
IV Nordic-Baltic Library Meeting 
RESEARCH AND INNOVATION: NORDIC-BALTIC STRATEGIES FOR LIBRARY DEVELOPMENT 
________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 65

PREPARING FOR NEW AND CHANGING ROLES IN RESEARCH 
LIBRARIES AND INFORMATION SERVICES 

 
Gitte Larsen 

Head of the Department of Continuing Education and Consultancy 
Royal School of Library and Information Science 

Denmark 
 

Introduction: 

The hybrid library, as it is developing today, combines the physical library and the net-
based. The physical library means the classical library: the collections, the study place for 
students and researchers, where the staff is taking care of collection development and 
management, and serve the users with all kind of materials and reference and enquiry 
services. 

An increasing amount of efforts and resources are, however, being spent on the provision 
of access to electronic resources and services and today’s challenges are content 
management, creation of institutional repositories, copyright negotiations, licence 
agreements and digital rights management. Qualified guesses from directors of Danish 
research libraries are, that 50-65 % of total staff resources goes into net-based activities.  

Library staff is heavily involved in projects on developing e-services, creation of subject 
portals and gateways, and to customise access to e-resources to the individual faculty, the 
individual researcher and student. But how does the electronic library materials influence 
on library loans and usage? Library statistics from Danish research libraries from 2003 
shows that 62% of library loans are ‘down-loans’ (print -outs of e-journal articles) and it 
is estimated that the use of electronic resources in Denmark’s Electronic Research 
Library (DEFF) will increase by 25% per year during the next couple of years. 

How might this influence on performance planning of the entire staff? 

What are the emerging roles of research libraries and librarians and what education 
& training needs emerge from those new roles? 

Research libraries are close connected to their mother educational institutions. In the 
Nordic countries, universities are facing a lot of challenges: the population of students are 
changing (from elite to mass education), knowledge production in new forms (i.e. Open 
Archives); the demands for life long learning; globalisation. These changes impact the 
role of libraries to be an active player in knowledge production. Libraries have to create 
interfaces to the global knowledge system, tailored to the individual university; the task is 
to import knowledge, make knowledge available and provide information sources for the 
individual. 
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Core skills of librarians are still relevant – if not more relevant – in electronic information 
provision. These core skills include information handling, training and facilitating, 
evaluation and customer service. Core skills as cataloguing, classification (knowledge 
organisation), information retrieval, reference work and user education are fully 
applicable in an electronic context and all have a place in facilitating the effective use of 
the Internet changing information environment. 

It is expected that library staff are capable in offering high quality services to the users, 
who are visiting the physical library. 

Likewise, it is expected that they have the sufficient knowledge and skills needed for 
developing and maintaining electronic services and for making available relevant services 
and facilities demanded by the web-user. Collection development is as important as 
previous, but in this context, new and revised strategies for e-resources acquisition have 
to be set up in the individual library, matching the user’s needs and expectations. 

Libraries have to join consortia and other “buying clubs” and skills in contract negations 
is emerging. 

Emerging skills in the electronic information environment are communication, 
negotiation and collaboration. Collaboration on ‘Ask a Librarian’ virtual reference 
services, such as the Danish ‘Biblioteksvagten’ (with participation from 35 public 
libraries and 13 academic libraries working in turns) have demonstrated that ability to co-
operate virtually across institutions and the ability of accumulate experiences and 
knowledge sharing are important personal skills. 

Marketing, branding and communication skills have been key competencies amongst 
library staff in the physical library. Serving remote library users calls, however, for 
additional competencies in using suitable techniques for meeting the user in the electronic 
environment, such as direct marketing, SMS communication, writing to the Web and 
Web-design. 

In order to meet the needs and expectations from the remote library user, knowledge of 
measuring and evaluation of the use of electronic services (usability tests) is important. 

Do we know who the users really are? – Do we know, what they expect and whether they 
are satisfied with the services provided from the library or not? 

A recent usability study carried out in 11 Danish research libraries showed that the 
content of the web-sites consisted of a lot of information not demanded by the users. 
Most remote users used Google for information retrieval as their first choice – not the 
OPAC of the library. 

Buying access to e-journals is very expensive. A key issue in collection management for 
research libraries is therefore to monitor if the budget for e-resources is spent cost-
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effectively. Use statistics and performance management for electronic journals are some 
of the highly relevant issues library staff is facing right now. 

It is a challenge to the staff to match particular needs and demands of different user 
groups and to library management staff to ensure that the competencies and skills in the 
organisation are able to match the needs of the user – wherever he might be located. 

Development of knowledge, skills and attitudes – 3 competencies of equal 
importance 

Competencies are in this context defined as the combined knowledge and experience that 
makes the individual able and willing to take the right decisions in the daily working 
environment. This definition is important, because it emphasises, that competencies are 
not equal to professional formal qualifications only. 

In the Royal School of Library and Information Science, we annually offer a selection of 
app. 200 different training courses and seminars for all kind of library staff in addition to 
formal continuing education, such as our Master Programme in Library and Information 
Science. 

In order to stimulate new skills and competencies, I take 6 different approaches into 
account when deciding what type of topics we want to cover. These are: 

• New knowledge – with the emphasis on theories and methods 
• New practical skills (qualifications and personal skills) 
• Updating practical skills  
• New inspiration 
• “Hot topics” – orientation on ongoing policy and legal issues 
• Development of the organisation 

o the individual staff member 
o the team / the unit 
o the management level 
o the entire organisation 

On new recruitments, library directors want staff with a good (and broad) educational 
background, combined with strong personal and social competencies. 

What does these demands indicate and how will they influence on existing staff and 
recruiting policy? 

