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One of the key factors that fosters the creation of a sense of belonging is the sense of empathy. Indeed, it is con-
sidered to be one of the key skills for helping professionals, especially librarians. Nevertheless, previous studies
weremostly library-focused. This paper approaches this issue from the visually impaired person's (VIP) perspec-
tive. The questions this paper aims to answer are: “What have VIPs experienced in a University library regarding
the degree of librarians' sense of empathy” and, “Howdo theyperceive it?” This study uses a qualitative approach.
Data was collected through interviews and focus group discussions with eighteen VIPs whowere registered in a
university library. To determine the trustworthiness of the data,member checking, external audit, and reflexivity
were used. The participants of the study perceived librarians' greeting and friendly conversation, their tone of
voice, sense of understanding regarding their limitations, and their communication regarding any changes in
the circumstance of the library environment as key factors that illustrate their sense of empathy towards VIPs.
Furthermore, VIPs expressed being afraid to ask for help from librarians, being disappointed, confused, uncom-
fortable, and not being understood due to a lack of librarians' sense of empathy that influenced their professional
behavior.

© 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
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INTRODUCTION

The real meaning of an inclusive library environment is more than
just a physical integration, it includes providing supportive systems, a
welcoming culture, and an accepting atmosphere that is called,
“creating a sense of belonging” (Peters, 2007; Symeonidou & Phtiaka,
2009). A sense of belonging is affected when individuals with special
needs connect with other members in the community. This can happen
voluntarily or involuntarily by excluding or including themselves from
the mainstream community (Burchardt, Le Grand, & Piachaud, 1999).
Therefore, depending on their beliefs, experiences, and perceptions to-
wards their surrounding environment, individuals with special needs
can make a decision to remain in or leave the community (Oxoby,
2009).

One of the key factors that fosters the creation of a sense of belonging
is the sense of empathy. Empathy is considered to be a key skill for all
professionals helping others, especially librarians. Indeed, it influences
the effectiveness of communication and the sense of understanding be-
tween librarians and library users. Empathic librarians can provide qual-
ified services for their users. Nikolova (2004) noted that empathic skill is
one of the core psychological skills, and it is an innate gift that has to be

learned by individuals. Empathy can be considered one of the factors that
can alleviate the negative experiences of students with special needs in
the context of an academic library. Indeed, a librarian's degree of empa-
thy has an influence on a userwith special needs and their sense of inclu-
sion, integration, and belonging to the library environment. In this
regard, equipping university librarians with sufficient empathic skills
seems vital, especially when considering their main role in motivating
students to continue their studies and to achieve their educational
goals (Solomon, Battstich, Kim, & Watson, 1997).

This study depicts the perceptions and experiences of visually
impaired students (VIPs) enrolled in a university library towards the li-
brarians' degree of empathy. The questions this paper aimed to answer
are, “What have VIPs experienced in a university library towards degree
of librarians' sense of empathy” and “How do VIPs perceive the librar-
ians' sense of empathy?” In this study we hope to demonstrate to
what extent the librarians' sense of empathy can influence a VIP's moti-
vation to use the library services and the frequency of their library visits.

LITERATURE REVIEW

SENSE OF BELONGING

Inclusion is more than just a physical integration and includes
providing supportive systems, a welcoming culture, and an accepting
atmosphere (Peters, 2007; Symeonidou & Phtiaka, 2009). Therefore,
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depending on their beliefs, experiences, and perceptions towards the
policies of the environment, individuals with special needs could
make a decision to include or exclude themselves from a community
(Oxoby, 2009; Upton, 2010).

An individual's sense of belonging affects his whole life, such as his
perception, relationships, motivation, and learning process. A sense of
belonging is not restricted to an individual's situation, culture or age,
and is one of the top psychological needs that should be considered
throughout an individual's lifespan (Deckers, 2005). In this respect,
Maslow (1962) in his theory of hierarchy of needs introduced the
need for a sense of belonging and love as a fundamental human need.

In our review of the literature, it is depicted that different scholars
defined the sense of belonging fromdifferent perspectives. For example,
Osterman (2000) defined it as the fundamental characteristic of creat-
ing and sustaining a community. Abedin, Daneshgar, and D'Ambra
(2010) described the sense of belonging as an emotional connectedness
of individuals with members of a group, such as caring ties and liking
each other, which in the end bonds them with each other and creates
the feeling of belonging to the community. Maestas, Vaquera, and
Munoz (2007) emphasized that the meaning of sense of belonging is
more than integration and it ismostly related to the individuals' percep-
tion towards their place or association as real members of the commu-
nity. A sense of belonging is formed based on an individual's feeling,
perception and experience of their integration into society. So, when in-
dividuals feel valued, connected, supported, and accepted by the system
and their abilities to fit with the system, they feel like they belong
(Hagerty, Lynch-Sauer, Patusky, Bouwsema, & Collier, 1992; Solomon
et al., 1997; Ross, 2002).

