyond summary 

statements presented in Reconciliation Update reports to mayor and council are difficult 
to find. A review of the Reconciliation Update reports published to date paints the picture 

of a steady expansion of reconciliation work through various departments at the city – 

with much of the work early on focused on learning and cultural competency and slowly 

moving toward more concrete changes. Types of actions reported in the 2021 

Reconciliation Update report include: hiring new Indigenous focused positions, continued 

work on development projects supporting Indigenous housing, healing, and wellness, 

providing Indigenous arts and culture grants, ongoing Indigenous cultural competency 

training, among others (City of Vancouver, 2021).  

VPL first reported on work being undertaken to address reconciliation in early 

2016 outlining preliminary actions the library could take following a review of the TRC 
Calls to Action in 2015 (City of Vancouver, 2021). Since then, the library has reported 

progress to its board of directors and has reported on key achievements in Citywide 

Reconciliation Updates. VPL’s contribution to the most recent Reconciliation Update 

report includes developing and hiring for a new Indigenous Planner position as well as 

initial engagement with local Nations to share the VPL 2020-2023 Strategic Plan. I will 

note here that while these activities occurred outside the timeframe of the data collected 

for inclusion in this study, activities reported in Reconciliation Updates that fall within the 

timeframe of my study were included as part of the document review portion of my data 

analysis.   

One notable example of a City department attempting to address reconciliation in 

a significant way is the Vancouver Park Board’s work reported in ‘Truth Telling: 

Indigenous Perspectives on Working with Municipal Governments’ (Vancouver Park 

 
and Effective Decision-making there is a lack of acknowledgement of the role of municipalities in 
settler colonialism and the impact the resulting power differentials have as barriers to working 
toward improved relations and decision making. Language used in these two principles is vague 
and does not centre the municipality within the problematic nature of settler colonialism. 
Acknowledging and addressing power and how it operates within the municipal institution as well 
as how it plays out between the institution and Indigenous partners shows up in several key 
themes presented in my data.  
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Board, 2017). This report documents work taken on by the Parks Board following its 

review of the TRC’s Calls to Action; specifically, the report details an engagement 

process with Indigenous artists and knowledge holders prior to developing a 

Reconciliation program. The engagement process and learnings summarized in this 

report exemplify a settler organization taking action to ‘unsettle’ the way they work by 
committing to a deep listening and learning exercise where even the complex nature of 

the term ‘reconciliation’ is grappled with. Here I draw on Paulette Regan’s description of 

unsettling to include mental and emotional agitation and a willingness by settlers to 

interact with Indigenous Peoples in new ways, showing up with humility and vulnerability 

while sitting with discomfort and engaging in a collective critical dialogue (Regan, 2010). 

This ‘Truth Telling’ exercise was grounded in the knowledge and stories of the 

Musqueam, Squamish and Tsleil-Waututh Nations and the final report did not shy away 

from documenting potentially uncomfortable truths including directly naming the Park 

Board as a colonial institution embedded within a dominant culture that “is the caretaker 

and gatekeeper of the stories, images and landscape of Vancouver” (Vancouver Park 

Board, 2017, p. 41). The report reads as a call for “the wider community and government 

to do their own work of listening and decolonizing” (Vancouver Park Board, 2017, p. 37) 

and opens the door to ongoing “dialogue and sharing that hold the potential to upend the 

traditional balance of power that has kept other people setting the agenda and deciding 

who gets to do what in Vancouver’s public arts and culture landscapes” (Vancouver Park 

Board, 2017, p. 41).  

While there is not a surplus of standout examples of reconciliation work that have 

been reported on publicly, the work of the Park Board leading to the Truth Telling report 

as well as the key learnings presented in the report stand out as best practices or the 
most in-depth reconciliation work done by a City department to date.   

 

2.2. Canadian Libraries in the Era of the TRC 

In the same way that the VPL operates within a broader network of departments 

and the institutional framework of the civic body, it also exists within a network of 

libraries and library associations across Canada. When examining the reconciliation 

work within the VPL it is important to understand the context of institutions that directly or 
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indirectly inform the framing and understanding of reconciliation work in public libraries 

or that collaborate directly with the VPL on reconciliation initiatives. Exploring how these 

institutions support and shape the work of the VPL provides further clarity about the 

context in which VPL’s reconciliation work operates. Here I will provide an overview of 

how the reconciliation work of the Canadian Federation of Library Associations supports 
direction setting for local public libraries that wish to engage in reconciliation work. I will 

also examine reconciliation within Library and Archives Canada and describe the direct 

connection this federal institution has with VPL. Next, I will provide an overview of 

reconciliation work at six comparable urban public libraries from across Canada. Finally, 

I will present an overview of key reconciliation programs and projects implemented by 

the VPL between 2015 and 2020.  

2.2.1. Canadian Federation of Library Associations 

The Canadian Federation of Library Associations (CFLA) is a professional 

association for Canadian Libraries that acts as a “united, national voice of Canada’s 
library community” while working to “advance library excellence, champion library values 

and the value of libraries, and influence national and international public policy impacting 

libraries and their communities” (CFLA-FCAB About, n.d.).  

Following the release of the TRC’s Calls to Action, truth and reconciliation were 

identified as a key priority for the CFLA going forward and in September of 2016 a 

committee was formed to promote initiatives to advance reconciliation, supporting the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action. One of the key responsibilities of 

this committee was to develop a report that would provide recommendations on further 

actions the CFLA should consider in its work to support Indigenous peoples in Canada. 
VPL took direct guidance from the work of this committee and the resulting report during 

the initial stages of mapping out its plan for addressing Truth and Reconciliation within 

the organization (Vancouver Public Library, 2017).   

 In developing the Truth & Reconciliation Report and Recommendations 

(Canadian Federation of Library Associations, n.d.), the committee used a methodology 

adapted from the medicine wheel framework and grounded in Indigenous worldviews. 

The work of the committee was broken down into four areas:  
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The Black Team compiled Best Practices already in existence related to 
Indigenous peoples of Canada. The White team provided a gap analysis 
on the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) Calls to Action and 
recommends an annual review be to evaluate progress. The Yellow team 
looked at existing relationships and developed a contact database. Finally, 
the Red Team envisioned the future by reviewing the existing body of 
knowledge related to the decolonization of space, access and 
classification, Indigenous knowledge protection, outreach and service 
(Canadian Federation of Library Associations, n.d., p. 5).  

The report lists ten overarching recommendations for the CFLA to consider along with 

more specific recommendations coming out of the work of each team. The overarching 

recommendations include: encouraging libraries, archives and cultural memory 

institutions to implement the TRC’s 94 Calls to Action and implement an annual status 

report to track progress, decolonize access and classification by integrating Indigenous 

epistemologies into cataloguing praxis and knowledge management, decolonize libraries 

and space by recognizing and supporting Indigenous cultures, languages and 

knowledges, among others.   

In addition to the recommendations, the CFLA report also provides Canadian 
libraries with an analysis and interpretation of the TRC’s Calls to Action – identifying 

specific actions that libraries can take to respond to and address several Calls to Action. 

For example, the table below takes an excerpt from the TRC’s Calls to Action (left), 

highlights relevant actions that a public library could address (in yellow), and provides 

example activities that align with the highlighted calls to action (right):  
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Figure 2-1 Excerpt from CFLA Truth & Reconciliation Report and Recommendations  

The TRC’s Calls to Action are written in language that may be difficult for organizations 

outside the federal, provincial, or local governments to interpret and respond to directly. 

Despite the targeted language, there is inspiration that can be taken from many of the 

calls to action and applied to institutions beyond those specifically named in the Calls to 

Action themselves. The analysis provided by the CFLA supports libraries in interpreting 

the TRC’s high-level Calls to Action and developing specific actions – reaffirming the call 

on public libraries to act on reconciliation.  

2.2.2. Library and Archives Canada 

Library and Archives Canada (LAC) is a federal institution that houses and 

provides access to the documented history of Canada (Government of Canada, 2022). 

VPL works in partnership with LAC in the delivery of its Connection to Kith and Kin 

(CKK) program, which aims to support Indigenous Peoples to access resources to 

document their family history. Data collected for my study reveal that the development 

and delivery of CKK has been one of VPL’s most significant contributions to 
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reconciliation, with staff and Indigenous community partners noting the profound 

importance of a public library offering a program to reunite Indigenous people with 

documentation about their family heritage. In its contribution to the program, LAC 

provides research expertise as well as access points for many relevant historical 

documents that participants seek out during their time participating in the program.   

Stating its commitment to advancing lasting reconciliation between the 

Government of Canada and Indigenous peoples, LAC developed an ‘Indigenous 

Heritage Action Plan’ in April of 2019 following consultations with an Indigenous 

Advisory Circle. The Indigenous Heritage Action Plan addresses issues such as 

awareness of and access to Indigenous heritage materials, developing culturally 

appropriate descriptions for materials, and identifies several specific actions in the areas 

of institutional change, engagement and collaboration, managing Indigenous records, 

and lastly promotion and support (Government of Canada, 2020).  

The reconciliation efforts at LAC directly supports the reconciliation work of VPL 

while the institutions work together in engaging in acts of restitution and relationship 
repair through the CKK program. The LAC’s reconciliation efforts made beyond the CKK 

program also provide further examples and potential avenues for knowledge sharing 

within the broader library and governmental communities.  

2.2.3. Reconciliation in other Major Urban Canadian Libraries  

As one of Canada’s major urban public libraries, VPL has a handful of 

comparable peers to look to for inspiration and knowledge sharing related to 

reconciliation as it enacted by public libraries. I surveyed the six big-city urban libraries, 

other than VPL, with the highest total use as reported by the Canadian Urban Libraries 
Council – Toronto, Calgary, Edmonton, Mississauga, Ottawa, and Winnipeg (Canadian 

Urban Libraries Council, 2020). Following a scan of information easily available on each 

library’s website, including key documents such as current strategic plans, I found a 

range of levels of investment in reconciliation activities and strategies. Here I will outline 

some of the key activities and strategies identified for each of the six public libraries 

included in the scan. Given that this was only a website review, I am presenting this 

information for general context rather than as an assessment of how well each of these 

public libraries are doing with their respective efforts to address reconciliation.  
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Reconciliation activities and strategies that stood out among the efforts 

advertised by these urban public libraries on their websites in 2022 include land 

acknowledgements, Indigenous advisory councils, Elder in-residence programs, and 

physical spaces dedicated to Indigenous inclusion and Indigenous gathering.   

Starting with land acknowledgements, I found that many of the websites did not 
include any land acknowledgement, and the others included these statements to varying 

degrees across different pages. Winnipeg included its land acknowledgement on every 

page while Toronto and Calgary only included it on one specific page. Although including 

a land acknowledgement within the footer of a website is a seemingly simple and 

potentially performative gesture, it indicates the organization has made some effort to 

acknowledge the Indigenous lands on which they operate and express appreciation to 

the Indigenous Peoples who have cared for that land from time immemorial.  

 I found evidence of an Indigenous advisory council at only Toronto Public Library 

where the members are tasked with providing input and advice on the direction of 

Indigenous initiatives including developing the land acknowledgement statement and 
shaping the Elders-in-residence program.  

Toronto, Calgary, and Edmonton Public Libraries all host some form of an Elder-

in-residence program. These programs provide library patrons with access to local 

elders who provide classes and programs focused on Indigenous knowledge as well as 

providing one-on-one support. This type of program supports the inclusion and 

celebration of Indigenous culture and ceremony within the library system.  

Although not common among these major urban public libraries, Edmonton and 

Winnipeg, the two cities with the largest Indigenous populations overall in Canada 

(Anderson, 2019), both have dedicated Indigenous spaces within their library systems. 
In Winnipeg, there are two spaces within one library branch that are dedicated to 

Indigenous resources and learning – both spaces designed by an Anishinaabe interior 

designer. Each space holds books, movies and musical resources and are also places 

for hosting storytellers and knowledge keepers who provide programming on Indigenous 

histories, traditions, and languages.  

One aspect of institutional reconciliation that appeared absent from all the urban 

public libraries included here is an inward examination of institutional policies and 
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practices to identify areas for internal development. Although Calgary did include some 

relevant language in its strategic plan, referencing institutional self-awareness of colonial 

impacts, it fell short on any concrete commitment to internal changes and is leaning 

more on improving cultural awareness as the lever to improved relations and 

reconciliation (Calgary Public Library, n.d.). As my findings and analysis will 
demonstrate, this is a significant and problematic barrier to meaningful reconciliation that 

is shared by the VPL.  

The variety of paths each of these urban public libraries are currently following on 

their journey toward reconciliation highlights the breadth of work any one library should 

aim to eventually tackle and identifies the gap in institutional reflection across the board.  

 

2.3. Highlights of Reconciliation to date at VPL 

The Vancouver Public Library was engaged in work to serve local Indigenous 

people in different ways for several years prior to the release of the TRC’s Calls to 

Action and Vancouver’s declaration as a City of Reconciliation. Including that earlier 

work there have been a few notable programs and initiatives since the TRC’s report that 

provide a picture of the types of reconciliation activities that have been central to VPL’s 

work in this area within the timeframe of this study. The reconciliation initiatives I 

highlight below are either ongoing programs or have made a lasting impact on the library 

system in some way.  

 Catalogue Subject Heading Reclassification: In 2020, just under 20,000 

catalogue records for Indigenous related materials were revised to shift 

language away from historical and colonial views of Indigenous Peoples 

and updated with culturally appropriate language used by Indigenous 

Peoples.  

 Indigenous Storyteller in Residence: Offered on an annual basis since 

2008, this program provides a four-month residency to support 

Indigenous creators to develop their storytelling materials and provide a 

platform for storytelling as a mode of community learning.  
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 nə́c̓aʔmat ct Strathcona Branch: Opening in 2017, this building became 

the first major civic building with an Indigenous name. The name 

embodies the idea of ‘we are one’ in the hən̓q̓əmin̓əm̓ language.  

 Connection to Kith and Kin: Launching in 2019, the program is planned 

and delivered in partnership with the Indian Residential School Survivors 
Society, Britannia Community Services Centre, the Weaving Our 

Community Together program, the Seniors-Elder-Advocates Committee, 

and Library and Archives Canada. The program originated out of a 

proposal brought forward by community organizers from Aboriginal Life in 

Vancouver enhancement Society (ALIVE), Britannia Community Services 

Society, Our Place, and the Northwest Indigenous Council. CKK supports 

Indigenous participants to search for records of their family heritage and 

provides cultural and emotional support through the process. The 

program was originally delivered in-person and transitioned to online 

delivery at the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Since launching, the 
program has received very positive feedback from participants who have 

informally shared how healing and life-changing the program has been for 

them.   
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Chapter 3. Literature Review 

This study investigates the internal factors that impact a municipal institution’s 

ability to address reconciliation, focusing on reconciliation efforts at the Vancouver 

Public Library. Examining work related to reconciliation and decolonization can be 

abstract and difficult to apply in concrete terms given the constant evolution and varieties 

of understanding of these topics within the discourse of settler colonial nations. For this 

reason, I will ground my research through three layers of context that my research 

question is embedded within – beginning with the broadest and most foundational and 
ending with the most specific.  

The first body of literature I examine covers settler colonialism and municipal 

colonialism and provides a foundation for understanding the historical and contemporary 

influence colonialism has on reconciliation work within a settler colonial civic body. This 

section covers key topics including the need to understand settler colonialism as an 

enduring structure that continues to shape norms and power hierarchies within society 

and influence relationships between Indigenous Peoples and civic institutions; the 

specific expression of colonialism seen in municipalities, municipal colonialism, and how 

this shapes our understanding of things like space and governance in the urban 

environment; and how municipal colonialism influences reconciliation within civic 

institutions – presenting the challenge that municipal officials may have in moving from 

theoretical acceptance of Indigenous rights in urban spaces to practical implementation 

of reconciliation initiatives.    

Next, I explore the connections between bureaucracy and settler colonialism. 

This body of literature outlines how bureaucratic systems create norms within an 

organization and how these systems both shape and are shaped by the broader context 

of settler colonialism; how settler colonial violence continues to play out through 

expressions of power supported by bureaucratic mechanisms; and how reconciliation 

initiatives are influenced by the bureaucracy they are delivered through – often 
reinforcing colonial power differentials in the process.   

Finally, I review organizational change literature. This section provides specific 

details that help illuminate barriers and enablers to successful implementation of change 

within an organization. The literature here outlines the necessity for a shift in internal 
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sense-making among all members of the organization, promoting the unlearning or 

letting go of established practices that may get in the way of change implementation; the 

benefit of leaders who approach organizational change with openness and vulnerability 

– challenging the fundamental human practice to protect power and control; and lastly, 

how organizational culture and identity influence how change is navigated – highlighting 
how public institutions often operate within cultures of caution and risk avoidance.  

The concepts discussed within this contextual framework can be thought of as 

being nested and linked to one another – each drawing from and being informed by the 

previous. Organizations such as civic institutions operate through bureaucratic systems 

that are informed and shaped by the settler colonial context they exist within and when 

the civic body embarks on a change initiative, such as addressing reconciliation, factors 

influencing organizational change will play out within that bureaucratic system.   

 

3.1. The Colonial Project and Municipal Colonialism 

Vancouver is a settler colonial city. This fact is foundational to any discussion of 

reconciliation and decolonization within the city and even more so in the civic institution 

itself. Understanding this context is of particular importance in relation to my research 

study as the central point of examination, the Vancouver Public Library, is a branch of 

the City of Vancouver; and as I will outline below, municipal bodies are sites of historic 

and current settler colonial power dynamics. Below I will explore literature that moves 

from the broad foundations of settler colonialism to the more specific embodiment of 

settler colonialism at the municipal level and then considers how settler and municipal 

colonialism impact the realities of reconciliation.  