New recruitments: Competencies: Knowledge – skills and attitudes 

A recent study amongst 53 US library directors of academic libraries provides us with an 
interesting profile for recruitment of new staff for the libraries at the entrance to the 21st. 
century (Bridges, 2003). 
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When expressing wishes to educational background it is interesting to note that they are 
demanding a solid broad education – not a specific one. Personal skills and attitudes as 
expressed in the figure below were considered more important than professional 
qualifications. 
 
Knowledge 
 

Skills Attitudes 

• A solid broad education 
• Knowledge of technology 
• “Ability to tell the difference 

between new technology and 
necessary technology” 

• Customer service skills 
• Teaching skills  
• Creativity 
• Ability to market library 

services 
• Interpersonal ability 
• Drive to learn 
• Communication skills 
• Ability to think 

conceptually 

• Intellectual curiosity 
• Risk taking 
• Sense of humour 
• Optimism & enthusiasm 
• Flexibility 
• Confidence 
• Empathy 
• Patience 
• Assertiveness 
• Tolerance for change 

 
Similar recruitment profiles are demanded from the director of Copenhagen Business 
School Library in an interview in the Spring 2005. According to him, the new profile of 
his staff will focus on personal skills, such as ability to advice, to structure, to 
communicate, to teach and to marketing library services.  

The distinction between knowledge, skills and attitudes could be illustrated by an 
example from a workshop organised by the IFLA Section on Continuing Professional 
Development and Workplace Learning (CPDWL) held in Buenos Aires august 2004 on 
skills for Information Literacy Instruction. The participants in this workshops identified 
at least 35 different skills and techniques, which they considered relevant for the library 
staff involved in information literacy training (no priority order). It might seem 
overwhelming for those librarians, who are going to teach next week to meet all these 
suggested competencies. 

In the following I have tried to use the 3 categories to classify all the suggestions from the 
workshop – by this exercise it became obvious to me what needs formal continuing 
education actions and what new skills and attitudes can be acquired by training courses 
and in-house training. 

The needs for knowledge as a backbone for information literacy training expressed in the 
workshop show that librarians in this context are working on new ground and want 
competencies in topics, which are traditionally a part of school teachers curricula. 

Knowledge included foundations in areas such as:Philosophy of teaching; 
Information literacy concepts; Teaching styles and learning styles; Learner-centred 
teaching; Principles (Active Learning, Case study methods, Collaborative learning, Peer 
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critique and feedback, Problem-based learning); Evaluation (formative and summative 
methods). 
(New competencies by participation in formal continuing education, such as Master 
Programmes in Learning and Teaching) 

Skills included practical areas such as: Planning the instruction (Goals and objectives - 
Lesson plan and outlines); Presentation skills; Asking and answering questions; 
Managing the time; Discussion management; Starting the session- Handling questions. 
Tools: Handouts – Presentation software – Web pages – Learning management systems, 
etc.) Evaluation: 
Evaluating your teaching, Assessing student learning, Evaluating a program. 
(New competencies by participation in courses, professional interest groups, learning-by-
doing) 

Personal Skills and Social Competencies are a combination of skills, which can easily be 
obtained by training courses, and skills and attitudes that are more linked to individual 
personality. These include: Potential partners (getting in contact – agree on 
collaboration); Connecting with students; Voice and body language; Creating a learning 
environment; Resolving difficult situations. 
(New competencies by participation in courses, professional interest groups, learning-by 
doing): 

Development of new skills and competencies in local institutions  

There are still some important aspects to ponder. How to maintain competencies that 
have been acquired maybe long time ago? How do we add new competencies at the speed 
demanded by the user’s preferences and behaviour? 

Library managers have to be forward looking and concentrate actively on competence 
development. It is not enough to dispatch the staff to yet another continuing education 
course or a conference.  In order to make a successful staff performance planning, it is 
necessary to start with an analysis of future tasks and roles of the research library and go 
through the four steps outlined in the figure below. 
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Skills identification, performance planning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 

Time horizon should be: roles and tasks 3 years from now  

 

Suggested for external activities 

• Participation in projects across institutions/ across sectors 
• Participation in professional networks /interest groups 
• Participation in formal continuing education programmes 
• Participation in external training courses 
• Participation in conferences and seminars 
• Study visits 
• Job exchange 
• Establishment of new formal partnerships 

Suggested in-house activities 

• In-house training / instruction by colleagues 
• Knowledge exchange with colleagues 
• Action learning / learning by doing 
• Job rotation 
• Reading 
• Testing new products / services 
• Mentoring programmes  
• Benchmarking 
• Trial and errors 

Identification 
of  

existing 
competencies 

Analysis of 
future tasks  

and roles 

Priority of 
new 

tasks  

Development
of new  

competencie
s 
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• Good management 
• Good management 

Resources needed 

When planning for new skills and competencies it is necessary to take into account that 
sufficient resources should be made available in the institution. Participation in formal 
continuing education programmes, training courses and professional conferences requires 
separate budget allocations. Participation in external networks for knowledge exchange 
and conducting projects with colleagues from other libraries and across sectors seems to 
be very valuable for developing new competencies. Well-known in-house initiatives as 
listed above will also be usual for achieving new skills. 

In the Section of the IFLA on Continuing Professional Development and Workplace 
Learning there is an ongoing work on developing a set of recommended guidelines for 
continuing education. In this context we have been discussing the difficult issue: 

“What is the minimum of resources needed for continuing education?” 

It is probably not possible to give an ultimate answer to this question. I have asked a 
sample of Danish research library directors on their average resource allocation for 
continuing education and training. On this basis, I recommend the following figures: 10% 
of staff’s working hours as a minimum for training and professional development 
(external + internal activities). 

In terms of budget, 25 -30 % of the total budget should as a minimum be allocated for the 
development of new services. 
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