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The problems libraries have to face nowadays have diversified and the librarians that work in
Romanian public library system have a completely different role; they now have to contribute
immensely to the evolution of society by facilitating better access to endless sources of knowledge
to the community. The implications of reorganizing libraries, heavily influenced by the rising use
of technology, have had a big impact on the librarian’s overall activity. The article answers the
lingering question of “What are the competences a librarians need in their portfolio to practice
this profession” and “What projects have they developed throughout the pandemic to make the
best of the resources they had at hand?”.
With the help of collaboration, passion and creativity librarians are capable of building newer
strategies and of creating an innovative management in their libraries.
Keywords: Public library, competences, abilities, projects, strategies
Introduction
During these past few years, topics such as the continuous transformation of public
libraries and the major influence that the internet has brought to the work of librarians has been
largely discussed. The problems faced by libraries have diversified, and the trend is shifting
towards libraries acting like community platforms that create content and generate knowledge and
exchange information. The implications of the reshaping libraries, as well as the increasing use of
technology, are strongly affecting the work of all librarians. Librarians must play a new role in the
evolution of today’s society by facilitating access to their communities. Technology had a major
influence in all areas. The increase and development of artificial intelligence have had a great
impact onto the economy of all countries and have also influenced all cultural and social fields.

If libraries have existed for over 4,000 years, they have undeniably survived simply
because they have been able to continuously reshape and transform in order to meet the needs of
their communities. This is also largely due to the involvement of librarians that are open to always
adapt their skills to the new challenges and requirements.
Two decades ago, students were graduating from library schools/programs with just skills
to provide a few services to readers. Checking out books and archiving services according to
classifications were the main tasks completed by librarians. Subsequently, the internet gradually
conquered our world, which again changed a librarian’s duties. This led to online catalogues,
online training activities open to the public, that are aimed to inform about the use of equipment
and virtual communication. Libraries, through their staff, have continuously metamorphosed in
order to support the cultural development of their communities. “What I would tell citizens is that
Revista Română de Biblioteconomie şi Ştiinţa Informării = Romanian Journal of Library and Information Science
ISSN 2559-5490, ISSN-L 1841-1940 · Volume 17 Issue 1 2021 pp. 1-8
https://doi.org/10.26660/rrbsi.2021.17.1.1
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License