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (2015) states that “[t]he 

policy of colonization suppressed Aboriginal culture and languages, disrupted Aboriginal 
government, destroyed Aboriginal economies, and confined Aboriginal people to 

marginal and often unproductive land” (p.133). The TRC emphasizes that this policy 

intended to eliminate Indigenous peoples and should be understood as an act of cultural 

genocide – the “destruction of those structures and practices that allow [a] group to 

continue as a group” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015).  
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A number of scholars describe colonialism as an ongoing structure or dynamic 

rather than as an event that took place at some fixed point in our past (Blair & Wong, 

2018; Bonds & Inwood, 2016; Coulthard, 2014; Regan, 2010; Wolfe, 2006). Coulthard 

highlights the ongoing power dynamics linked to settler colonialism when they explain 

that although the look of colonial rule has shifted to one that emphasizes recognition and 
accommodation of Indigenous rights, the enduring relationship between Indigenous 

Peoples and civic bodies is one where colonial power hierarchies remain solidified and 

where “social relations […] continue to facilitate the dispossession of Indigenous peoples 

of their lands [along with their] self-determining authority” (2014, p.7). Since the power 

relations between settlers and Indigenous Peoples, and resulting oppression of 

Indigenous Peoples, have been created and are held up in a variety of ways (Marom & 

Rattray, 2019), the dynamics between settlers and Indigenous Peoples are complex and 

difficult to fully grasp and follow as they weave themselves through the stories of 

reconciliation and decolonization. The social hierarchy and structure of settler colonial 

society is upheld by a number of power systems including white supremacy, 

heteropatriarchy, imperialism, and capitalism (Smith, n.d.; Snelgrove et al., 2014). These 

overlapping power structures are essential to consider when proposing reconciliatory 

and decolonial futures.  

Making this complex of oppression even more difficult to understand are the 

unrecognized privileges that exist within institutions and societal structures that sustain 

the power relations at the core of settler colonial culture (Bonds and Inwood, 2016). 

Notable among these is white supremacy. Fung (2021) highlights that whiteness has 

been the fundamental factor to determine who has been ‘allowed’ to steal and settle on 

Indigenous land and adds that the first indicator of settler colonialism is “the disruption of 
Indigenous self-determination […] and the creation of a social hierarchy [that] follows a 

rudimentary ethnographic logic of colour gradation that installs whiteness as its apex 

with everyone else below” (p. 121). Thus, to begin ‘unsettling’, one important place to 

start is to name and examine whiteness and white supremacy as it subsists at the very 

foundations of settler colonial society. White supremacy as it is currently expressed and 

experienced around the world was born out of European powers expanding their 

presence and claim to lands, settling and colonizing these lands, beginning in the 

fifteenth century (M. Beliso De Jesús & Pierre, 2020). The legacy of European settler 

colonialism carries on today as “an international power system that includes an ideology 
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of white (broadly defined) racial superiority and its related sets of practices” (M. Beliso

De Jesús & Pierre, 2020). Davis et al. (2017) provide a useful description of racial 

superiority in settler colonial society as “settler consciousness, which permeates nearly 

every aspect of mainstream society” (p. 401). It is the sweeping nature of settler 

consciousness that makes it an important concept to confront – to explore underlying, 

and often unrecognized, privileges and power relations that exist within institutions 

(Bonds & Inwood, 2016). Whiteness often goes unacknowledged and shows up under 

false pretenses as being “universal rather than racially marked, historically produced, 

and oppressive” (Schlesselman-Tarango, 2017, p. 7). In a settler colonial state like 

Canada, one that prides itself on multiculturalism and ‘post-racial ideologies’, it can be 
easy, in the day to day, to lose sight of the “systemic, enduring production of white racial 

dominance in settler societies [… and] enduring structures of white power (Bonds & 

Inwood, 2016, p. 716). Thus, it is important to scrutinize the ways in which racial 

hierarchies play a role in the ongoing dispossession of Indigenous rights and promotion 

of settler colonial interests in urban spaces (Dorries et al., 2019).  

Municipal Colonialism 

The realm of colonial land politics has traditionally been understood as falling 

under the domain of the federal government given its management of reserve land, 

whether the reserve is within the boundaries of a city or not (Stanger-Ross, 2008, p. 
548). Nevertheless, urban centres and the civic institutions that govern them are in fact 

tightly tied to the Canadian colonial story and “were originally conceived of in the colonial 

imagination as explicitly non-native spaces – as civilized spaces – and urban planners 

and Indian policymakers went through great efforts to expunge urban centres of native 

presence” (Coulthard, 2014, p.173-174). Stranger-Ross (2008) explains that cities are 

“key mechanisms of colonial expansion” (p. 543). “As nodes within wider networks of 

power,” they continue, “command centres within regional economies, and settings for the 

concentration of settler population and resources, cities have proved vital instruments of 

colonization. Tools of dispossession, cities have also been symbols of conquest” (p. 

543). Edmonds (2017) reinforces the importance of cities to the colonial project as 
“nodes in active trans-imperial networks, through which bodies, ideas, and capital 

increasingly flowed in the circuits of empire” (p. 7).  
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In the past, urban planning literature has paid little attention to Indigenous rights 

in urban centres (Peters, 2005). In more recent years, scholars have begun to analyse 

the ways in which settler colonial “cultural assumptions about space and place, property 

rights, and modes of governance” (Nejad et al., 2019, p. 414) have historically and 

continue to make Indigenous Peoples peripheral or anomalous (Edmonds, 2010) on 
their own, in some cases unceded, land. The term ‘municipal colonialism’ is used to 

describe the many ways that cities have “eliminated much of the civic memory 

(existence, heritage, experience) and materiality (physical presence, structures, places) 

pertaining to Indigenous communities in cities” (Nejad et al., 2019, p. 414). Examining 

municipal colonialism reminds us that Indigenous Peoples have legitimate claims to the 

locations that settler colonial cities now exist; it also highlights the real and considerable 

role that cities played in the broader settler colonial project and provides a framework to 

understand the ongoing dynamics between municipal bodies and Indigenous Peoples in 

urban settings.  

Libraries, as public institutions, have played their own role in the colonial project 
and should be considered part of the urban civic framework built on and expressing 

municipal colonialism today. Despite libraries often being considered impartial spaces of 

knowledge access, their history paints a decidedly different picture (Lawson, 2020). In 

17th century Britain, public libraries were first developed as a mode of disseminating 

particular types of knowledge and shaping public taste (Lawson, 2020) by way of 

providing avenues for pastime that were deemed, in the eyes of the upper-class, as 

more acceptable and wholesome than the 'rough' and 'immoral' activities frequently 

engaged in by working-class men (Dean, 2011). It was also believed that “providing free 

literature to workers would dull revolutionary tendencies and interest in radical socialism” 
(Lawson, 2020, p. 164). With the aim of ‘enlightening’ the working-class to become more 

desirable members of society, imparting values such as restraint, logic and self-control 

which fit a narrow definition of respectability espoused by elite upper-class, public 

libraries were designed for a purpose that was anything but impartial (De Jesus, 2014; 

Dean, 2011; Lawson, 2020). Public libraries’ embodiment of the “ideal that everyone 

within society deserves the right to access materials for their educational, cultural and 

leisure benefit [… is] emblematic of the liberal Enlightenment,” the same sentiment that 

fueled colonial expansion (Lawson, 2020, p. 164). While some argue that broad access 

to information is inherently equalizing within a society, the stance that knowledgeable 
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and educated citizens are more 'respectable' and 'acceptable' within society firmly 

establishes a hierarchy of citizenship which was leveraged in solidifying power 

hierarchies in settler colonial societies (Dean, 2011). In the context of settler colonial 

societies, “libraries and literary pursuits [were used] as a means toward refining and 

reshaping working-class men [… in order to] foster reliable colonial subjects as well as 
[establish] political and economic stability” (Dean, 2011, p. 58). In addition, libraries also 

served the expansion of settler colonialism through the control, circulation and 

organization of reading materials which perpetuated Western and Eurocentric values 

and ideals (Blair & Wong, 2018; Dean, 2011; Fitzpatrick, 2008). Today, many libraries 

continue to carry “problematic and racist materials that hold views not sanctioned by the 

[Indigenous] communities about whom they are written” (Blair & Wong, 2018, p. 3).  

One of the expressions of municipal colonialism seen now in libraries and other 

civic institutions is the characterization of urban Indigenous Peoples as a stakeholder or 

special interest group rather than self-determining and equal partners in city building 

(Belanger et al., 2019; Nejad et al., 2019). Belanger et al. conducted a study in Calgary 
that included interviews with municipal officials which found that despite the city 

attempting to embrace reconciliation and having recently endeavoured to trial a policy 

co-production model with local urban Indigenous leaders, these officials were unable to 

reframe their thinking to consider urban Indigenous Peoples as more than stakeholders 

(Belanger et al., 2019). Nejad et al. explain that “the stakeholder approach only 

recognizes a deradicalized and a depoliticized right of Indigenous peoples to be ‘in the 

city’, but it neglects the fundamental principle that as original occupants they have 

specific rights to participation in spatial production, in other words, urbanism” (Nejad et 

al., 2019, p. 420). When municipal officials push back on the assertion of urban 
Indigenous rights to self-determination, leaning on the belief that valid Indigenous 

identity can only be found in a First Nation territory or reserve community, they fortify the 

belief that urban Indigenous Peoples are a problem to be overcome – a founding 

assumption of municipal colonialism (Belanger et al., 2019, p. 15).  

The History of Municipal Colonialism in Vancouver 

When examining Vancouver’s history with municipal colonialism, a notable place 

to begin is with ‘The Plan for the City of Vancouver’ produced in the late 1920’s 

(Stanger-Ross, 2008). The plan offered a path for Vancouver to achieve “orderly, 
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scientific urban growth” (Stanger-Ross, 2008, p. 552) and promised a future complete 

with “happy people and prosperous businesses in a city as beautiful as its natural 

surroundings” (Stanger-Ross, 2008, p. 553).  

The plan outlined recreational sites that would be developed on Kitsilano and 

Musqueam reserve land, creating an explicit need for the expropriation of these reserve 
lands in order to meet the objectives of the plan (Stanger-Ross, 2008, p. 554). 

Frustration related to reserve lands impeding smooth urban development in Vancouver 

continued to build in the 1930’s and 1940’s and as Stanger-Ross describes, “[o]n 3 July 

1941, Donald Edgar McTaggart, chief lawyer for the City of Vancouver, wrote his 

counterparts in Victoria requesting advice”. In that letter he “sought ‘ways and means of 

eliminating the two Indian Reserves which still exist in the City of Vancouver’” (p.541). In 

this request for advice, McTaggart went on to ask whether the municipality had any legal 

means to “discontinue reserves, rendering their land ‘available for commercial or other 

purposes’” (Stanger-Ross, 2008, p. 542). This account shows the stark reality that 

municipal officials within the City of Vancouver sought to explicitly eradicate Indigenous 
presence from the urban centre and take over reserve lands to make “a white, civilized 

British civil space” (Edmonds, 2010, p. 7). According to Stanger-Ross (2008), the 

Vancouver Parks Board went as far as saying that “all Vancouverites suffered from the 

presence of the reserve […and] the efforts of good citizens to clean their city were 

mocked by the state of the Kitsilano Reserve” (Stanger-Ross, 2008, p. 559).  

The views that ‘Indian reserves’ were a problem to be overcome were not solely 

held by city officials. Newspaper editorials at the time also supported the views of the 

municipality, making statements such as “‘The city is suffering, as it has suffered these 

forty years or more, from a useless, undeveloped, untaxable piece of waste land 
impinging on the populous area’” and “‘An Indian Reserve in the middle of a big city is an 

anachronism ... a city is no place for the primitive wards of the government’” (Stanger-

Ross, 2008, p. 542). Generally, Indigenous presence was seen as incongruous with 

modernity; city planning practices enhanced the perceived friction; and there was a 

collective expectation amongst Vancouver’s settler population that urban Indigenous 

presence would be eliminated (Stanger-Ross, 2008).  

Municipal colonialism in the era of reconciliation  
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In recent years, most notably since the release of the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada’s 94 Calls to Action in 2015, reconciliation has gained 

recognition and understanding in society and within government institutions. With that 

has come a level of comfort within municipal governments and planning teams to 

acknowledge the traditional, often unceded, Indigenous territories that cities exist upon 
(Bouvier & Walker, 2018). An emerging tension now lies in moving beyond recognition to 

actions that require municipalities and civic governments to adjust practices to allow for 

“Indigenous sovereignty, worldviews, processes, and protocols in the shared space of 

the city” (Bouvier & Walker, 2018, p. 130). Even in today’s ‘era of reconciliation’, where 

municipal governments have begun to acknowledge unceded Indigenous territory, 

Indigenous Peoples continue to have very “little influence on shaping contemporary 

urban space, while at the same time, never considering [these territories] to be anything 

but Indigenous lands” (Nejad et al., 2019, p. 415).  

In their study reviewing Calgary’s attempts at implementing a policy co-

production model, Belanger et al. (2019) found that the model remained theoretical 
rather than meeting established best-practice benchmarks for genuine urban co-

production between equal partners. One reason they identified for this gap was that it 

was challenging for municipal officials to move toward practices that were outside of 

their “established ways of knowing and acting” (pg. 12). The authors explain that in this 

case and others, municipal acceptance of urban Indigenous inclusion does not go 

beyond a conceptual level and further that Indigenous claims to self-governance and 

self-determination in urban settings “are considered an overt challenge to municipal 

histories that continue to reject urban-Indigenous compatibility” (Belanger et al., 2019, p. 

15). They posit that for municipalities to move beyond the convention of Indigenous 
advisory tables that simply bolster the execution of government driven policy priorities, 

civic officials need to “formally acknowledge colonialism’s historic certainty and its 

ongoing contemporary municipal political influence” (Belanger et al., 2019, p. 18) and 

move toward genuine urban co-production.  

Contemplating how municipal bodies enact reconciliation or attempt to move 

beyond the theory of Indigenous inclusion in planning, Bouvier & Walker (2018), citing 

Matunga (2013) present several foundational questions:   
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Whose future? Who decides what this future should or could look like? Who 
is doing the analysis and making the decisions? Who has the authority, the 
control, the final decision- making power? Whose values, ethics, concepts, 
and knowledge? Whose methods and approaches? What frameworks, 
institutions, and organizations are being used to guide the planning 
processes that most affect Indigenous peoples? Where are Indigenous 
peoples positioned in the construction of that future? (p. 130). 

While Edmonds (2010) describes settler-colonial cities as being places where 

Indigenous presence is still considered peripheral or incompatible, Indigenous Peoples 

in many settler-colonial cities consider urban spaces their home and are increasingly 

exerting their desire to play a more significant role in shaping these spaces (Nejad et al., 

2019, p. 417). As detailed above, Belanger et al. (2019) found that despite municipal 

officials in Calgary “recogni[zing] that the city rests on the traditional Blackfoot territory, 

[… they remain in] denial of substantive urban Indigenous self-determination or 
citizenship rights” (p. 19) and allow for merely symbolic involvement from the Indigenous 

community (p. 20).  

Taking a step toward genuine ‘Indigenous urbanism’ will require unsettling the 

current Eurocentric framework that dictates urban spatial production and bringing in one 

that incorporates “Indigenous aspirations, processes, and protocols” (Nejad et al., 2019, 

p.414). Barry & Agyeman (2020) call on the planning community to imagine the possible 

futures that could be shaped by confronting the role that planning has played in the 

ongoing erasure of Indigenous realities and relation to the land that exists under settler 

colonial cities (p. 22).  

As a department within a settler colonial civic government, VPL’s actions to 

address reconciliation should be understood within the layered context of historic and 

current settler colonial foundations I’ve outlined above. Building the frame of reference 

for my research case further, I will next investigate the connections between these 

settler colonial foundations and bureaucratic systems often found within civic institutions.  

 

3.2. Settler Colonial Bureaucracy 

When considering how organizations can successfully implement reconciliation 

and decolonization initiatives, it is important to examine the systems and structures 
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within them. Bureaucratic systems create the ‘norms’ within an organization and dictate 

the realities of what a reconciliation initiative amounts to once it moves from theoretical 

statements to practical implementation. When we think of bureaucratic ‘structures’ it may 

be natural to envision an inert framework through which various inputs move and 

emerge unchanged, but as Eldridge & Reinke (2018) state, bureaucratic systems are in 
fact directly impacting “sociocultural worlds where decisions are made, knowledge is 

created, and power is exerted in ways that affect the everyday lives of citizens” (p. 94).  

Bureaucratic structures that exist within settler colonial society as much shape as 

they are shaped by the settler colonial context within which they operate. As Rifkin 

(2013) explains, settler colonialism cannot be bound to a specific time or series of events 

in the past but must be understood as continuing to construct realities in settler colonial 

society today and into the future (p. 324). Embedded within settler colonial society, 

conventional bureaucratic practices often go largely unnoticed in terms of their role in 

maintaining settler power, when in reality they have “ensnarled Indigenous peoples and 

been a crucial tool for colonization” (Matsunaga, 2021, p. 26). These seemingly routine 
bureaucratic practices are one settler colonial mechanism that continues to ‘construct 

colonial futures’ (Matsunaga, 2021). Eldridge & Reinke (2018) write that “as bureaucratic 

infrastructures socially control a populace and regulate life itself, states and their 

bureaucrats seed symbolic violence – an internalization of violence by the oppressed as 

normative” (p. 95). They go on to describe the problematic nature of how bureaucracies 

normalize numerous modes of state violence within mundane practices such as 

regulations, delays, lack of representation, legal processes, inaction, etc. (Eldridge & 

Reinke, 2018). The connection between settler colonial and modern bureaucratic 

systems and organizational frameworks is key to understanding the tension that arises 
when settler colonial organizations such as municipal governments endeavor to make 

progress on reconciliation.  

Rifkin (2013) employs the useful term ‘settler common sense’ which is described 

as the common frame of reference in settler society that is built upon the “legal and 

political structures that enable non-Native access to Indigenous territories com[ing] to be 

lived as given, as simply the unmarked, generic conditions of possibility for occupancy, 

association, history, and personhood” (p. 322-323). In their work, Rifkin (2013) strongly 

links the ‘settler common sense’ to whiteness and white control and suggests that it is 

whiteness at the foundation of settler colonialism’s “manufactur[ed] legitimacy for non-
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Native occupation appear[ing] as a self-evident, unquestionable, and invisible frame 

through which to assess Indigenous voices, claims, and presence” (p. 325). If settler 

colonial organizations are going to be truly successful in moving the dial on 

reconciliation, an important piece of the foundation for this work will be to ‘unsettle’ the 

‘settler common sense’ and reflect on the ways in which seemingly invisible aspects of 
organizational operations “perpetuate longstanding settler rationalities that find their 

genealogies in civilizing logics and that racialize Indigenous peoples as inferior by way of 

being a ‘challenge to overcome’ for the bureaucracy” (Matsunaga, 2021, p. 36).  