The sense of belonging is one of themost discussed topics in thefield
of education. More specifically, sense of belonging is keenly studied
from the perspective of teacher–student or peer–peer relationship via
a variety of scales, such as Psychological Sense of School Membership
(PSSM), Sense of School Community Scale (SSCS), Campus Connected-
ness Scale (CCS), The School Connectedness Scale (SCS), and theBelong-
ing Scale (BS). In this regard, Solomon et al. (1997) demonstrated that
students perceive a warm and supportive educational system as the
main factor in creating a sense of belonging. Osterman (2000) and
Salend (2004) pointed out that social and emotional support from
teachers and peers in a school creates a welcoming, accepting and val-
ued atmosphere, which results in a sense of belonging. Teachers or
staff play important roles in the educational life of students with special
needs (Kohn, 2005). The students spend so much time with teachers
that teachers cannot help but play important roles in creating a sense
of belonging among the students (Goodenow, 1993; Tinto, 1993;
Osterman, 2000). Before the students can feel of a sense of connected-
ness with the whole educational system however, they have to feel a
sense of attachment with their teachers (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Fink
& Resnick, 2001).

Moreover, Noll (1997) believed that a sense of belonging is neces-
sary for all students in an education system, especially for students
with special needs who join an inclusive school system, but are lacking
social skills. To support this, Cothran and Ennis (2000) suggested that
the main factor that can help students with special needs to avoid feel-
ings of isolation in an education system is the feeling that the teachers
and other students accept and respect them and that they are welcome
in the class.

Previous literature shows that individuals with special needs cannot
have a sense of belonging only by integrating with their environment.
The physical condition and the physical integration of individuals with
special needs in schools or colleges must be optimized to nurture a
sense of acceptance and being valued through social networks and
friendships to increase their sense of belonging (McLeskey & Waldron,
2000; Pavri & Monda Amaya, 2001). Kohn (2005) concluded that the
feedback students with special needs received from their schools and
teachers plays an important role in their life. Negative feedback causes
them to feel slow or poor, which directly affects their self-esteem

whereas positive feedback causes them to feel accepted as a real mem-
ber of the school community with a valuable place in the school's main-
stream activities.

Accordingly, based on the similarities that exist between an educa-
tional and library setting, it can be concluded that one of the best and
most effective strategies to provide a welcoming, accepting, and valued
atmosphere for individuals with special needs is found in the library en-
vironment and through librarians, especially front-line librarians. In ad-
dition, librarians are a role model for non-disabled users. Hence,
librarians' attitudes and their behaviors (friendly, supportive, and em-
pathic) play a key role in fostering a sense of belonging among users
with special needs in the library context. Nevertheless, a glimpse into
the LIS literature indicated that although the sense of belonging and
the sense of empathy are the core criteria of an individuals' psycholog-
ical well-being, their relationships were overlooked. To continue, we
will present a quick look at the concept of empathy and related studies
in LIS.

DEFINITION OF SENSE OF EMPATHY

The word “empathy” or “einfuhlung” is a new word coined by the
German psychologist, Theodore Lipps in the 1880s (Verducci, 2000).
During that period, empathymeant the intellectual ability of individuals
to understand others' feelings. Empathy is closely connected to kindness
through understanding others' emotions and how to look at the world
in a way that will cause compassionate behavior (Gunther, Evans,
Mefford, & Coe, 2007). Aldridge and Rigby (2001) defined empathy as
an individual's ability to observe and understand another person's inter-
nal world and their perspectives. Halpern (2003) indicated that empa-
thy is an attitude of life that can be learned and used to communicate
with others to understand their feelings or experiences. Baron-Cohen,
Wheelwright, & Jolliffe (1997) described empathy as the ability of indi-
viduals to tune in to how others are feeling, what they are thinking of,
and to understand their intentions in order to better predict behaviors
that will result in effective social reactions. With a similar view, some
of the investigators define it as the art of recognizing other people's
emotions and feelings, their thoughts, the cause of those feelings, and
ability to participate in their experiences without being part of that ex-
perience, which is the foundation of successful interactions among peo-
ple (Hakansson & Montgomery, 2003; Wilson, Birdi, & Cocker, 2008;
Masten, Morelli & Eisenberger, 2011). Other scholars described
empathy as a complex concept and divided it into three sections: know-
ing about other individuals' feelings, feeling what they feel, and
responding compassionately to them (Levenson & Ruef, 1992). Still
other scholars describe empathy according to two sections: emotional
empathy (affective response such as feeling with others), and cognitive
empathy (ability to distinguish between your feelings and those of
others) (Davis, 1983; Day & Chambers, 1991; Wilson & Birdi, 2007;
Woolfolk, Hughes, & Walkup, 2008; Roots of Empathy, 2012 a;
2012b). Furthermore, some scholars discussed the difference between
empathy and sympathy. For example, Dyche and Zayas (2001)
highlighted that empathy, unlike sympathy, is the ability of individuals
to understand the feelings of others with an awareness of the bound-
aries existing between the self and others (Fairbairn, 2002; Tso, 2007).

Empathy is the factor which influences different aspects of psycho-
logical life, such as the development of emotions, social understanding,
pro-social behavior, relationship skills, a sense of sympathy towards
those in need, and reduced aggression (Findlay, Girardi, & Coplan,
2006; Spinrad & Eisenberg, 2009; Masterson & Kersey, 2013). Empathy
acts like a “social glue” that enables individuals to understand each
other during social relationships, an emotion that forms and sustains
positive relationships (Schonert-Reichl, Smith, Zaidman-Zait, &
Hertzman, 2011). Hence, due to the important role of empathy in the
creation of pro-social behavior among individuals, considerable atten-
tion should be paid towards its development (Eisenberg, Miller, Shell,
McNalley & Shae, 1991; Cairns, 2002; Beaudoin, 2011).
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