Reconciliation and Settler Colonial bureaucracy  

Understanding the connections between bureaucratic systems and the enduring 

regeneration of settler colonial hierarchies has become that much more pressing in the 

era of reconciliation. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada states 
pointedly that “[f]or governments, building a respectful relationship involves dismantling a 

centuries-old political and bureaucratic culture in which, all too often, policies and 

programs are still based on failed notions of assimilation” (p. 21). Relationship repair is 

central to reconciliation and for organizations looking to make genuine progress, one 

important piece of work will be to reflect inward and address the ways in which their 

relationships with Indigenous Peoples are “filtered and managed through a complex field 

of bureaucratized manipulations” (Matsunaga, 2021, p. 27).  

As Kim (2018) explains, settler colonial violence has transformed from overt 

physical and cultural genocide to a more subtle form of Indigenous marginalization 

through bureaucratic red tape – produced though expressions of power and oppression 

(p. 117). In fact, this form of state violence – through bureaucratic mechanisms – has 

become a dominant way to understand the ongoing dynamics of settler colonialism in 

contemporary Canada. For example, Matsunaga (2021) makes this point by arguing that 

“efforts to assimilate Indigenous peoples are not found simply in the spectacular actions 

or overt policies of settler colonization, but in everyday instruments and mechanisms, 

such as application forms and evaluations, which are largely taken for granted as 

benign” (Matsunaga, 2021, p. 23). Bureaucratic power is elusive and flows often 

unnoticed through administrative processes and procedures (Matsunaga, 2021). 

Bureaucratic systems maintain and protect power differentials through the balance-of-
power principle where decisions are made in a way to favor the outcome that minimizes 
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disruption to the status quo and maintains the equilibrium of power (Jordan-Makely, 

2021). This type of organizational behaviour hinders “critical reflection and innovation, 

and can produce secrecy and mistrust,” particularly problematic in public institutions 

(Jordan-Makely, 2021, p. 54). Thus, the maintenance and expression of power though 

bureaucracy is a vital aspect of settler colonial organizations and their efforts to 
implement reconciliation strategies; it will take a comprehensive examination of 

organizational practices to uncover the seemingly innocuous but potentially damaging 

structures that limit deep-rooted change.  

Kim (2018) provides an example of settler colonial bureaucratic oppression in the 

very mechanisms of official reconciliation efforts in their study of Indigenous participants 

who took part in Canada’s reconciliation transitional justice (TJ) initiatives between 2011 

and 2014. The informants in this study were participants in various TJ initiatives 

including truth commission investigations, independent assessment hearings, and 

national events (Kim, 2018, p. 117). The study found that many “informants reported 

feeling marginalized by the TJ process, which excluded their lived experiences, ethnic 
diversity, and structural violence, divorcing transitional justice from the daily realities of 

many Indigenous peoples” (Kim, 2018, p. 122). One participant said that it was clear that 

the TJ process was operating by way of the “rules and regulations of the government 

structure […] a very strong hierarchical government-run body–machine, it is a machine 

and survivors become tokenized” (Kim, 2018, p. 123).  

Thus, despite the promise of the TJ framework being malleable and adaptable, 

when the process ran through a rigid bureaucracy, systems of power were fortified, and 

participants were left feeling diminished (Kim, 2018). Although many other examples 

were shared in Kim’s study, one that stood out as a stark expression of bureaucratic 
colonial violence was the restrictive nature of the settlement agreement provided during 

the TJ process. The language narrowly defined residential schools and the specific 

abuses that would qualify for compensation. A participant explained: “The day schools 

don’t count—did you know that? [Residential and day schools] both abused us and 

assimilated us, but the day schools don’t count. All they are doing is dividing us further. 

Divide and conquer” (Kim, 2018, p. 124). This is an example of bureaucratic colonial 

violence as deployed through policy which “weakened the union between and among 

Indigenous ethnic groups, facilitating colonial dominance at worst, and a continuation of 

the status quo at best” (Kim, 2018, p. 124). Although this is a particularly glaring 
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example, it is essential for settler colonial organizations to reflect on how bureaucratic 

policies and practices, as sensible and necessary as they seem from an operational 

perspective, may have decidedly negative impacts on their attempts to implement 

meaningful reconciliation initiatives.  

As I have described through this section, organizations within settler colonial 
society attempting to implement reconciliation initiatives must scrutinise the ways in 

which bureaucratic systems and processes reinforce settler colonial power differentials 

and potentially cause direct harm to Indigenous Peoples within their community if they 

are to ‘unsettle’ and evolve the ways they work and make meaningful change in this 

area. In the final section below, I will explore organizational change barriers which add 

an additional layer of complexity for institutions tackling systemic change work.  

 

3.3. Organizational Change 

Implementing a significant change within a large institution such as an urban 

public library does not come without its inherent challenges. According to Smith and 

Graetz (2011), “change is never simple, sometimes emergent, often uncertain, typically 

complex, and always messy” (p.186). Whether change is strategically planned or 

emerges organically, there are several points to look at when untangling the problem of 

how and why a particular change initiative is taken up successfully or not. 

Organizational change literature provides many angles to examine how and why 

some change initiatives are successful while many others fail; the literature provides no 

clear path that will lead an organization to guaranteed success but there are a few way 

points to consider when it comes to implementing a change initiative. Factors that may 

influence change implementation within an organization include the support for internal-

sense-making and letting go of unhelpful established practices, leadership who embody 
openness and vulnerability while refraining from the natural tendency to protect power 

and control, and finally keeping in mind how organizational culture and identity play a 

role in how change is perceived within an organization – particularly relevant to public 

institutions where there may be a culture of caution. I will draw on these specific qualities 

of organizational change and how they influence the implementation of a change 
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initiative in a positive or negative way when analysing how and why VPL has come up 

against various barriers to implementing changes as they relate to reconciliation.  

Many of the factors that positively influence change implementation centre 

around the human experience. Al-Haddad and Kotnour (2015) state that “the deeper the 

organizational change, the more important [it becomes] for people to alter their own 
values and perspectives to align to the overall organizational perspective” (p. 244). This 

shift in perspective and understanding can be described as ‘internal sense-making’ – a 

process of meaning making and establishing shared knowledge and philosophies within 

an organization which includes taking on new perspectives as well as letting go of, or 

unlearning, established ideas (Shaw, 2017). One factor that influences sense-making 

within an organization is history – if the institution places a great deal of importance on 

how things have been done in the past it can strongly impact how individuals think about 

the organization, potentially narrowing the futures that can be imagined when change 

initiatives are taken on (Smith & Graetz, 2011). As detailed previously, settler colonial 

bureaucracies are likely to have well established ‘ways of working’ that may hinder the 
organization’s ability to implement significant change.  

Fenwick & McMillan (2005) suggest that it is the organization’s responsibility to 

support staff to achieve this type of individual evolution and sense-making work. Shared 

expectations support a collective understanding of organizational identity which 

becomes increasingly important during times of change and of utmost importance when 

the change intends to shift something related to core organizational identity (Jacobs et 

al., 2013). In the context of change within a settler colonial organization addressing 

reconciliation, there is no question this type of change will require some level of 

dismantling and rebuilding organizational identity.  

In addition to clear and consistent communication, which conveys support and 

sponsorship for the change from various levels of the organization, resources must also 

be invested in mechanisms for employees to voice their concerns and feel heard through 

the process (Al-Haddad & Kotnour, 2015). When considering the human aspects that 

impact the success of change implementation, it is natural to first think most of how 

human nature plays into employees’ reaction to proposed change. But another piece to 

contemplate is how leaders within the organization work to show authenticity and 

vulnerability, moving away from traditional hierarchal leadership principles, and in turn 
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create a positive employee experience and enhance trust and buy in for the change 

process (Jordan-Makely, 2021). Orr (2021) suggests that it is an essential human 

practice to protect things that we believe to be important to us and this can impact how 

we show up at work when we “protect things like prestige, control, knowledge, money, 

and security” (p. 83). There is a fundamental tension that lies between protection of 
prestige and openness to authenticity and vulnerability that will necessarily emerge 

when an organization attempts a significant change.  

Despite traditional understanding of change management involving a focus on 

control and strong leadership directing the implementation, research has shown that 

thinking about change management in this way is too simplified, one dimensional, and 

doesn’t take into account the multitude of factors at play that can influence how 

effectively the change is woven into the day to day practices of an organization (Smith & 

Graetz, 2011). Bureaucratic hierarchies that concentrate much of the organizational 

learning at the top, where ideas garner more attention (Fenwick & McMillan, 2005), tend 

to create a challenging environment for staff at lower levels to bring honest feedback to 
senior leadership about change implementation (Beer, 2020, p. 213). Smith and Graetz 

(2011) argue that successful change within an organization requires “the capacity to 

conceive a difference (imagination) [and] the capacity to make a difference (power)” (p. 

172). They go on to say that to improve organizational change initiatives within 

hierarchies, and support a shift in norms, “organizational members need to be able to 

reflect on how power functions in their organization” (Smith & Graetz, 2011, p. 172).    

In Beer’s ‘Why Honest Conversations are Transformative’ (2020) they state that 

one of the ways change implementation can be derailed is through a lack of honest 

dialogue between management and staff at lower levels leading to the barriers to 
change becoming ‘undiscussable’. Beer (2020) suggests that one of the barriers to 

honest conversations within hierarchical organizations is a defensiveness within 

leadership which may be the result of what Orr (2021) described as the natural human 

behaviour to protect what individuals or groups consider important – most notably power 

and control. Beer (2020) describes honest conversations as encompassing “all issues, 

including potentially threatening issues regarding leadership and management 

effectiveness” (p. 213) which work to bring forward important themes from within all 

levels of the organization rather than seeking out only specific information on themes 

identified by senior leadership members. This type of open dialogue not only highlights 
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issues that may exist in the blind spots of upper management, but it also imbues a sense 

of ownership in staff. Given the opportunity, staff want to make a difference that goes 

beyond their individual role and one way to offer this is through open and honest 

channels of communication that cut through hierarchal power structures and support 

change moving beyond personal learning and toward organizational systems change 
(Beer, 2020).  

Organizational culture greatly impacts many aspects of how work gets done. Orr 

(2021) shares a notable quote often attributed to Peter Drucker – “Culture eats strategy 

for lunch” (p. 105). By this Drucker means that culture influences how an organization 

deals with internal and external matters such as structure, workflow and decision-making 

procedures, and in the way that culture effects the organizational blueprint for ‘how 

things are done’, it certainly plays a significant role in how organizational change will be 

successfully implemented (Orr, 2021). History and organizational memory shape the 

culture of an organization in that what has worked in the past and been deemed 

successful will be explicitly or implicitly passed onto new employees, which will often 
overpower “even the strongest, most rational [new] approaches developed strategically” 

(Orr, 2021, p. 105). Culture may impact whether change is initiated solely from the top 

down or whether bottom-up idea generation is supported through active solicitation by 

management or through ‘issue-selling’ where ideas are taken into serious consideration 

by higher-ups within the organization (Rocheville et al., 2021). Even as individuals within 

an organization take on new learning that benefits the organization and aligns with the 

stated strategic direction, organizational culture, including hierarchical power dynamics, 

play a role in potentially limiting the translation of individual learning to organizational 

learning more broadly (Fenwick & McMillan, 2005). Fenwick & McMillan (2005) propose 
that public institutions often operate within a culture of caution where stability is deeply 

valued, and this type of organizational culture can hinder learning and exploration of new 

ways of working.  

Connected in a way to organizational culture, another factor in determining the 

way in which change is taken on within an organization is how, and to what degree, the 

organization has an image within the community or society at large and how the 

proposed change might impact that image (Evjen & Audunson, 2009; Jacobs et al., 

2013). Some changes fit well with the organizational identity as it exists and are simply 

refining or formalizing some aspect of the organization while others may diverge 
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significantly and require deeper work to be contested with if they generate “fundamental 

challenges to valued organizational identities” (Jacobs et al., 2013, p. 777). When 

organizational identity is challenged during change implementation, it triggers reflection 

and changes to values and behaviours that ideally will lead to improved ‘performance’ in 

some way (Smith & Graetz, 2011).  

Taking on a de-stabilizing change that triggers a shift in organizational identity 

can feel threatening and some organizations avoid this type of change for a variety of 

reasons (Orr, 2021). Orr (2021) explains that some organizations are ‘uncertainty 

avoidant’ which means they will seek paths based on expert knowledge and assurance 

that the chosen path is the right one. Although this type of organization benefits in some 

ways through increased stability, it also creates environments that aren’t well equipped 

to handle change (Orr, 2021). When change is introduced in an organization that is 

uncertainty and risk avoidant, and where internal structures and culture are rigid, there is 

less flexibility within the workforce to “step in and out of a process or task as the need 

arises” (Orr, 2021, p. 23). Organizations like public libraries, where continuity of identity 
is deeply entrenched, often “strongly resist organizational changes affecting this sense 

of continuity” (Jacobs et al., 2013). Taking on new roles and functions adds complexity 

to the image of a public library which in some way can impact how libraries are able to 

‘demonstrate value’ to their funders (Jordan-Makely, 2021) – who are ultimately the local 

tax-payers. When proposed changes within a public library are difficult to communicate 

and quantify to the public it makes these changes more difficult to ‘sell’ as a valuable 

investment of resources – and as the saying goes ‘not everything that counts can be 

counted’ (Jordan-Makely, 2021). 

Within this conceptual framework, I have outlined three nested layers of 
contextual literature that my case study of reconciliation efforts within the Vancouver 

Public Library can be analysed through. Each layer is connected to and influenced by 

the context that carries forward from the previous. At the highest level and providing the 

broad foundations, the settler colonial history of Vancouver and the municipal body is the 

first reference point for all questions and inquiries. Building to the next layer of specificity 

I add into consideration the internal bureaucratic systems and how these create norms 

within organizations – connecting settler colonial histories to practices that carry on 

today. Finally, when examining specific change initiatives, the nuanced nature of how 

people react within these systems and what specific factors can support or hinder an 
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organization’s success provides some specific way points to uncover key learnings from 

my case study at the VPL.  
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Chapter 4. Methodology 

4.1. Overview 

This research explores how reconciliation work has progressed within the City of 

Vancouver over the period of 2015-2020, with a case study examining reconciliation 

strategies and initiatives at the Vancouver Public Library (VPL). The study aims to 

answer the research question:  

What are the internal factors that support or hinder a civic institution’s 
ability to address reconciliation?  

This frame of inquiry is inspired by Paulette Regan and their work ‘Unsettling the 

Settler Within’ (2010) where they argue that “Canadians are still on a misguided, 

obsessive and mythical quest to assuage colonizer guilt by solving the Indian problem 

[…and] we avoid looking too closely at ourselves and the collective responsibility we 

bear for the colonial status quo” (p. 11). In this, Regan calls on settlers to “answer the 
provocative question posed by historian Roger Epp regarding reconciliation in Canada: 

How do we solve the settler problem?” (Regan, 2010, p. 11). As a settler living on 

unceded Indigenous lands and benefiting from the colonial structures of our society, I felt 

it was important to direct my interest in examining progress made on reconciliation at the 

processes and structures within the settler civic institution as well as explore the lived 

experiences of those navigating them.  

The research design was developed to provide both a broad scan of the 

reconciliation efforts taking place across various departments of the City of Vancouver 

as well as a deeper dive into the case study of VPL - analysing documented plans and 
reported actions as well as experiences of staff and Indigenous community partners 

involved in reconciliation programs and projects. It was important to include both 

documentation and lived experience data to provide a well-rounded picture and uncover 

themes that may require bringing these two data types into conversation with one 

another. How the library presents its work publicly, the documented plans and actions 

taken and the experiences and understanding of reconciliation work are all data that 

supported the investigation of my research question.  
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I employed a mixed-methods approach which included content analysis of 

relevant public, along with a small selection of private program development documents 

I was given access to, and semi-structured in-depth interviews with key informants. 

Utilizing a mixed-methods research design allowed me to offset strengths and 

weaknesses within each individual research method - together providing a more 
complete understanding than either method on their own (Creswell, 2008). Documents 

as a data source are efficient, cost-effective, and stable while at the same time they can 

lack sufficient detail and some documentation may not exist with the specific information 

pertinent to some aspect of a research question (Bowen, 2009). Qualitative semi-

structured interviewing allows the researcher to explore themes in a greater depth and 

with flexibility to uncover connections and follow paths that were not apparent prior to the 

interview (Babbie & Roberts, 2018).  

I was granted organizational approval from VPL to request documentation and 

contact information for staff and Indigenous partners who have been involved in strategic 

actions within their Truth and Reconciliation strategic initiative.  

Overall, my approach consisted of an initial review of VPL reports on 

Reconciliation to provide context and foundational understanding of key work that had 

been completed and reported on over the timespan of my study (2015-2020). I then 

utilized this information to develop the question framework for my semi-structured 

interviews with key informants. To add detail and specificity to my data set, I conducted 

semi-structured in-depth interviews with VPL staff, management, board members and 

external Indigenous partners. Interview data provided rich context of the lived experience 

of individuals as they navigated systems and worked to bring reconciliation initiatives to 

life. It also added a nuanced understanding of processes from the perspectives of both 
Indigenous partners as well as VPL staff and management. Following analysis of my 

interview data I returned to VPL reports along with several City of Vancouver reports 

looking to understand the reconciliation work of VPL within the context of reconciliation 

strategies and initiatives across the City more broadly. Although data in my central 

analysis focused on interview transcripts from semi-structured interviews with key 

informants involved in reconciliation work at VPL, document review provided important 

context that informed my interpretation and discussion of the wider themes uncovered in 

my study.  
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4.2. Document review 

In my document review I focused primarily on reconciliation update reports 

published by both the City of Vancouver and Vancouver Public Library. Documents from 

the VPL provided foundational understanding of the types of reconciliation work that the 

VPL had focused on over the timespan of my study and provided a sense of the 
progression of work during this time. Documents from the City of Vancouver gave a me 

a broad understanding of how the VPL’s reconciliation work fit within the larger 

strategies at the City as well as how it fit within the spectrum of other work reported by 

various departments in the City wide reconciliation updates. In addition, I also reviewed 

a selection of stand-alone documents published by other City of Vancouver departments 

seeking to uncover a richer picture of how reconciliation initiatives were exhibited across 

the civic institution.  

In my document review I included several official reports on Reconciliation 

published by the City of Vancouver and VPL. Below is a selection of the types of 

documents included in my analysis:  

 Framework for City of Reconciliation (City of Vancouver) 

 City of Reconciliation Updates (City of Vancouver)  

 VPL 2020: Strategic Plan 2017-2020  

 VPL Management Report to Board: Truth and Reconciliation Commission 

Calls to Action 

 VPL Management Report to Board: CFLA/FCAB Truth & Reconciliation 

Recommendations  

 VPL Management Report to Board: VPL 2020 Initiative 5.4 Truth and 

Reconciliation  

 VPL Management Report to Board: 2019-2020 Actions to address the 

Truth and Reconciliation Commission Recommendations  



46 

Analysis of these documents was performed by reviewing each document and 

tracking key information and emerging themes in Microsoft Word. This analysis provided 

me with background information that helped with the development of targeted lines of 

inquiry to follow during my semi-structured interviews as well as a brief set of codes to 

utilize for deductive analysis of my interview data. Key insights drawn from initial review 
of documentation also gave me a deeper understanding of the work and helped me 

follow responses during the interview process and add useful follow up questions that 

may not be possible if that foundational information wasn’t explored ahead of time. A 

secondary review following the collection and analysis of my interview data provided an 

additional layer of context for analysis of larger themes and key insights drawn from my 

interview data.   

 

4.3. Key Informant Interviews  

As my primary source of data, I conducted semi-structured in-depth interviews 

with key informants from two groups relevant to my research question representing an 

‘internal’ and ‘external’ view of the organization and its attempts to implement 

reconciliation initiatives. This interview data was a critical piece to understanding the 

processes and experiences behind the objective implementation or plans for 

reconciliation initiatives that I gleaned from documentation. Systems are either held up 

or challenged by individuals working within or alongside them and it was through 

analysis of the experiences of my interviewees that I uncovered successes and gaps in 

the current ways of enacting reconciliation within the organization.  

To gain a preliminary understanding of VPL’s reconciliation work and identify 

potential staff members and Indigenous community partners to approach with requests 

for interview, I conducted an informal information interview with Neighbourhood Services 
Manager Megan Langley – who was the management lead for VPL’s Truth and 

Reconciliation initiative in the 2017-2020 strategic plan. During this interview she 

suggested staff who have worked on the development of reconciliation projects and 

identified staff who would have working relationships with Indigenous community 

partners who I could approach to pass along my interview request. In total I conducted 

seven interviews and received two written responses. As I detail below, I organized my 



47 

interviewees into ‘internal’ and ‘external’ groups, but I conducted interviews moving 

between the two groups as schedules permitted.  

I conducted these interviews in a semi-structured format to allow participants to 

develop detailed and thoughtful responses and draw connections that I may not have a 

full understanding of prior to the interview. Because these interviews were utilized to add 
context and the lived experience perspective to an initial foundation brought together 

during document review, it was valuable to allow interviewees to pave unique paths 

through the events and outcomes that may appear clear and straightforward within the 

documentation but were actually nuanced and varied. I will note here that two of my 

interviewees requested to share information in written format rather than my proposed 

interview format.  

In all my interviews I framed the conversation around key questions aiming to 

understand their involvement in reconciliation work at VPL from 2015-2020, how they 

experienced Indigenous inclusion in reconciliation work, what institutional barriers they 

felt had hindered VPL’s reconciliation work, how they felt VPL had reflected on the 
presence of colonial structures within the institution, and what making progress on Truth 

and Reconciliation work within VPL would look like from their perspective. Beyond these 

framing questions, the conversations took shape depending on the unique position and 

perspective each participant was bringing to the interview.  

My first group of interviewees were internal staff, leadership and board members 

who have a direct connection to the VPL’s reconciliation work. These interviews 

provided different perspectives on developing, implementing, and evaluating the success 

of VPL’s reconciliation programs and initiatives. There was some cross-over with more 

than one interviewee commenting on the same program or project while also providing a 
breadth of experiences working on different reconciliation initiatives. There was great 

value in including perspectives from the staff, leadership, and board level as this created 

a rich picture of internal dynamics and varying views of the system and how it may 

impact reconciliation work. For this group I conducted four interviews with the following 

participants:  

 Ariel Caldwell – Teen Services Librarian  

 Megan Langley – Neighbourhood Services Manager  



48 

 Emily Sobool – Community Librarian  

 Harlen Pruden – Board Trustee  

I was provided two written responses to a set of structured questions from the following 

participants: 

 Jennifer Chan – Board Chair  

 Christina de Castell – Chief Librarian  

My second group of interviewees were Indigenous partners who were 

professionals or leaders in local urban Indigenous organizations which were involved in 

the development and implementation of the Connection to Kith and Kin (CKK) program. I 

had intended to conduct interviews with Indigenous partners who were involved in the 

development or delivery of a variety of different programs and projects but all 

interviewees from this group who responded with interest in my research were 

connected to the CKK program. Having all my interviewees in this group involved in the 

CKK program increased the depth of knowledge included in the data set for this specific 

program while limiting the breadth of initiatives available for analysis. For this group I 
conducted a total of three interviews with the following participants:  

 Carole Brown – Volunteer at OurPlace 

 Scott Clark – Executive Director of Aboriginal Life in Vancouver 

Enhancement Society and President of Britannia Community Centre 

 Vera Jones – Resolution Health Support Worker at the Indian Residential 

School Survivor Society 

All interviews took place between February 2020 and March 2021 and were 

approximately one hour in duration. I conducted interviews with Carole Brown, Ariel 

Caldwell, Megan Langley, and Emily Sobool in-person prior to mid-March 2020. Due to 
the onset of COVID-19 and the safety risk of in-person meetings, I adjusted my data 

collection plan and conducted the remaining interviews with Scott Clark, Vera Jones, 

and Harlen Pruden over Zoom. Interview requests with Jennifer Chan and Christina de 

Castell were returned with a desire to participate in written format. I developed a set of 
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questions for each of them based on the general conversation development of the 

interviews I had previously conducted in the semi-structured format. All interviewees 

agreed to have the interview recorded and each interview recording was fully transcribed 

and edited for grammar and clarity.  

For the analysis of interview data, I utilized NVivo software for coding and 
annotation. I analysis this data using both deductive and inductive coding. To begin I 

developed a preliminary set of codes to analyse my data by – these arose from 

document review, initial connections made, and notes taken during the interviewing 

process. Throughout my analysis I expanded upon the set of codes I was analysing for 

as new themes emerged within the data and re-analysing all data sets until I was 

satisfied that all emergent themes had been thoroughly covered. My findings have been 

presented by theme and sub-theme as identified during analysis.  
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Chapter 5. Findings  

In this chapter I will present findings that address my central research question: 

‘What are the internal factors that support or hinder a civic institution’s ability to address 

reconciliation?’ These findings are grouped into three key themes: Organizational 

Barriers, Impact of Voices at All Levels, and Charting the Path Forward.  

First, considering organizational barriers, interviewees discussed several formal 

policies and informal organizational norms that impacted their ability to develop and 

implement programs aimed at addressing reconciliation. There is evidence that policies 
and bureaucratic structures impacted staff’s ability to maintain strong relationships with 

Indigenous community partners and created complicated pathways to navigate when 

developing and delivering Indigenous programming that challenged the operational 

status quo. The interview data also indicates a strong desire among my informants for 

dedicated funding for reconciliation and Indigenous inclusion initiatives – supporting 

program delivery as well as paying Indigenous partners appropriately for their time and 

knowledge. Finally, these findings suggest there is a desire to move beyond ‘checking a 

box’ when it comes to Indigenous inclusion – requiring systemic along with personal 

commitment to reconciliation.  

Next, I provide findings that delve into the impact that individuals have had on the 

development and implementation of reconciliation initiatives – highlighting positions 

internal to the organization as well as those of external community partners. These 

findings showed that the board of directors has imparted changes at the policy and 

reporting level, instating a requirement for all staff and leadership to consider Indigenous 

inclusion and impact on Indigenous Peoples for all policies and program reports. My 

interviews also revealed that community partners have been pivotal in developing and 

delivering programs that are culturally responsive and meet Indigenous community 

needs. Finally, the data brings to light the resilience of staff who have navigated 

organizational barriers and worked to find a path to develop and deliver important 
programs, such as Connection to Kith and Kin (CKK).  

The final theme in my findings concerns data that point to how relationships, both 

between the organization and Indigenous community partners as well as internally 

between staff and leadership and within the board of directors group, support the 
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organization’s reconciliation work. This data also calls for a balanced approach while 

navigating the road toward reconciliation – acknowledging that this is a process that will 

take consistent ongoing effort and a responsibility to take action on both an 

organizational and personal level.  

 

5.1. Organizational Barriers 

Several aspects of how VPL operates internally have shown to impact the 

organization’s ability to effectively address Truth and Reconciliation and Indigenous 

inclusion. The findings below cover the ways in which policies, budget, organizational 

culture, and accountability all play a role in how reconciliation initiatives are realized.   

5.1.1. Policies and Practices 

Both official policies and unofficial but regular operational practices can act as 

barriers to the reconciliation and Indigenous inclusion initiatives that staff, and 

community partners aim to implement at VPL. The policies and practices highlighted 

below cover a broad range from accounting to staffing and human resources.  

One policy barrier that librarian, Emily Sobool, and Neighbourhood Manager, 

Megan Langley, both brought up as negatively impacting VPL’s progress on 

reconciliatory efforts is the inability to pay Indigenous elders and Indigenous community 

partners cash honoraria. For both cultural and practical reasons, cash is the preferred 

method of payment for many Indigenous community partners – a fact that is well known 

by staff and management within VPL (Langley, 2020; and Sobool, 2020). According to 

Langley, “the Indigenous community is saying that people don’t necessarily want to give 

you their social insurance number [or] they might not have a bank account, and when 

some people go to the bank and try to cash a check they are not well received. [When 
cash is requested, the response is] Oh no no no, we can’t do cash, there’s no paper trail, 

it doesn’t work with our accounting system” (Langley, 2020). Despite the clear need for a 

policy adjustment that would allow VPL staff to pay honoraria in cash, it remains a 

barrier that has yet to be adequately addressed.  
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This institutional barrier is only one of many brought up by my interviewees. 

During the early stages of the development of the CKK program, community partners 

experienced coming up against several roadblocks. Community partner Carole Brown 

explained that in these planning meetings “there were lots of [library staff] with lots of 

well-meaning things [to say], but they couldn’t get past their procedures and their 
barriers and their budgets” (Brown, 2020). One specific example she provided was 

related to funding the program – when the suggestion of jointly funding the program 

between VPL, LAC and community partners was proposed, the response was “we never 

jointly fund [projects] with community groups.” In response, Brown wondered “why not? 

Why couldn’t this be a joint project? Why is this a problem?” (Brown, 2020). Librarian 

Ariel Caldwell also commented that at one of the first meetings to discuss the 

development of the program with VPL management there were individuals who were 

hung up on how the program would be resourced and she described them as coming off 

as “very institutional” (Caldwell, 2020). As Brown shared, “it is really difficult to talk to 

systems because people come from their systems perspective, their worldview is not 

around problem solving [and they seem caught up in] making sure they are following the 

rules” (Brown, 2020). She added that she felt as though the program was only able to 

get off the ground due to specific individuals within the library system who found 

workarounds to make it happen and she expressed concern that “workarounds are only 

as good as the people there and when they leave those workarounds often disappear, 

which means then you’re back to square one” (Brown, 2020). This example highlights 

that the organization is made up of individuals and those individuals can either hold up 

the system as it is or work to change the system despite the barriers they face. 

Another library policy that staff and community partners have felt as a significant 
barrier to reconciliation is the instability of staffing within specific locations or on project 

implementation teams. After a short time working in the Northeast neighbourhood as a 

Teen Services Librarian, Caldwell was beginning to see community building work that 

could be done if she were given the opportunity to remain in that neighbourhood for an 

extended period. With the understanding of how the VPL system works, she made a 

specific requested to her manager at the time to allow her to stay in the Northeast 

neighbourhood for at least six months. According to Caldwell, this supervisor “kept 

reminding [her] that [she] works for the system and not for [her] branch or 

neighbourhood as a Teen Services Librarian” (Caldwell, 2020). Through this reminder, 
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the supervisor was reinforcing the VPL’s priority of consistent service across the system 

based on the assumption that work done by one librarian should be able to be done by 

any other librarian of a similar level, allowing management to reassign staff as they felt 

necessary (Caldwell, 2020). Despite this response, Caldwell was able to maintain the 

relationships she had been fostering – a significant factor in the eventual development of 
the CKK program.  

The lack of stability was felt both by staff and the community partners they are 

building and maintaining relationships with. Vera Jones, an integral community partner 

involved with the delivery of the CKK program shared her immense frustration with 

VPL’s inability to assure Caldwell remained an ongoing member of the CKK team 

(Jones, 2021). Feeling both frustrated herself as well as feeling frustration on behalf of 

Jones, and some of the other community partners involved with CKK, Caldwell brought 

these concerns back to the management team on several occasions but eventually she 

“didn’t have much fight left” (Caldwell, 2021). Having exhausted the avenues she felt she 

had within the VPL system to reverse the decision, management determined that the 
program would need to be handed off from Caldwell to the manager of the Britannia 

branch. Jones indicated she had no negative feelings toward the person in this position 

but that losing the working relationship and trust built up over time with Caldwell was 

very disappointing and she felt it would leave the program in a deficit (Jones, 2021).  

Interviewees pointed to a number of human resources (HR) related policies that 

have impacted VPL’s progress on addressing reconciliation and Indigenous inclusion, 

including hiring practices and training policies. In the area of hiring, community partner 

Scott Clark questioned why there was not a bigger effort to have Indigenous 

representation at all levels of the organization (Clark, 2020). Librarian Sobool noted that 
the requirement for a Master of Library and Information Studies (MLIS) can be a barrier 

for many positions and she questioned whether this requirement is actually necessary 

for all the postings for which it is currently a prerequisite (Sobool, 2020). Limitations in 

support for training is another HR policy area that was identified as a barrier by staff 

interviewed for this study. Despite approximately 300 staff and board members having 

attended the Fire Across the Land half day training focused on the history of residential 

schools (Langley, 2021), only staff who are full time or regular part-time with benefits are 

approved to attend this program and all other staff are limited to a self-guided online 

option (Langley, 2020). Even for those who are approved to take the Fire Across the 
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Land training, it is the only Truth and Reconciliation focused training that is broadly 

available to this staff group and additional training is only available to a limited number of 

employees on a role dependent basis (Langley, 2020). When librarian Caldwell was 

accepted into the Aboriginal Focusing-Oriented Therapy and Complex Trauma certificate 

program at the Justice Institute of British Columbia, she inquired whether VPL would 
support her in any way to complete the program as part of her professional development 

plan. She was told the library would not support her attendance because management 

did not see a connection with her work at VPL (Caldwell, 2020). In the end, Caldwell 

made the decision to attend on her own time and at her own expense because she knew 

it was important for her to improve her ability to serve the community where she lives 

and works and that there was unquestionably a connection between this training and her 

VPL position, including an enhanced understanding of the life experiences of the 

Indigenous teens with whom she often worked (Caldwell, 2020). Skills that she gained 

from this training directly informed the ways in which Caldwell approached the 

development and implementation of the CKK program (Caldwell, 2020). As I detail 

further on in my findings, Caldwell’s enhanced engagement and relationship 

development with urban Indigenous community partners were a critical factor in the 

successful development of the CKK program. If the organization were to expand the 

training they offer, or support for external training opportunities, it would increase staff 

capacity to cultivate these important relationships.  

Reporting and evaluation requirements are often framed from a specific 

perspective that results in capturing a narrow understanding of the impact a program or 

service has, or in some cases missing it entirely. VPL’s board of directors acknowledges 

that the “great majority of the library’s funding comes from tax dollars, and the board 
must always demonstrate the efficient use of library funds [and] traditional paradigms for 

measuring the efficient use of taxpayer funds” (Chan, 2021). Such practices “may not 

always translate easily to the evaluation of intangible benefits or to the enrichment of our 

communities achieved through Reconciliation activities” (Chan, 2021). While measuring 

and communicating the impact of programs and initiatives focused on reconciliation may 

be difficult, it is not impossible and may simply require additional investment of time and 

resources to achieve. Caldwell explained that she, in consultation with community 

partners, developed a robust qualitative evaluation plan for the CKK program but the 

evaluation was stalled indefinitely when VPL’s senior management determined the 
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participant consent process would need to be approved by the City’s legal department 

and “as a [level 1] librarian, [she] couldn’t really make that happen” on her own. Instead 

“it would require some institutional will” (Caldwell, 2020). Both Caldwell and Chan agree 

on the value of gathering real information, data, and stories from participants. Which in 

turn will support the organization to communicate the impact of these types of programs 
more effectively (Caldwell, 2020; and Chan, 2021).  

5.1.2. Budget 

Addressing Truth and Reconciliation requires funding, be that a new source or a 

re-allocation of funds from other areas. Above all else, the monetary barriers to 

reconciliation work at the VPL stem from the fact that there is no dedicated funding for 

this priority (Langley, 2020). Board chair Jennifer Chan remarked that Indigenous board 

trustee Rebecca Jules recently commented on “the importance of establishing ongoing 

funding for TRC work in order to effectively address structural barriers”, an observation 

with which Chan agrees (Chan, 2021).  

In conversations with both staff and external partners, ‘money, or budget, being a 

barrier’ came through as a common theme. This barrier was described to be limiting in a 

few ways – hindering the implementation of programs and initiatives despite the 

demonstrated need and alignment with key Truth and Reconciliation priorities, as well as 

confining successful projects to one-time offerings despite positive feedback from 

community and communicated desire for ongoing offerings. Funding or budget concerns 

cover many aspects of the work including staff time, external program costs, training, 

evaluation activities, and supporting Indigenous partners to advise and guide projects 

and initiatives.  

Interviewees described a couple of examples of programs that received a lot of 

positive support and feedback from community but were either one-off efforts or they 

continued as regular programs with limited capacity which fell short of meeting the 

community demand. One example came from librarian Sobool who mentioned that 

delivering the Let’s Talk About Reconciliation film series was only possible due to a one-

time grant which funded the project and unfortunately, despite the positive feedback 

from community, the series did not become an ongoing program offered by VPL (Sobool, 

2020). Sobool shared that one patron felt very strongly that the program should be 
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offered on a regular basis saying, “you know you’ve opened this up and created this 

space and now you have to nurture it, you can’t just do it and then leave it” (Sobool, 

2020). Another example of an impactful program that was unable to meet community 

demand is the CKK program. This program developed out of relationships established 

by Teen Services Librarian Caldwell and as the program rolled out, the staff time to 
deliver the program was provided in a temporary workaround manner outside of her 

regular duties. Due to the instability of the workaround in securing staff time, and the 

time-intensive nature of delivering the program, there were constraints on how many 

participants could be admitted and how many sessions could be run (Caldwell, 2020). 

The program grew quickly in popularity as word of mouth spread and a long waitlist 

developed as more and more people became interested in exploring the supports the 

library could provide them in their ancestry search (Brown, 2020). Brown asserted that 

providing spaces in the CKK program to meet the growing demand was critically 

important as the type of ancestry searches offered through the program were not 

accessible for the average user on their own and the information gained through these 

searches is invaluable to the local Indigenous community (Brown, 2020).  

Librarian Caldwell described the complex nature of funding programs and 

projects to meet specific Indigenous community needs this way:  

“Energy and time are finite. Money is finite. So, what do we need to 
rearrange to do this good work? It's hard, there’s hard decisions [that need 
to be made]. Is it more important to sing to babies or is it more important to 
make sure that there is Indigenous language programming? Both of these 
things are true, both of these things are important, so how do we balance 
that?” (Caldwell, 2020)  

Indigenous community partner Brown and Neighbourhood Services Manager Langley 

both discussed the constraints funding puts on responding to Indigenous community 
priorities with Langley speaking about the necessity to re-allocate funds, due to limited 

budgets, to support projects and programs that address emerging priorities (Langley, 

2020). Brown noted that making impactful change comes down to setting priorities in the 

budget and that might require a reduction in some other programming or services, for 

example story time for children, if there is going to be funding directed toward specific 

Truth and Reconciliation or Indigenous inclusion initiatives (Brown, 2020).  
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Another area of concern related to dedicated budget is the ability to pay for the 

time requested of Indigenous partners or members of the local MST Nations to advise or 

collaborate on projects and initiatives. It is widely recognized that the local MST Nations, 

as well as many urban Indigenous leaders, are stretched thin “receiv[ing] countless 

requests for engagement, consultation, and partnership on a regular basis and that 
these understandably place a significant strain on their resources and time” (Chan, 

2021). Neighbourhood Services Manager Langley also commented on the heavy burden 

placed on Indigenous communities to “help the rest of us with our reconciliation” and 

suggested VPL should have an established budget for times they request assistance 

from the Indigenous community (Langley, 2020). Clark also pointed out that lack of 

funding to support capacity within the Indigenous communities to participate and “be at 

the table” furthers the already present and “very serious power imbalance between non-

Indigenous and Indigenous representation in community engagement” (Clark, 2020).    

5.1.3. Organizational Culture 

Organizational culture, as I detail below, are ways of working that are not 

necessarily driven by official policies but are ingrained in the operational culture of the 

organization and impact the depth to which it has made progress on Truth and 

Reconciliation and Indigenous inclusion priorities.  

The subtle difference between ‘checking a box’ and investing fully in an action to 

address an important area of growth for an organization can be difficult to assess. 

However, as Scott Clark has experienced personally with large bureaucracies, “all they 

do is they change their form, they add a box about reconciliation or whatever and they 

tick that box off for how they do their proposals or RFPs” with little evidence of 
substantive change in behaviour beyond the superficial or performative actions (Clark, 

2020). Langley mentioned that there is a feeling that many departments within the City of 

Vancouver bring their work to the Urban Indigenous Peoples’ Advisory Council (UIPAC) 

in order to say they had consulted with the Indigenous community for that project – often 

presenting information in a one-way format or bringing the project to the UIPAC after 

there is little to no ability to make changes because the project had already progressed 

too far (Langley, 2020). When asked about Indigenous engagement or consultation 

involved in the development of both the current and most recent previous strategic plan, 

Chief Librarian de Castell stated that VPL “[does] not have a record of direct requests 
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occurring in a formal way for the 2017-2020 strategic plan […and] for the 2020-2023 

VPL Strategic Plan, in 2019, the VPL board sent a letter to the Chiefs of each of the 

three local First Nations inviting their participation and comment on priorities for the 

library for the upcoming four years” (de Castell, 2021). With no mention of response to 

these requests, it begs the question whether there was a concerted effort to involve 
these voices or if this was just a box to check in “follow[ing] recommended protocol for 

intergovernmental relations between the City of Vancouver and the Nations” (de Castell, 

2021).  

In a variety of ways, interviewees described how colonial foundations of the 

organization can and do hinder its ability to progress. Building on the connections 

between colonialism and bureaucracy that I outlined in my conceptual framework, the 

majority of my interviewees’ most significant criticisms concerned bureaucratic structures 

and processes, whether or not they connected them explicitly to ongoing colonialism. In 

Caldwell’s view, “one of the barriers is when [VPL] turns to the colonial structure to 

somehow fix [an issue] when actually it is not going to fix it, [and the organization has] to 
learn to work outside of this structure, adapt, and shift” (Caldwell, 2020). One example 

Caldwell provided of how bureaucratic colonialism impacted her work is when she was 

working to develop the VPL webpage that promotes the CKK program, the process to 

connect the appropriate VPL staff person who would act as a liaison between her 

community partners and the Digital Services team was overly complex and somewhat 

convoluted. The request had to be brought up through several managers involving 

‘approvals upon approvals’ to be given the go ahead to make this connection (Caldwell, 

2021). This example highlights the systemic barriers that are deeply embedded in the 

formality of workflows which held up and caused unnecessary disruption to a connection 
that eventually moved through smoothly, but only once it was formally approved.  

While the previous example emphasizes a culture of bureaucratic hierarchy that 

leads to delays and slow action, Board Chair Jennifer Chan provided an example that 

highlights the opposite situation where library culture creates expectations of concrete 

measurable successes fitting in predetermined timelines. Chan commented that 

“reconciliation is not an instant endeavor, and this work may not neatly match the 

colonial parameters of the library’s quarterly reporting processes or planning cycles [and] 

we need to be patient and respectful of the fact that meaningful engagement may mean 

that library-set timelines and priorities may not always align with the timelines and 
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priorities of those with whom we are engaging” (Chan, 2021). Board trustee Pruden also 

mentioned the occasion when he and Rebecca Jules, VPL’s other Indigenous trustee, 

were advocating for less formal language to be use in a letter reaching out to the local 

MST Nations requesting their participation and feedback on projects and priorities. 

Pruden explained that he and Jules “were challenging the way in which work was being 
done [and pushing to] get out of colonial structures where [we say things like] ‘we will 

offer you compensation’, [and rather shift language to] ‘we are going to gift you for your 

time’” (Pruden, 2021). According to Pruden, had these suggestions not been made, the 

communication “would have been incredibly formal, transactional, non-relationship 

based and not honoring, respectful or mindful of that” (Pruden, 2020). Community 

partner Clark suggested that to make progress on shifting these ways of working, the 

organization has “to recognize [its] historical colonial evolution” and it is very troubling 

when institutions ignore and don’t talk about this aspect of their story (Clark, 2020).  

Another important aspect of the organizational culture that impacts VPL’s ability 

to make progress on Truth and Reconciliation and Indigenous inclusion priorities is the 
lack of institutional support for staff in their work with Indigenous communities and 

leaders (Langley, 2020). One way the lack of support shows up is when staff are not 

provided an appropriate level of training and are left with a skills deficit related to specific 

cultural knowledge that would support deeper and more sustained relationships with 

Indigenous partners as well as an enhanced ability to meet the needs of Indigenous 

patrons. Caldwell commented that “you can send somebody to a workshop where they 

learn about the history of residential school but that's not going to help that person sit in 

a respectful way with [an Indigenous elder] who's trying to fill out a form” (Caldwell, 

2020). Another example of this is when the organization denied Caldwell’s request for 
support to partake in the Aboriginal Focusing-Oriented Therapy and Complex Trauma 

certificate program (Caldwell, 2020) – displaying a lack of recognition or understanding 

for the importance of this type of training and the impact it could have on VPL’s ability to 

address reconciliation.  

Another expression of this lack of support is when staff feel the pressure of the 

institutional norms to conduct their work in ways that don’t align with the knowledge they 

have of culturally appropriate ways of working (Brown, 2020). This can leave staff feeling 

their skills and knowledge are not valued and may also lead to burn out from staff 

constantly needing to navigate the tension that arises when they push to work in ways 
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that don’t align with the bureaucratic norms (Brown, 2020). Caldwell remarked that she 

felt the need to keep a low profile with management when it came to certain ways she 

was working to meet community needs because she felt her managers would have 

considered these practices as ‘outside the box’ for her role (Caldwell, 2020). Until the 

organizational culture and systemic norms shift, it will remain necessary to find ways to 
work around them.  

5.1.4. Accountability 

Indigenous board trustee Pruden shared a quote from Ry Moran, the director of 

the National Centre for Reconciliation, that resonates strongly with him – “you cannot 

delegate reconciliation, you have to own it whoever you are, as an individual, or a leader 

of a group or an organization, there’s a Call to Action that relates to you” (Moran… as 

quoted by Pruden, 2021). This work, the personal work of reconciliation “it’s intentional, 

it’s going to take a lot of thought, it’s reflective [work]” (Pruden, 2021). The organization 

has work to do in connecting with staff to support them in this work. As Neighbourhood 
Services Manager Langley stated, “you can do one three-hour training and it shakes 

people up and they say oh my god I never knew, but then that’s just the very first stage 

of the work, how do you sustain and support staff to do some of the work they should be 

doing as a Canadian citizen” (Langley, 2020)?  

Community partners Brown and Clark both highlighted the impact that could be 

made by adding some aspect of Truth and Reconciliation to annual performance reviews 

for staff at all levels of the organization (Brown, 2020; and Clark, 2020). Brown asked, “if 

reconciliation is one of your organization’s core goals, how is that tied to the 

performance review of your key staff in the leadership of the organization, and then how 
is that incentivized throughout the organization to the staff at all levels” (Brown, 2020). 

And Clark’s view is that “there might be goodwill on the surface, but until you make it 

part of the contracts, until you make it part of the job evaluations, where you’re actually 

measuring change, we are screwed” (Clark, 2020).  
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5.2. Impact of Voices at All Levels 

While examining VPL’s reconciliation efforts, it became clear that commitment 

and enthusiasm for this work is necessary at all levels of the organization, as well as 

among external Indigenous community partners. The findings below showcase the ways 

in which the Board of Directors, Community Partners, and Staff all play a unique and 

important role in moving reconciliation forward within the organization.  

5.2.1. Board of Directors 

VPL’s board of directors sets the organization’s governance and strategic 

direction which provides the framework within which all the work of the library occurs. 

Overseeing a staff of one, the Chief Librarian, the board sets the overall direction and 

priorities as well as setting and reviewing policies; decisions on how to operationalize the 

direction and priorities are set by the Chief Librarian and senior staff (Pruden, 2021). 

According to VPL’s board chair, Jennifer Chan, it has been a priority for the board of 

directors over the past five years to emphasize their desire to the City of Vancouver to 

appoint Indigenous board members. In 2018, VPL added its first Indigenous board 
member, Harlan Pruden, and added its second, Rebecca Jules, in 2019 (Chan, 2021).  

Interviewees at the board, leadership and staff level all expressed the importance 

of having Indigenous voices on VPL’s board of directors. As a manager who has been 

involved in the organization’s reconciliation work from the outset, Megan Langley shared 

that “some of the things we are talking about doing in the next [2020 – 2023] strategic 

plan were just beyond my wildest dreams three years ago, so that’s the influence of 

[Indigenous board members] at the table”. Each time something comes to the board, 

Trustees Pruden and Jules are there to draw attention and bring a critical and unique 

insights to the discussion (Pruden, 2021).  

The voice and perspective that Indigenous trustees bring to the board goes 

beyond advocating for programs and services that meet the needs of Indigenous patrons 

and community members; they also shine a light on the colonial structures that the 

library operates within and challenge the ways in which work is being done (Pruden, 

2021). For example, when senior staff brought a proposal to the board to invite the local 

MST First Nations, xʷməθkʷəy̓əm (Musqueam), Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish), and 
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səlil̓ilw̓ətaʔɬ (Tsleil-Waututh), to participate and collaborate in future projects with VPL, 

Trustees Pruden and Jules challenged the formal nature of the invitation and pushed for 

the process to be more focused on relationship building and requested it be grounded in 

the intent to be reciprocal, honoring, mindful and respectful – shifting language from, for 

example, ‘we will offer you compensation’ to ‘we will gift you for your time’ (Pruden, 
2021). Trustee Pruden explained that the ‘engagement process’ as originally outlined 

seemed formal and transactional. In response to this, Pruden suggested that VPL go to 

MST “in ceremony” – meaning the engagement would happen on the terms of the 

Nation’s protocols. Pruden said that he had “been to many ceremonies for the Coast 

Salish people [with] their witnessing process, the blanketing, [and] they have all of these 

complex [protocols] that detail out everything that [a partner organization] want[s] but it is 

completely within [the Nation’s] terms and timelines” (Pruden, 2021). If VPL were to 

meet with the local Nations on their terms and following their protocols, it would mean 

engaging with the Nation might not fit within the standard bureaucratic processes of, for 

example, an hour-and-a-half meeting; instead, it could end up being a six-hour meeting 

that included a shared meal afterwards (Pruden, 2021). Engagement processes 

between any City of Vancouver department, such as VPL, and the local MST Nations 

are managed by the office of the Indigenous Relations Manager. Trustee Pruden 

remarked that it would be a significant stance for VPL to take if the library were to 

suggest to the City that engagement processes with the local MST Nations be reframed 

as going into ceremony, thus shifting the balance of power by meeting with the Nations 

under their own protocols rather than constraining it to bureaucratic formalities 

determined by the City (Pruden, 2021). While Pruden indicated that VPL did adjust their 

invitation to the local Nations, moving away from some of the more formal language, he 
did not suggest that the library went so far as requesting a change in standard 

bureaucratic engagement processes as directed by the office of the Indigenous 

Relations Manager (Pruden, 2021).  

According to board members I interviewed and the Chief Librarian, one of the 

most impactful changes implemented following the recommendations of VPL’s 

Indigenous board members was that of the ‘Indigenous Considerations’ section of all 

policies and reports that are presented to or reviewed by the board (Chan, 2021; de 

Castell, 2021; and Pruden, 2021). While working within the constraints of the 

bureaucratic colonial system that governs library operations, namely the rigid structure 
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followed when developing policies and presenting reports, Trustees Pruden and Jules 

requested the addition of an ‘Indigenous Considerations’ section – a request that was 

supported by all board members (de Castell, 2021). One outcome of the implementation 

of this new section is that there is now a requirement for leadership and staff to consider 

and grapple with how the work they are planning or reporting on impacts or potentially 
impacts Indigenous peoples (Pruden, 2021). Board chair Chan said that it “encourages 

the board and staff to turn their minds to the ways in which [VPL’s] work may respond to 

the TRC’s Calls to Action, whether the library can engage and collaborate with 

Indigenous partners, or how the particular policy, program or decision may meet the 

needs of Indigenous patrons and community members or of others who are interested in 

learning from or about Indigenous Peoples” (Chan, 2021). Another important outcome of 

adding the ‘Indigenous Considerations’ section is that it has created a concrete space 

within every policy and report discussion for board members to weigh in and offer 

specific feedback in this realm; prior to this change, it was much more difficult for board 

members to weave this specific feedback into the discussion on a consistent basis 

(Pruden, 2021). Trustee Pruden described the introduction of the Indigenous 

Considerations section in the policy and report frameworks as “a site of reconciliation, 

and it is something that we can point to of how the board […] is really trying to grapple 

with these colonial mechanisms, […] every board meeting, every policy review, every 

report that comes, it is there” (Pruden, 2021).  

As discussed later in my findings, relationship building is one of the critical 

factors for success within the context of Truth and Reconciliation work. Relationship 

building and the impact it can have on furthering reconciliation work can also be seen 

internally between Indigenous and non-Indigenous board members. Trustee Pruden 
explained that “within [his] Cree ontology, all knowledge is relational and without a 

relationship, there is no possibility for knowledge to exist” (Pruden, 2021). With this core 

understanding, Trustee Pruden is continuously working to deepen his relationships with 

all fellow board members. Early on in his tenure, there was an occasion where a fellow 

board member was defensive following a critical comment made by Pruden and it was 

only after the then Chief Librarian, a white woman, validated his comment in front of the 

other white board members that there seemed to be some agreement around the table. 

Now approximately three years later, following intentional relationship building efforts, 
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that same trustee who was quick to jump to defensiveness in the past is a powerful ally 

in efforts to move the dial on Truth and Reconciliation at VPL (Pruden, 2021).  

When asked about specific and intentional engagement with Indigenous 

community members in the process of gathering feedback and input while developing 

the 2020-2023 strategic plan, leadership and board chair interviewed focused on 
highlighting the input from Indigenous board members and some additional voices 

captured during a broader community leadership engagement event (Chan, 2021; de 

Castelle, 2021). This response demonstrates that although it is critically important to 

have Indigenous representation within the board of trustees, the organization may be 

lacking in their investment for broader Indigenous engagement and relying solely on 

input from individual board members to inform critical long-term strategies.   

5.2.2. Community Partners 

As I have begun to describe in previous sections, Indigenous community partners 

have played an immensely important role in moving Truth and Reconciliation work 
forward at VPL. The CKK program is one specific example of a program that developed 

as a direct result of Indigenous community partners’ request. Below I highlight some of 

the ways in which community partner voices have shaped this program as well as drawn 

attention to and left a lasting mark on more general operational practices at the library.  

When the CKK program was first brought forward as an official ask, it came in 

the form of a collaborative proposal from a few urban Indigenous community partners, 

including Carole Brown from OurPlace and Scott Clark from Aboriginal Life in Vancouver 

Enhancement Society (ALIVE) (Langley, 2020). Brown explained that the proposal was 

framed specifically around reconciliation because she felt like the library would have to 
take note if it were framed in this way rather than as a generic request for a community- 

serving program (Brown, 2020). In Brown’s view, the library needed to recognize the role 

it plays in the ongoing disconnection of Indigenous historical records from their rightful 

owners and there is a responsibility for the library to help people access the knowledge 

and information that would reconnect them to their lost heritage that has been 

completely disrupted over the past 150+ years (Brown, 2020). Clark shared that he is 

part of a group who meets regularly to discuss advocating to all major public institutions 

about making the commitment to adopt the TRC’s 94 Calls to Action as well as 
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supporting these institutions in figuring out how they can implement them and what this 

would mean for their work (Clark, 2020). Clark sees the CKK program as “a very 

pragmatic, very practical way that the library, a local governing body, in partnership with 

Library Archives Canada, which is a federal department, and urban Indigenous people to 

do something that will have a long-lasting positive impact for urban Indigenous peoples 
which are consistent with the principles of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 

Calls to Action” (Clark, 2020).  

Since the development and implementation of the CKK program and its transition 

to online delivery in 2020 due to COVID-19, Vera Jones from the Indian Residential 

School Survivors Society (IRSSS) has also played a key role in shaping and delivering 

the program. VPL’s program delivery staff have actively sought out feedback and 

guidance from the Indigenous community partners throughout – from guidance around 

the recruitment process to marketing materials, language used on the program’s 

webpage, program structure, participant retention practices and trauma informed cultural 

support practices (Caldwell, 2021). The CKK program certainly would not be what it is 
today, with an extensive waitlist and participants who keep returning, if it weren’t for the 

inclusion of these invaluable perspectives (Caldwell, 2021b).  

Librarian Caldwell told me that if it hadn’t been for Jones’s recommendation, VPL 

would likely not have prioritized the transition of the CKK program to online delivery 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, thus ensuring its continuity (Caldwell, 2021b). From her 

perspective, the fact that the request came from a trusted partner gave her a lot more 

ground to stand on when she took the ask to Megan Langley, the Neighbourhood 

Services Manager, and from there Langley was able to help free up the resources 

necessary to make the transition (Caldwell, 2021b). Not only did Jones make a strong 
case to VPL to find a way to transition the program to an online environment during a 

very difficult time, but she also utilized her strong community connections to bring in a 

seniors digital literacy expert whom she had worked with in other contexts. Bringing this 

partner to the table was crucial to the success of the transition, ensuring participants had 

the technical support they needed (Jones, 2021). Caldwell describes Jones as the heart 

of the program and notes that if it weren’t for her advocacy, the program would have 

been temporarily dropped due to the many other priorities VPL had while navigating the 

emerging realities of COVID-19 (Caldwell, 2021b).  
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Community partners have also shone light on the colonial nature of some of the 

library’s operational practices and by expressing the importance of addressing these 

issues they have triggered small changes. In the context of the CKK program the 

bureaucratic barrier that has drawn the most attention from the Indigenous community 

partners is the constant tug of war between the library and community partners around 
staffing continuity, namely librarian Caldwell’s ongoing involvement with the program 

(Brown, 2020; and Jones, 2021). While Clark celebrated the dedication of existing staff 

time to the project and redirecting existing public resources, Brown and Jones said the 

tenuous nature of that dedicated time, with no certainty that Caldwell would remain a 

consistent presence on the program delivery team, left them feeling a lack of long-term 

commitment from VPL. Caldwell told me that on several occasions, community partner 

Jones had expressed her clear perception that part of VPL’s act of reconciliation through 

the delivery of CKK must include changes to their internal systems and processes, 

namely the commitment to long-term consistency in staff presence in the program 

(Caldwell, 2021a). The organization changing a standard practice, allowing Caldwell to 

remain connected to the CKK program indefinitely, in response to feedback from the 

Indigenous community, is an important part of the broad spectrum of reconciliation 

activities that need to be prioritized by VPL. Despite the eventual agreement by VPL 

management to dedicate hours within Caldwell’s schedule to ongoing work with the CKK 

program, the Indigenous community partners shared their frustration that it took so much 

time and effort to reach that point (Jones, 2021).   

5.2.3. Staff 

As I have described, VPL staff who aim to make headway on Truth and 
Reconciliation work have faced a number of institutional barriers along the way. Despite 

these barriers, strong voices and strong-willed individuals have carved out paths that 

others are likely to follow and build upon in future reconciliatory pursuits. This section 

highlights the successes of the CKK program and outlines the key role staff played in 

finding a way to create this uniquely impactful program.  

Many of the staff and community partners interviewed for this study were, in 

some way, involved in the development and implementation of the CKK program at VPL. 

As my thesis has already shown, this program has received significant positive attention 

due to the immense impact that reconnecting with family lineage can have for 
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Indigenous participants. In addition, the program is thought to play a role in redress 

whereby the colonial library system plays a direct role in reconnecting Indigenous 

Peoples with this important documentation.  

As previously discussed, the library’s standard bureaucratic processes created 

barriers for the CKK program right from the outset, most notably how the program would 
be funded. Brown, one of the community partners involved in the development of the 

program, said that she felt certain staff members were enthusiastically embracing the 

challenge of putting the program together and working to find ways to deliver the 

program in a culturally appropriate way (Brown, 2020). She explained that it felt as if the 

project had champions within the system and that’s what made it work, adding that the 

program would have gone nowhere had these champions not been able to ‘find a way’ 

through the bureaucratic barriers in their path (Brown, 2020). The CKK program had 

individual champions within the system at the staff, supervisory and neighbourhood 

manager levels, both in the initial development and in finding a way to transition the 

program to the online environment following the closure of in-person program delivery 
due to COVID-19.  

Ariel Caldwell, the VPL staff librarian who played a pivotal role in the creation of 

the CKK program, developed many strong relationships with Indigenous community 

partners while working as a Teen Services librarian at the Britannia branch for a number 

of years prior to CKK’s inception. From these relationships with urban Indigenous 

leaders in the community came the suggestion that VPL could play a significant role in 

bringing an Indigenous genealogy program to the community. She described this 

relationship building as “just very clearly part of doing [her] job, doing it well, and maybe 

doing it in a way that was a little bit outside the box” (Caldwell, 2020). 

According to Caldwell, her ability to invest the time necessary to build such 

strong relationships was partially due to unique circumstances of working in the same 

role within the same neighbourhood for an extended period, as well as the unique nature 

of the Teen Services librarian role at VPL which is highly embedded within the 

community, without a set amount of required desk time (Caldwell, 2020). Megan 

Langley, VPL Neighbourhood Manager for the Northeast area, noted that it was a great 

testament to the trust that has been built over the past number of years between some 

of VPL’s urban Indigenous partners and Caldwell and other staff who work closely with 
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them that they would approach VPL with the desire to work together to develop the CKK 

program. According to Langley, ten years ago the urban Indigenous community never 

would have approached VPL to partner on a project like CKK. She remarked that it was 

well known that while working with Indigenous youth in the Britannia area, Teen Services 

librarian Caldwell had been fostering very strong connections with urban Indigenous 
leaders and this was a key factor in building the trust necessary for those leaders to 

approach VPL with the idea of developing the CKK program (Langley, 2020).  

Caldwell stated that her strong relationships with urban Indigenous leaders 

weren’t enough on their own to get the CKK off the ground; this unique program came to 

life through the efforts of individuals higher up within the VPL system giving her the go-

ahead to find a way to make it work. The way she described it, “the library system kind of 

took a risk” in letting her, as a Teen Services librarian, work with Indigenous community 

leaders to find a way for the CKK program to come to be (Caldwell, 2021b). This 

perception of “risk” indicates the siloed nature of staff roles in the VPL. The VPL 

“system” can be understood as the individuals holding supervisory or management roles 
directly above Caldwell who gave the go ahead for her to dedicate time and resources to 

developing this program. In contrast to her previous experiences with other supervisory 

staff, when the idea of CKK was first brought to the table, Caldwell described the 

relationship she had with her supervisor as strong and very supportive and there was a 

clear desire from the neighbourhood manager to “make space institutionally for [her] to 

go ahead [with developing the program alongside Indigenous community partners]” 

(Caldwell, 2020). This experience highlights the reality that although bureaucratic 

processes are rigid and seemingly set in place, if there are individuals in place who have 

the power to make change, or at least initiate a work around, working in a new way can 
be made possible.  

All along the way through development, implementation, and pivoting to online 

delivery, Caldwell remained steadfast in her vision for the program to be trauma- 

informed and community-led – deepening trust with Indigenous community partners 

(Caldwell, 2021b). Over time, trust also increased within the VPL system as ways of 

working central to the delivery of the CKK program that once felt far outside the standard 

organizational practices slowly became more normalized. Vera Jones, the resolution 

support worker for the CKK program and Indigenous partner representing the Indian 

Residential School Survivors Society, explained that she felt she had a very good team 
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relationship with Caldwell, and it was important to her to be working with someone that 

she felt was driven by a core value that aligned with making a deep impact within the 

community (Jones, 2021). Jones expressed how imperative it was to work with someone 

who understood the “serious damage” that could be inflicted upon the Indigenous 

community if proper care was not taken in how a program such as CKK was developed 
and implemented – taking the journey to recover information about family lineage is a 

complex and potentially fraught experience for many Indigenous people (Jones, 2021).  

Both staff and community partners spoke about how they pushed to find a way to 

make the CKK program come to life in the way it has. They understood that this program 

fell outside the typical program delivery model for VPL and there was an extra effort 

necessary on the part of many individuals to see it through to fruition. Caldwell 

commented: 

“I would say it is true that the organization isn’t really set up to easily allow 
this program to come to be. Hopefully one of the things that VPL has 
learned from this is to have faith and to take chances. If they had told me, 
no you can’t to it, we will find someone else to do it, we wouldn’t have had 
the right constellation of people and it is really important to have the right 
people with the right kind of skills in the right spots” (Caldwell, 2021b).  

  

Here Caldwell is referring to the way the VPL system typically operates where any 

librarian of a similar level should be able to step in and deliver the same service as 

another. In the case of developing and delivering the CKK program it was clear to staff 

that community relationships were pivotal to its success – specific relationships that are 

not interchangeable with ‘any other librarian’.  

Community-led service development and community-connected or community- 

engaged focus in library work is not necessarily unique (Caldwell, 2020), but building 

trust with the Indigenous community hasn’t easily fit within the standard models of 

community-led service development. Fostering trust between the organization and the 

Indigenous community has slowly begun to happen over the past number of years at 

VPL and with trust comes the ability for the colonial institution of the library to ask the 

Indigenous community what they want or have them approach the library with ideas of 

their own (Langley, 2020). When discussing another Indigenous focused program, the 

Let’s Talk about Reconciliation film series held in 2019, community librarian Sobool 



70 

remarked that she was pleasantly surprised that time was officially budgeted for 

relationship building while she was implementing that program (Sobool, 2020). Chief 

Librarian Christina de Castell also noted that a sign of overall progress for VPL would be 

to see continued trust developing with urban Indigenous organizations, seeing more 

partners from the urban Indigenous community approach the library with their priorities 
and to have the library act on those priorities (de Castell, 2021).  

 

5.3. Charting a Path Forward 

Considering how the VPL will move forward and strengthen its ability to address 

Truth and Reconciliation and Indigenous inclusion brought to light two areas of focus – 

fostering trust and taking action. These findings highlight the importance of trust between 

VPL and the Indigenous community they serve as well as the role of trust within the 

organization and board of directors; and demonstrate the fundamentally layered nature 

to addressing reconciliation – acknowledging the complexity of tackling a systemic issue 

that has been generated and reinforced over hundreds of years while remaining 

steadfast in the necessity for individual and organizational reflection and action.  

5.3.1. Fostering Trust 

The importance of trust came through in conversations with nearly all 

interviewees. There are many layers and directions of trust building that benefit the 

library’s ability to respond to and implement strategic actions related to Truth and 

Reconciliation and Indigenous inclusion: trust between VPL and partners to support the 

development of new programs and services; trust between VPL and partners to maintain 

and strengthen programs and services; trust between VPL and patrons or the general 

public to maintain interest in current and future programs and services; trust within VPL 
between staff and management to deepen the commitment within the organization; and 

trust between board members to hold each other accountable for the commitments they 

have put forward. One marker of progress made on VPL’s commitments to addressing 

reconciliation will be a continued level of trust between Urban Indigenous organizations 

and VPL such that these organizations bring forward their priorities and VPL is able act 

on those priorities, co-creating programs and services in response (de Castell, 2021). 
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Trust within the organization supports risk taking and creates a more solid foundation to 

branch into areas of work that go beyond “things that already fit in with what [VPL] 

already do[es]” – beyond things like “more public art [… or] an Indigenous [book] 

collection” (Langley, 2020).    

Community-led service development is one means for VPL to support trust 
building between community partners and the library. Neighbourhood Services Manager 

Langley gave an example of how trust and community-led service development go hand 

in hand:  

I can remember when I was [working] in Dunbar [branch] about 10 years 
ago and it was hard enough to get the daycare from Musqueam up to the 
library, there was just no trust in institution, the colonial institution of the 
library. When I compare us to then, I think we've come a long way with 
slow, not really big flashy kinds of work. And each relationship seems to 
bring forth some idea of what people would like us to do. So that’s where I 
think we need it to be community led. It’s just developing the trust with the 
community before you can ask them what they want (Langley, 2020).  

When there is trust, the community wants to bring ideas forward and when the 

library responds by giving up some control and power and takes what might feel like a 

risk, allowing the community to lead the way, it builds further trust and thus develops a 

positive feedback loop (Langley, 2020). The CKK program, and its evolution from 

inception to online delivery during COVID triggered library closures, is an excellent 

example of building on trust with community partners. As previously outlined, the idea to 

launch the CKK program in VPL library branches developed out of relationships held 

with VPL staff and urban Indigenous community leaders (Brown, 2020; Caldwell, 2020; 

Clark, 2020; and Langley, 2020) and in the very initial stages was actually an idea that 

came from Indigenous youth who were involved in the very first pilot version of the 

program (Clark, 2020). The care that VPL staff took in developing and delivering the 

program in a way that honoured the vision of the urban Indigenous partners further 

strengthened the trust between VPL staff and those partners as well as trust between 

the library and patrons who participate in the program. Indigenous partner Jones 
explained that there is such a strong sense of trust that the program “might have a 

problem with some participants who don’t want to leave the program because they have 

never felt more included and they have felt the genuineness of this research and the 

interactions” (Jones, 2021).  
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Librarians Caldwell and Sobool described a few instances where they have 

experienced or witnessed the importance of building relationships within the 

communities they serve and how these relationships have fostered trust and allowed 

VPL, and themselves as library staff, to do better work. For Caldwell, one way she has 

developed and maintained several relationships is by attending community tables with 
urban Indigenous leaders including the Our Place table, the Youth Matters table, and the 

Reconciliation in Action table (Caldwell, 2020). When she participates in these 

community meetings, she is there first and foremost to listen and learn, and with this 

open attitude and vulnerability she built several relationships that are still going strong 

over 6 years later (Caldwell, 2020).  

As described previously, when Langley reflected on the development of the CKK 

program, she made note of just how important the trust built through these relationships 

was to the success of the program and went as far as stating that the partners who 

came forward with the initial idea never would have done so if it weren’t for the trust they 

had developed over time through relationships with certain VPL staff (Langley, 2020). 
Caldwell added that internal relationships with other library staff and managers – allies 

within the organization – also played a significant role in her ability to bring CKK to 

fruition. As she explained, “those internal relationships were really important” to set a 

solid foundation for her to continue to press the importance of taking a risk and taking 

action to develop the program in ways that challenged the status quo operations of the 

library (Caldwell, 2020). Caldwell suggested that one of the factors that played into the 

organization supporting her to develop this program in the way she did, before there was 

“a structure built for it”, has to do with the strength of her internal relationships and the 

trust they held. She believes that without this trust the organization would not have made 
the leap to move forward and “we would still be waiting [for that structure to be put in 

place]” (Caldwell, 2020).  

Sobool gave two examples where she has experienced or witnessed the 

importance of trust in the library setting. The first example comes out of work Sobool has 

done to deepen VPL’s relationship with the Native Education College where she 

connects students with resources and ensures they all have library cards. Following a 

positive experience with the first classroom visit, one instructor invited Sobool back each 

term to set students up with library cards and ensure they don’t have barriers such as 

outstanding fines in the system (Sobool, 2020). Another instructor has since asked 
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Sobool to attend their classes and provide this support to their students as well, 

reinforcing the trust between instructors and students at the Native Education College 

and VPL. Another example that Sobool brought to light was witnessing the ways in 

which the Indigenous Storyteller in Residence program provides each incoming 

storyteller with the autonomy to shape their time in residence in a way that fits for them 
so that they get the most out of their time at VPL (Sobool, 2020). This autonomy fosters 

trust, and in turn many past Indigenous Storytellers in Residence remain connected with 

VPL beyond their residency and support the further development of the program by 

“reach[ing] out to their communities to find new storytellers” (Langley, 2020).  

Langley discussed VPL’s presence at Urban Indigenous People’s Advisory 

Council (UIPAC) meetings as a place of important relationship building. The library, 

along with many other departments within the City of Vancouver, often attend the UIPAC 

meetings to share progress on projects or to gain ‘Urban Indigenous’ feedback on 

current or upcoming work (Langley, 2020). But in Langley’s view, one of the most 

valuable aspects of sitting at that table is being able “to hear the concerns from people 
and then also be able to connect an individual at the table with a resource that we had – 

when there appeared to be something we could step in and help with” (Langley, 2020). 

As VPL has become increasingly aware of the value these relationships bring to their 

work focused on reconciliation, there are times when project planning now begins with 

asking whether someone within the organization holds a relationship with a community 

partner or urban Indigenous leader who can help guide the development of that program 

or project – something that according to Langley would not have happened just five 

years ago (Langley, 2020). For staff to develop and maintain these relationships, the 

organization must be consistently present at community tables such as the UIPAC, as 
Langley states, these “relationships come from working or attending and being there; we 

need to be there” (Langley, 2020). Following through to maintain and strengthen 

relationships is an area that the library should focus on improving going forward 

(Langley, 2020).  

Another aspect of relationship building, and in turn trust building, is supporting 

Indigenous organizations and individuals in a variety of ways to address their capacity 

needs. De Castell, Chan and Pruden all expressed the need to carefully consider the 

asks that the library makes of local urban Indigenous Peoples as well as those made of 

the local First Nations. Chan noted that the board “acknowledge[s] that many Indigenous 
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organizations and individuals receive countless requests for engagement, consultation 

and partnership on a regular basis, and that these requests can understandably place a 

significant strain on their resources and time” (Chan, 2021). As previously mentioned, 

Clark highlighted that not addressing the capacity needs for Indigenous Peoples to be ‘in 

the room’ reinforces the power imbalance and could certainly impact relationship 
building efforts (Clark, 2020). When each party enters the space from a considerably 

different level, it is that much more difficult to find the common ground to move forward 

on together. Trustee Pruden explained that: 

We get people that are paid full-time as senior staff asking the Nation [for 
input and direction on addressing Truth and Reconciliation and Indigenous 
inclusion]. Although it is in their best interest, really, we're asking them to 
do some of our work and what is our way of honoring their time? So [how 
are we] enumerating and compensating those relationships so they have 
the capacity to provide us the information that we need so that we can be 
a good partner, but we can also provide good information to inform our 
work (Pruden, 2021).  

In addition to honoring the time of Indigenous partners and supporting their capacity to 

be part of these conversations on a more even field, Board Chair Chan also suggested 

that “considering ways in which areas of mutual interest and priority can be identified 

with Indigenous partners” could make the engagement and collaboration requests more 

meaningful and in turn build trust by establishing that these requests are not simply one-

sided extractive processes to benefit VPL (Chan, 2021). Lastly, VPL can also actively 

take some pressure off by reducing the number of requests it makes of Indigenous 

partners and local First Nations and focus on “applying learning from other sectors” (de 

Castell, 2021). One example of this is the change VPL made to one of its “policies to 

ensure Indigenous people can use reclaimed names for library cards, which arose from 

applying learning in other sectors” (de Castell, 2021).  

Finally, Trustee Pruden noted that through his time as a board member at VPL, 

he has realized that relationships and trust between fellow board members also plays an 

important role in their ability to make meaningful progress on Truth and Reconciliation 
and Indigenous inclusion strategies and initiatives (Pruden, 2021). From his perspective, 

“taking the time to get to know that there is a different framework and a different lens” 

that everyone comes to the collective work with supports a deeper understanding and 

along with mindfulness and reciprocity, this can support trust and stronger relationships 

(Pruden, 2021). Having allies in most or all the other board members supports the work 
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that Indigenous trustees Pruden and Jules take on in challenging the status quo and 

push for new ways of working (Pruden, 2021).   

5.3.2. ReconciliACTION  

Interviews with VPL’s leadership at the board level revealed a layered complexity 
to moving the dial on addressing reconciliation within the organization. Interviewees 

acknowledged that reconciliation is a multifaceted process that will take many years for 

the library to fully realized and there is the present and ongoing need for individuals, 

across all levels of the organization, to take personal responsibility for their learning and 

action to continue progressing in the direction of Reconciliation and Indigenous 

inclusion.  

Both Board Chair Chan and Trustee Pruden acknowledged the difficulty of 

embarking on a journey that attempts to address hundreds of years of colonialism while 

fitting this work within the standard framework of a three-to-five-year strategic cycle. 

Chan shared that the board of directors has been discussing the need to understand 
reconciliation as a “journey that will take time, relationship-building, and trust” and that 

“reconciliation is not an instant endeavour, this work may not neatly match the colonial 

parameters of the Library’s quarterly reporting processes or planning cycles, and we 

need to be patient and respectful of the fact that meaningful engagement may mean that 

Library-set timelines and priorities may not always align with the timelines and priorities 

of those with whom we are engaging” (Chan, 2021). Trustee Pruden described the work 

in this way:  

It is…part of my philosophy… or my guiding principles, that it has taken us 
529 years to get to the point here today, and it may take us another 529 
years to reverse and to get back into. So, I know that the work that I do 
today is a long game that I and you know the next generation may not taste 
the fruits of that labour but I'm just very strategic and I also am very patient. 
To think that we're going to undo over 520 years of relationships, it can’t be 
done overnight. We cannot rush that, I think we can push, and we can prod 
gently (Pruden, 2021). 

Despite the long timelines that may be difficult to fit into conventional planning 

processes, Chan believes that “we must remain committed and continue to seek bold 

progress on reconciliation, while at the same time understand that the milestones or 

measurements of success used in other areas of the library’s work may not always apply 
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in the same way” (Chan, 2021). Mirroring Trustee Pruden’s comments about pushing 

and prodding gently, Board Chair Chan also noted that: 

As with any learning endeavor, we will also need the patience and grace to 
accept that our words and actions may not always reflect the clarity of our 
intentions. Progress doesn’t require perfection, and I hope that the library 
will continue to strive for progress towards Reconciliation even if stumbles 
occur along the way (Chan, 2021).  

Countering the call for gentle progress and patience is the strong call from 

Trustee Pruden for non-Indigenous people to “learn of our collective history then to 

reconcile that history for today so that they are not either passively or actively reaping 
the benefits from the system that was set up for them and by them”. Pruden believes 

reconciliation is everyone’s business and describes reconciliation as “simply the 

intentional reflective communal self-examination of our ongoing action or journey as we 

chart a new way forward together […] we must think collectively and individually at the 

same time and there is no separation” (Pruden, 2021). He adds that in the self-reflexive 

work of reconciling, each person needs to take account of what actions they can take 

“personally, professionally, individually, collectively, [or] organizationally” (Pruden, 2021). 

Finally, he notes the importance of settlers surrendering power within working 

relationships, meeting and working on the terms of Indigenous Peoples and giving up 

some level of control (Pruden, 2021).  

Communal self-examination, taking action, and surrendering power go far 

beyond traditional training and workshops that would be considered standard 

professional development activities. When an institution acts, it sends a strong message 

that counters “the lack of action by all levels of government” to address critical issues of 

Truth and Reconciliation (Clark, 2020). Although Board Chair Chan remarked that many 

trustees seem personally committed to reconciliation, the specific learning and growth as 

a group appears to be limited to a series of more traditional professional development 

activities such as “sharing of reconciliation-related reading lists among board members, 

[and] attending other reconciliation workshops and training” (Chan, 2021). Taking the 
next step toward deeper progress on Truth and Reconciliation strategies requires action, 

agency and more than just thinking about it (Pruden, 2021). “It is intentional, it is going to 

take a lot of thought, […] we are going to mess [it] up, but a mistake is only a mistake if 

you don’t learn from it” and we just need to remember we can always do better (Pruden, 

2021).   
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Chapter 6. Discussion  

This chapter will connect my research findings to a broader context of limitations 

within library systems and culture. Having identified several internal factors that impact 

the VPL’s ability to address Truth and Reconciliation, I now aim to discuss some of the 

meaningful connections between them and uncover key insights when bringing them into 

conversation with the conceptual literature in which I have grounded my research. In 

doing so I will attempt to reinforce some of the internal reflection and review that is 

necessary for a municipal institution, such as a public library, to conduct while grappling 
with how to implement reconciliation strategies. 

 I have identified three main themes to frame this discussion. First, I highlight the 

important project of ‘unsettling’ colonial bureaucracies as foundational to reconciliation 

work, especially within municipal institutions. As an institution with direct and enduring 

ties to settler colonialism, it is imperative for municipal institutions to contend with how 

bureaucratic systems and processes both continue to uphold settler colonial power 

differentials as well as impact their ability to address reconciliation in a meaningful way. 

Next, I explore some of the unique difficulties that public institutions face when 

endeavoring to implement changes that challenge their identity and disrupt the status 

quo of internal operations. Finally, I briefly touch on the ways in which the act of 

releasing institutional power and control can impact the development of trust and 

positively influence reconciliation efforts.  

 

6.1. Unsettling Colonial Bureaucracy 

As I outlined in my conceptual framework, it is foundational to understand the 

connection between settler colonial society and how bureaucratic structures support and 

carry forward the power relations fundamental to the settler colonial project. When I 

consider the origin of the experiences presented in my findings and begin to contemplate 

how municipal institutions may utilize these findings in addressing reconciliation, I am 

brought back to the underpinnings of settler colonialism expressed through bureaucracy; 
the ways in which bureaucratic systems uphold the manufactured legitimacy of settler 
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colonial society and the complexities this brings to a municipal institution grappling with 

the work of reconciliation.  

One of the predominant themes uncovered in my data is the many ways in which 

the VPL’s bureaucratic system gets int the way of making progress on reconciliation 

initiatives, reflecting the tension between an institutional bureaucracy with foundations in 
settler colonialism and attempts at addressing reconciliation through that same 

bureaucratic structure. The need to examine bureaucracy and its role in contemporary 

expressions of colonialism is not only addressed by scholars, but the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada also calls on governments to ‘dismantle’ 

bureaucratic systems in their work to reconcile and build new relationships with 

Indigenous Peoples (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). An 

acknowledgement and reckoning with the connection between bureaucracy and present-

day expressions of colonialism, particularly within municipal institutions, should be 

grounding all reconciliation efforts if they are intended to be more than surface level ‘box 

checking’.  

Bureaucratic systems are the backdrop of much of municipal institutional work, 

including that of the public library. These systems are often complex, inflexible, and their 

operations go largely unquestioned as almost a background frequency; they are settled. 

Matsunaga (2021) describes the unquestioned prevailing ways of operating within settler 

colonial institution as the ‘settler common sense’ and calls for its ‘unsettling’. In 

‘unsettling’ the seemingly invisible ways that settler colonial bureaucratic systems frame 

Indigenous Peoples as a ‘challenge’ to be dealt with must be made visible and 

examined. The striking example in my study of bureaucracy framing Indigenous cultural 

requests as a ‘problem’ is the ongoing struggle to pay Indigenous community partners in 
cash as they have expressed numerous times is the culturally appropriate and preferred 

mode of payment for many. The matter of cash payment is an issue that has been 

brought forward on numerous occasions and is well known to the organization; despite 

being an established issue, there has yet to be movement on cutting the red tape that 

keeps the processes confined to strict payment protocols for what to Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous observers see as an easily resolvable issue.  

In addition to cut and dried policies that fall short in responding to Indigenous 

cultural needs, there are many ways the organizational culture within settler colonial 
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bureaucracies shapes the work that occurs within them. My interviewees commented on 

numerous occasions that they experienced ‘colonialism’ in their interactions and work 

within the VPL. When delving more specifically into the experiences they were 

describing we can take away that they were frustrated by rigid bureaucratic processes 

and the system’s lack of flexibility to meet known needs within the community. Both 
Indigenous community partners and Library staff described frustrating experiences when 

they faced barriers to working in ways that didn’t align with systemic and cultural norms 

of the institution. There is a need for organizations attempting to address reconciliation 

to look inward and consider how bureaucratic policies and practices influence the ways 

in which reconciliation is expressed. This influences both how the institution is able to 

show up for the community as well as the experiences of staff as they navigate the 

system to find work arounds to address community needs.  

My data highlight several examples of the ways in which bureaucracy, 

understood as colonial bureaucracy, created a barrier for those attempting to implement 

a reconciliation initiative within the VPL. However, the most detailed account comes from 
staff and Indigenous partners describing their experiences of developing and 

implementing the Connection to Kith and Kin (CKK) program. To begin, community 

partners described the development process as difficult in that there was a disconnect 

when working with some representatives of the VPL. Brown, for example, told me that 

there was more focus on following the rules than finding solutions to the barriers 

presented by the system. Issues also arose when determining how the program would 

be funded. The suggestion that it be jointly funded between the VPL, community 

partners, and LAC was shut down with a response of ‘we never jointly fund projects with 

community groups,’ leaving community partner Brown to wonder ‘why is this a 
problem?’. And, even as the program was successfully launched the bureaucratic 

barriers continued when community partners requested to have stability in VPL staff 

representation on the program delivery team. Community partners and staff bumped up 

against the status quo view that ‘any librarian should be able to step in and deliver the 

services that another librarian of a similar level is currently delivering’ – valuing 

uniformity of service delivery across the system over unique skills and relationships.  

As Belanger et al. (2019) showed in their case study of Calgary, there is work 

that must be done to move beyond theoretical acknowledgement of Indigenous rights 

and histories and working to challenge ‘established ways’ of operating within the colonial 
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bureaucracy. If we consider here the literature on organizational change, I suggest that 

some level of ‘internal sense-making’ is required to move toward new conceptions of 

working – something that Smith and Graetz (2011) state is very important within 

organizations that have rigid bureaucratic systems placing significant importance on how 

things have been done in the past. I would also posit that the process of internal sense-
making in the context of reconciliation and Indigenous inclusion ties back into the work 

that Trustee Pruden frames as the self-reflexive work of reconciliation – something to be 

done on a personal, professional, individual, collective, and organizational level (Pruden, 

2021).  

The experiences shared by staff and Indigenous partners about the development 

and delivery of the CKK program provides a clear example of the positive impact that 

‘self-reflexive work of reconciliation’ can have. From the perspective of community 

partner Brown, there were individuals within the organization who were true champions 

of the project and who were dedicated to finding a way to bring the program to life in a 

way that fit the vision the Indigenous community partners brought forward. These 
champions existed both at the front-line staff level as well as in pivotal places within 

VPL’s management team. Librarian Caldwell noted there were key management 

personnel who ‘made space’ for her to create the program in ways that fell outside 

standard practices. These individuals were able to translate a theoretical understanding 

of reconciliation to a practical application within the institution where they challenged the 

system to respond to community needs and meet reconciliation objectives in a manner 

that went beyond work that would easily slot into existing operational structures.  

Although individual acts to push for new ways of working are vitally important to 

make barriers known and temporarily address these barriers to meet immediate needs, 
there remains a call for systemic changes to be formally adopted to create enduring 

paths for this type of work in the future. As community partner Brown told me, when 

determined individuals find ways of pushing back and making space within the system 

for working in new ways, it is often just through temporary workarounds, which “are only 

as good as the people there and when they leave those workarounds often disappear, 

which means then you’re back to square one” (Brown, 2020). Fenwick & McMillan 

(2005) state that individual learning and growth only go so far as the organizational 

culture and power dynamics within the bureaucracy make space for this learning to 

become embedded more broadly. Unless actively confronted, retention of historically 



81 

‘successful’ ways of working within an organization will undoubtedly win out over new 

ways of working, and until those with power to do so make it a priority to imbed change 

within the system, workaround pathways will remain tenuous at best.  

When Trustee Pruden spoke about the long and complex nature of addressing 

reconciliation, noting it has taken over 520 years to get to this point and could take just 
as long to dismantle the structures built up over that time, he was highlighting the 

systemic and imbedded nature of colonialism within organizations. It is here that we get 

to the root of reconciliation; the call to move beyond expressions of reconciliation that fit 

easily within the standard service model, providing Indigenous collections for example, 

and begin to untangle the ways in which the organizational structures and operations 

reinforce settler colonial norms and power dynamics. As Belanger et al. (2019) argue, it 

will take a formal acknowledgement of the enduring nature of colonialism and its 

presence in contemporary municipal governments to begin identifying and pulling apart 

colonial structures and processes. One of the mechanisms this may be initiated through 

is the VPL’s recently implemented ‘Indigenous considerations’ requirement for policies 
and reports. Pruden described the new requirement as a ‘site of reconciliation’ in that it 

would push the organization, staff, and leadership, to contend with how their work 

impacts and fits within the broader context of Indigenous inclusion and reconciliation 

while also solidifying a space where the board can grapple with these topics in further 

detail every time a policy or report is presented to them. In this way, it seems this 

change in the policy and reporting framework, while remaining well within the 

bureaucratic structure and standard practices of the organization, creates an opportunity 

for “intentional reflective communal self-examination” (Pruden, 2021).  

Another aspect of the work related to shifting the norms within an institution as it 
relates to reconciliation and decolonization is the need to reframe the lens through which 

all work and relationships are understood, away from the Eurocentric and toward one 

that incorporates “Indigenous aspirations, processes, and protocols” (Nejad et al., 2019). 

The Eurocentric worldview not only diminishes the value of Indigenous ways of knowing 

and being (Fung, 2021), it also masks privilege and power that make up the foundation 

of settler colonial society (M. Beliso De Jesús & Pierre, 2020). When Trustee Pruden 

requested a different approach to communicating an invitation for collaboration with local 

MST Nations, one that moves away from rigid formality and embraces reciprocal 

relationship building, it was a strong example of pushing back against bureaucratic 
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norms and ‘settler common sense’. Challenging the status quo and calling for the 

decentring of European worldviews and standard bureaucratic processes disrupts the 

balance of power (Jordan-Makely, 2021). Pruden went so far as suggesting the VPL 

could propose an engagement process that was grounded in Indigenous ‘ceremony’ – 

handing over the power to direct the interaction and pushing far outside bureaucratic 
norms. From my data, it remains unclear whether this suggestion was taken on by the 

Library, but it provides an excellent example of concrete action that would move the 

institution in the direction of addressing the balance of power entrenched in the settler 

colonial bureaucracy.  

 

6.2. Organizational Identity 

Implementing change within an organization is difficult, and a change that 

challenges deeply rooted settler colonial bureaucracy is likely to come with additional 

layers of complexity. Adding to the difficulties present for any large organization, public 

institutions are often resistant to change that disrupts the organization’s “sense of 

continuity” (Jacobs et al., 2013). The ideal type of organizational change that I described 

above, change that aims to ‘unsettle’ colonial bureaucratic systems, will undoubtedly 

require some agitation to the institution’s sense of continuity, along with a shift in values 

and behaviours (Smith & Graetz, 2011).  

Given the important role that public libraries play in the community, I argue that it 

is even more important to engage with the ways organizational identity and values 

connect to the work of reconciliation by exploring new ways of working and pushing back 

on the culture of caution often found within public institutions (Fenwick & McMillan, 

2005). As community partner Clark shared, reconciliation requires more than adding a 

reconciliation check box to proposal documents, there needs to be shifts organizational 
behaviour that amount to far more than these types of performative actions. Addressing 

reconciliation at the systems level will unearth difficult realities about the ways in which 

seemingly mundane bureaucratic processes have in fact been continuing to reinforce 

colonial power dynamics (Matsunaga, 2021) and embedding colonialism in the very 

fabric of the organization’s service offering. Confronting this reality and implementing 
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changes to counter the inertia of ‘settler common sense’ will take focused effort on the 

part of staff at all levels of the organization.  

Organizational change literature outlines a few important factors that impact how 

well a significant change will be taken up across the institution. Firstly, the organization 

must take on the responsibility to support staff in their individual work to make meaning 
of the change and embody new values (Fenwick & McMillan, 2005). One way the 

institution can provide this type of support is through appropriate training and 

professional development opportunities. In order for new ideas to be embedded within 

the organization, they need to be effectively disseminated among all members of the 

organization (Shaw, 2017). Several of my interviewees discussed the importance of 

training and the current lack of depth and reach of VPL’s reconciliation training. On one 

level, the current offering of core reconciliation training within the organization is only 

available to staff who meet specific employment status requirements (Langley, 2020). 

Additionally, there is little training offered to any staff beyond this one-time session which 

Langley and Caldwell both commented on as being far from enough to support staff in 
their deeper learning on both a conceptual and practical level. As they put it:  

You can do one three-hour training and it shakes people up and they say 
oh my god I never knew, but then that’s just the very first stage of the work, 
how do you sustain and support staff to do some of the work they should 
be doing as a Canadian citizen (Langley, 2020)? 

You can send somebody to a workshop where they learn about the history 
of residential school but that's not going to help that person sit in a 
respectful way with [an Indigenous elder] who's trying to fill out a form 
(Caldwell, 2020). 

Caldwell’s experience of being denied institutional support for her participation in the 

Aboriginal Focusing-Oriented Training and Complex Trauma highlight the gap in 

organizational knowledge related to how alternative training opportunities might enrich 

staff’s cultural competence. All these examples suggest concrete opportunities for 

organizational change towards supporting staff to integrate important values and 

learning into their work, address cultural knowledge skills deficits, and strengthen the 
institution’s response to reconciliation. Addressing the training gap would support staff to 

reach a deeper level of understanding and utilize this knowledge to engage in 

reconciliation in ways that evolve over time.  
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Organizational identity within a public institution plays a role in how work is done, 

how staff view and understand the work, and also how the public view and understand 

the work. Public institutions are often working with limited budgets and thus regularly 

facing the need to make difficult decisions about where resources will be invested. Along 

with making difficult decisions comes the need to communicate the value of chosen 
areas of investment. When it comes to reconciliation, choosing to invest in work that may 

fall outside the norm for the organization and challenge the continuity of identity also 

requires the institution to contend with how to communicate the value to the public. As 

Côté et al. (2021) state, reconciliation work “may look different than typical institutional 

wins or outcomes“ (p. 114). As VPL’s board chair Chan commented, the board has a 

responsibility to demonstrate efficient use of taxpayer funds and it can be difficult to 

establish the value of some of the more intangible work required of the organization on 

their reconciliation journey. Despite the known adage of ‘not everything that counts can 

be counted’, public institutions claiming to take reconciliation on as a priority must find a 

way to communicate the value of this work to taxpayers. In working to develop and 

implement new ways of measuring and communicating progress on this work, VPL could 

take inspiration from Carlson’s (2017) principles of anti-colonial research which highlight 

the need for accountability to Indigenous Peoples, community-based and participatory 

methods, reciprocity and a wholistic approach that “attends to values, emotion, history, 

and context” (p. 503). 

 

6.3. Power, Trust, and Accountability 

As I have presented throughout this research, power plays a large role in the 

dynamics that show up in settler colonial bureaucracies and examining power should be 

seen as integral to the work of reconciliation. Power differentials impact how the 

institution is able to implement changes in response to reconciliation and play a role in 

how the institution engages with Indigenous partners and community members as well 

as how individuals within the bureaucratic system interact with one another.  

Considering internal power dynamics, Smith and Graetz (2011) state that, to 

implement change within an institution it takes both “the capacity to conceive a 

difference (imagination) [and] the capacity to make a difference (power)” (p. 172). Those 
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without power to implement change must seek out approval from those who do to enact 

the change. As librarian Caldwell told me, when she brought forward the proposal to 

develop the CKK program, it was those within the VPL system with the power to make 

space for her to move forward who stepped up and did so. Without these individuals on 

side, the system’s status quo operations would have prevented the program from 
coming to fruition. Although power differentials are understood as a norm for how 

hierarchical institutions function, the impact on staff’s ability to act in response to 

reconciliation should not be ignored; leadership must reflect on the role power serves in 

the organization (Smith & Graetz, 2011). This example also highlights the need for those 

with power to implement change within the system to be held accountable to making 

space for reconciliation work to occur – especially when the work necessitates a reform 

to bureaucratic norms. Community partners Brown and Clark both spoke about the need 

for performance measurement related to reconciliation to be added to annual 

performance reviews:  

If reconciliation is one of your organization’s core goals, how is that tied to 
the performance review of your key staff in the leadership of the 
organization, and then how is that incentivized throughout the organization 
to the staff at all levels (Brown, 2020)?  

There might be goodwill on the surface, but until you make it part of the 
contracts, until you make it part of the job evaluations, where you’re actually 
measuring change, we are screwed (Clark, 2020).  

These comments were made in relation to all staff, but I would add that in the context of 

who holds power to make necessary changes in response to reconciliation, it is even 
more important to address this at the management and leadership level.  

Looking now at the power differential that plays out between settler colonial 

institutions and Indigenous Peoples, we see that settler colonial histories and present-

day bureaucracies generate significant differentials that must be addressed in attempts 

to reconcile and repair relations. Literature highlights the importance of honest 

conversations and vulnerability within the organization, and I would suggest this also 

applies when considering relationship building with external Indigenous partners. Board 

members interviewed for my study acknowledged that the reconciliation journey 

necessitates a shift in the dynamic between the institution and the Indigenous 

community. The foremost example of this finding was Trustee Pruden pushing back on 
the proposed engagement invitation to MST Nations, requesting the invitation and 
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engagement process shift away from formal and transactional and toward honoring and 

reciprocal relationship building.  

As I described previously, the work to unsettle norms in settler colonial civic 

institutions is no simple task; Morris (2017) explains that “[d]eep solidarities are [ ] not 

easily built, and cannot simply be ‘replaced’ in a one-time transaction, but must be 
continuously mutually negotiated and explored across power imbalances, in an unsettled 

relationality – rather than from a ‘self-interested’ perspective” (p. 458). If power 

differentials are not addressed in the foundations of reconciliation work, institutions will 

continue to reinforce settler colonial power dynamics in the process of attempted 

relationship repair. Questions of “Who decides what this future should or could look like? 

[…] Who has the authority, the control, the final decision-making power? Whose values, 

ethics, concepts, and knowledge? [… and] What frameworks, institutions, and 

organizations are being used to guide the planning processes that most affect 

Indigenous peoples?” (Bouvier & Walker, 2018, p. 130) are all connected to how the 

balance of power is addressed in reconciliation work. 

Power differentials play a central role in the establishment and sustained 

expression of municipal colonialism – eliminating Indigenous experience and presence 

from cities (Nejad et al., 2019). As I explored in my literature review, settler colonial 

municipalities were built upon the foundations of white racial dominance which 

established systems that centre whiteness as the universal norm (Bonds & Inwood, 

2016; Schlesselman-Tarango, 2017) and reinforce power dynamics that stand in direct 

opposition to meaningful Indigenous inclusion and reconciliation. Given that structures of 

privilege and power that stem from whiteness generally go unacknowledged within 

institutions (Bonds & Inwood, 2016), it is unsurprising my data did not include any 
explicit mention of racial hierarchies and how they impact the work of reconciliation 

within the institution. I would infer however that a direct challenge to the power 

differential between VPL and Indigenous partners would also indirectly challenge 

embedded racial hierarchies; the most prominent example within my data being a 

recommendation from Trustee Pruden to move toward engagement under protocols that 

come from local MST nations – a recommendation that hadn’t been acted upon at the 

time of data collection for this study.   
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There are no examples within my data that showcase a true transfer of power to 

Indigenous community or Indigenous partners. As Belanger et al. (2019) found, even 

when a municipality attempts to implement a reconciliation initiative, there are deeply 

rooted patterns of working, founded in expressions of settler colonial power, that officials 

find difficult to overcome when faced with work that requires establishing new norms and 
thinking outside the systemic status quo. While my data includes examples of staff 

bringing perspectives and direction into the system and ensuring the outputs fit with the 

expressed vision of Indigenous partners, the fact remains that “[a]cknowledging and 

respecting that Indigenous Peoples are experts on their own histories and lived 

experiences [does not change the problematic fact that] decision-making power is 

retained by colonial structures and interests” (Côté et al., 2021, p. 107). When power is 

not redistributed away from the colonial institution and toward Indigenous partners, 

engagement and ‘inclusion’ looks more like surface level gestures and characterization 

of urban Indigenous Peoples as a special interest group rather than self-determining 

equal partners (Belanger et al., 2019; Nejad et al., 2019).  

It is likely the root of resistance to meaningful power transfer is related to a 

couple different factors. Firstly, settler colonial bureaucracies have deep histories of 

maintaining power differentials essential to their establishment and legitimacy on stolen 

land so that the culture within these institutions is not one that readily supports 

disempowering themselves. And in addition, as I described above, those within the 

system who have the power to do so can make decisions that either uphold the status 

quo or make room for new ways of working; and as Orr (2021) states, it is in human 

nature to protect that which we believe is valuable and important to us “prestige, control, 

knowledge, money, and security” (p. 83). 

 Although difficult, addressing power differentials and how they impact the 

organization’s ability to undertake reconciliation work is a worthy pursuit. Nearly all 

interviewees discussed the importance of trust in some manner – that is trust within the 

organization as well as trust between staff and Indigenous partners. Organizational 

change literature points to the need for vulnerability and ‘honest conversations’ within 

hierarchical leadership structures, creating a sense of trust among staff and leadership 

(Beer, 2020; Jordan-Makely, 2021). If we expand this understanding beyond the walls of 

the institution, it seems the same could ring true for relations between the organization 

and Indigenous partners; and as Chief Librarian de Castell shared, VPL understands 
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that one important marker of progress on addressing reconciliation is a sense of trust 

between the organization and local Indigenous partners.   
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Chapter 7. Conclusion  

While Vancouver aspires to be a “City of Reconciliation,” we see much 
more attention focused on consultations and dialogue, without the 
corresponding commitments of action and meaningful change. From our 
perspective, the continued refrain of “starting a conversation” and 
“engaging in a dialogue” feels disingenuous when we see so little impact 
resulting from them (Urban Indigenous Peoples’ Advisory Committee, 
2020).  

At its core, the aim of this study was to look behind broad public statements of 

commitment to reconciliation and to endeavor to uncover ‘internal factors that support or 

hinder a civic institution’s ability to address reconciliation’. Inspired by Regan (2010), I 

wanted to know how civic institutions are contending with the difficult work of ‘unsettling’ 

themselves and facing their colonial foundations while attempting to reconcile with the 

Indigenous Peoples and unceded land on which they exist.  

My findings revealed several internal factors that civic institutions such as the 

City of Vancouver, and the Vancouver Public Library can take away and reflect on in 

relation to their work on addressing reconciliation. 

As I explored in my literature review, there is a context that settler colonial civic 

institutions need to address when they attempt to address reconciliation: foundations of 

settler and municipal colonialism and the expression of colonialism in contemporary 

municipal operations; connections between bureaucratic systems and settler colonial 

foundations; and finally specific enablers and barriers to implementing change within an 

organization. All interacting with one another, these factors set the frame within which 

reconciliation work takes place in a municipal institution.  

The data I presented in my ‘Findings’ and ‘Discussion’ chapters reinforce a 

central take away from this study: for settler colonial municipal institutions to make 

meaningful progress on reconciliation, the work must be founded on a turning inward to 

uncover and dismantle bureaucratic processes that limit impact and reinforce settler 

power hierarchies. There is an innate conflict between bureaucratic systems steeped in 

settler colonial histories and the attempt to address reconciliation through these same 

systems. This predominant finding reinforces the assertion from the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission of Canada that, “[f]or governments, building a respectful 
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relationship involves dismantling a centuries-old political and bureaucratic culture in 

which, all too often, policies and programs are still based on failed notions of 

assimilation” (p. 21). It also aligns with the stated key principles in the City of 

Vancouver’s Reconciliation Framework: Cultural Competency, Strengthened Relations, 

and Effective Decision-making (City of Vancouver, 2014) – all of which focus inward on 
adjusting culture and practices within the institution.  

The impact of settler colonial bureaucracies on reconciliation efforts is two 

pronged. Firstly, rigid bureaucratic systems hinder relationship building and staff’s ability 

to respond to unique needs and desires of the Indigenous community they serve. To 

take what might seem to VPL outsiders as seemingly easy reforms, my data show that 

Indigenous elders and community partners faced resistance to change VPL processes 

and practices when they requested honoraria be paid in cash and for the Connection to 

Kith and Kin (CKK) program delivery team to have consistent staffing. These examples, 

among others, highlight the need for the institution both to find ways to respond in a 

more flexible manner, as well as make clear policy changes that address ongoing needs.  

The second way the bureaucracy of settler institutions impacts their work in 

reconciliation is by maintaining power differentials and reducing collaboration with 

Indigenous Peoples to that of stakeholder engagement rather than a partnership 

between equals. In this way, colonial bureaucracies maintain control over priority setting 

for reconciliation work. As Côté et al. (2021) put it in their research on Canadian 

academic institutions, “[m]issing from these conversations and actions around 

reconciliation is the redistribution of power” (p. 107). I believe we can extend this 

sentiment to include other settler colonial institutions, including libraries, as well.  

As I outlined in my discussion, there were no clear examples within my data that 
illustrate a transfer of power to Indigenous community partners. The closest the VPL has 

reached in this regard are what both staff and Indigenous partners acknowledged as 

influential champions within the system who were committed to bring Indigenous 

perspectives and values into program development and delivery. In other words, there 

are system insiders who are determined to integrate Indigenous vision and perspective 

into VPL’s reconciliation work despite the lack of a clear path for power redistribution. 

While these champions may represent a potential opening towards a power shift, it has 

not yet occurred and there is presently no obvious path forward in this regard. Another 
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example of work that touches the edges of addressing the settler colonial power 

differential is the act of adjusting communication practices with local MST nations in a 

way that frames the interaction as centred around relationships and reciprocity. 

Approaching engagement in this way does make space for a working relationship on 

somewhat more even ground – but misses the mark on substantive power transfer.    

My research included numerous details about the development and delivery of 

the CKK program – insights drawn from the perspectives of both staff and Indigenous 

partners. The CKK program is an example to learn from where there was difficulty and 

resistance from the system that required staff and community partners to push back and 

find work arounds, but in the end the program has been highly successful and impactful 

for the community. In the words of Indigenous partner Clark, the CKK program is “a very 

pragmatic, very practical way that the library, a local governing body […can] do 

something that will have a long-lasting positive impact for urban Indigenous peoples” 

(Clark, 2020). Were the experience of developing and implementing the CKK program 

not fraught with systemic barriers, this could have been a strong example of how a 
public institution can show up to serve the Indigenous community in a way that puts the 

needs of the community as the topmost priority. It could have been an example of the 

colonial institution saying yes to its Indigenous partners, bringing its unique expertise to 

the table, and doing the internal work necessary to act in service to community needs 

rather than presenting the barriers to Indigenous community partners or relying on staff 

to find temporary work arounds.  

I would add that the institution can also take specific and practical learnings from 

this program, such as the importance of staff relationships with Indigenous partners and 

the value of in depth understanding of Indigenous culture and history – utilizing these 
learnings to improve future reconciliation endeavors. One noteworthy finding that I hope 

will stand out in this case is the need for expanded reconciliation and Indigenous 

inclusion training opportunities for staff. As I presented in my findings, librarian Caldwell 

took it upon herself to deepen her knowledge and training despite a lack of 

organizational support. This undoubtedly played a role in her ability to form the 

relationships with Indigenous community partners that were integral to the successful 

development and implementation of the CKK program. As Neighbourhood Services 

Manager Langley explained, when staff build strong relationships and trust is formed 

with Indigenous partners, a solid foundation is built for them to come to the library with 
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ideas that go beyond “things that already fit in with what [VPL] already do[es]” – beyond 

things like “more public art [… or] an Indigenous [book] collection” (Langley, 2020). If the 

institution broadened the training available to staff, it might lead to improved relations 

with Indigenous partners and prompt further program development.   

The call for honest conversations and critical reflection are seen in both settler 
colonial and organizational change literatures. In my research I discuss the unique 

opportunity available to the VPL in how they utilize the newly implemented ‘Indigenous 

Considerations’ section in their policy and reporting templates as a place for these types 

of conversations. Even though this change remains within standard bureaucratic 

processes, there is potential to utilize this mandated reporting as a site for learning, 

personal, and institutional reflection – as “a site of reconciliation” (Pruden, 2021). When 

staff and leadership encounter the ‘Indigenous Considerations’ section within policies 

and reports they are writing, there will be an opportunity to deepen their knowledge and 

understanding of how that particular piece of work might relate to the organization’s 

reconciliation efforts and Indigenous inclusion more broadly. For this to occur, the 
organization and board must set expectations for the type of reflection expected in 

responding to this aspect of policy development and reporting.  

Despite the indication that there is much work to be done in addressing colonial 

bureaucratic systems as they relate to and impact the institution’s reconciliation work, 

the VPL is not alone in their need to invest further in addressing internal barriers to 

reconciliation. As I described in Chapter 2, I was not able to find any other clear 

examples of systemic responses to reconciliation occurring in other major urban public 

libraries across Canada confirming the scholarly literature and my findings that this level 

of action on reconciliation will be no easy achievement. As VPL Trustee Pruden said to 
me:  

[It] has taken us 529 years to get to the point here today, and it may take 
us another 529 years to reverse and to get back […] To think that we're 
going to undo over 520 years of relationships, it can’t be done overnight. 
We cannot rush that, I think we can push, and we can prod gently (Pruden, 
2021). 

If a civic institution is going to claim itself to be a ‘City of Reconciliation’, this title needs 

to come along with a commitment to walk the path of reconciliation into the 

indeterminate future for the City and its institutions – moving forward with humility, 
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vulnerability, and a willingness to sit with the discomfort of ‘unsettling’ the settler colonial 

status quo while taking specific action to address settler colonial bureaucracy in their 

work to reconcile. 

 

7.1. Further research  

Since reconciliation and decolonization are complex, and even contested, terms 
and processes, this research project only touches the surface of many other angles and 

case studies that could be explored. In addition to other case studies that could add to 

the depth of knowledge about factors that support or hinder the institution’s ability to 

address reconciliation from the specific context of the City of Vancouver, I would add 

that exploring the topic of reconciliation within other civic bodies will provide varied and 

nuanced learning that can add to the snapshot I was able to provide here.  

As I presented through my research, addressing settler colonial bureaucratic 

processes and their impact on an institution’s ability to act in response to reconciliation is 

an important an ongoing area of work for civic institutions. For this reason, one specific 

topic that stands out as a particularly rich area to explore further is examples working 

relationships between civic institutions and local Indigenous communities where the 

terms of engagement are set by the Indigenous party – breaking free of the bureaucratic 

status quo. VPL Trustee Pruden mentioned he suggested that the organization engage 

with MST “in ceremony”, on the terms of the Nation’s protocols and outside the standard 

bureaucratic processes of the institution. This concept exemplifies a working relationship 

that embraces disempowerment of the institution. It is unclear if there are representative 

cases to explore but I propose this is a meaningful area to study further.  
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