Skills of Romanian Librarians in 2021. Their New Mission During the Pandemic

In 2014, the Dutch Library Institute (SIOB) published a book about the future of the public
library, The library of the future: junction of knowledge, contact and culture, (Cohen et al. 2014).
This publication stresses the importance of “less collection, more connection” in the library of the
future; less collection meaning less physical books, and more connection in four different ways.
As stated by Marina Polderman, “In the future, the library needs to focus on creating, stimulating
and facilitating valuable connections:
- Connection between people and information: the library as portal to knowledge,
- Connection between people: the library as platform,
- Connection between and within the community: the library as societal heart,
- Connection between information sources: information in context” (Polderman, 201
Librarian Skills
In 2020, librarians had to develop and use different skills than in 2019. Librarians had to
manage information electronically, to digitalize it, use new software and of course, be active users
of online networks and platforms. In addition to this, librarians had to think creatively, build new
projects and coordinate teams of volunteers.
Meredith Schwartz (2016) wrote an article about the skills of future librarians; the author
included the use of technology among the eleven skills listed: collaboration, advocacy/politics,
communication/people skills, creativity/innovation, critical thinking, data analysis, flexibility,
leadership, marketing, project management and technological expertise. Five years after
Schwartz’s article, but also after the onset of economic crises caused by the pandemic, we can say
with certainty that the use of technology is at the top of the list when it comes to librarian skills.
Knowing how to work the new equipment when the IT market is constantly evolving or knowing
new programs is not exactly easy, especially for elderly workers. Librarians continuously work
hard to demonstrate that they are capable of succesfully working their way through challenges. So
what are they left to then? Librarians need to be forever flexible and ready to adapt and never pass
on a learning experience. In this context, it is up to the library’s management abilities to shine a
light on every librarian’s strength However, one competence stands out, regardless of times:
responsibility. Librarians must work responsibly to achieve their goals.
Transformation
In the mission of many libraries nowadays we see the aspiration to be a culturaleducational center. Librarians have proven to be creative, or even innovative. They have expressed
their quick-thinking and communication skills through such high-quality services that the number
of facilities has diversified in recent years. Also, non-formal education workshops became
available in libraries, which contributed to improve the image of the institution. At the same time,
national programs for librarians and public libraries, such as “Biblionet - the world in my library,
through the Global Libraries programme”, (taking place from 2008 to 2013 provided the oxygen
librarians needed. Bringing in thousands of dollars of investment and providing internet access in
villages and communes has been a challenge primarily for rural librarians. Their training was an
important step in improving the skills of librarians, a process that has developed continuously.
The Coronavirus Pandemic
Sadly, 2020 brought the entire economy to a standstill and librarians felt it was their duty
to help communities. Given that public library services are free of charge and the space of the
libraries can be easily adapted, librarians have put all their skills to good use and have come to
meet their patrons (Pundsack 2015) with new services: knowledge in electronic format, virtual
workshops/events, online communication. But don't these services also require new skills?
Certainly, developing then was not easy and it is not for librarians. Even though “there is a
constant flow of new ideas, the truth is that change is most often motivated by the need to respond
to a certain external stimulus”. The pandemic was one of the most intense stimuli ever.
discontinuity was created and as Hamel & Breen (2010) explain in The Future of Management,
“what is important is not the competitive advantage, but the evolutionary advantage over time. It
was the desire to build (a library) capable of keeping up with evolution” .
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To keep in touch with their patrons, libraries have gone beyond their physical space, to
accommodate virtual interactions. Since March 2020, with the onset of the pandemic in Romania,
patrons of public libraries have been offered books in digital format and access to databases;
librarians started to read aloud to children and to meet with the public on online platforms. These
changes occurred because librarians mobilized quickly: they thought critically, analyzed available
resources, studied training modules available on the market, and managed technology. The whole
range of new skills was developed in a context where the common denominator was the “countertime”, so as not to cut the connection with the community. Moreover, to be able to make visible
their efforts so far, librarians must know advanced methods of communication and promotion used
in marketing. With schools and universities closed, many partnerships between libraries and
school institutions ended. This led to another required skill: librarians must know now how to
manage collaborations and continue running STEM activities (Science, Technology, Engineering
and Mathematics) in different formats, all to get people to view the library as an investment, not as
an expense. Therefore, libraries were involved in supporting health institutions and lower-income
families, and in bringing the books closer to children.
Trends
Many of the trends in the Romanian library sector come from overseas. If Kennedy's
exhortation “If not us, then who?” still vividly echoes for American librarians even today, for
Romanian librarians echoes the slogan of the group “Sfoara virtuală / The Virtual String” created
in March 2020: “Ne dezvoltăm împreună! / We develop together!”. Facebook has managed to
attract more than 30% of the world's population through free access and public sharing. Romanian
librarians work in a network. Librarians around the world have been able to build safe spaces,
provide people with valuable information resources, contribute to the development of digital skills,
fight for “the pleasure of reading” programs and encourage healing through reading. But for each
engagement, librarians need increasingly complex skills.
Can libraries be called community centers in 2021? In an article published by National
Geographic (Kaplan 2020) in September 2020, Melanie Kaplan said that “libraries morphed into
architectural marvels and gathering places.” In her article, she quoted the opinion of Richard
Reyes-Gavilan, executive director of The Martin Luther King Memorial Library (Washington),
“You don’t have to be a book lover or a reader to enjoy libraries today.” All this thanks to
librarians and the eleven skills already listed, to which the twelfth skill should be added:
responsibility.
The Virtual String
Inspired by the desire for communication, support and the need to share concerns, The
Virtual String is a professional group started by a librarian from Brasov. Melania Luana Butnariu
is the one who brought this initiative to life, starting from a WhatsApp group that slowly extended
from a couple of friends to tens of librarians from all over Romania on March 23rd 2020 a number
of 100 librarians from Romania and the Republic of Moldova. In just four months group's progress
became visible even internationally, through partnerships, projects, competitions, book launches,
courses, symposia, etc. In July 2020, the group was counting no less than 200 librarians and in
September of the same year it reached over 300 librarians. One by one, through collaboration, the
ideas resulting from this “virtual community of librarians” came to life in projects that grew from
day to day, on a scale that even the librarians had not estimated.
At the initiative of librarians from that group since March 2020, a total of 20 projects have
been carried out in partnership with municipal, city, county, school libraries or in collaboration
with other institutions, NGOs, etc. Among them we recall:
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1. STORY MARATHON - 70 Stories for 70 International Children’s Days
International Children's Day is celebrated each year on June 1st in 150 countries around the
world, including Romania. June 1st 2020 marked the 70th celebration of the International
Children’s Day in Romania. On this occasion, a group of 70 librarians from The Virtual String
mobilized and read aloud 70 books and stories: 22 stories from Romanian literature and 48 stories
from universal literature, in a Marathon of stories that ran live on Facebook, on a page created by
5 librarians from The Virtual String project, who also took over the role of coordinators of the
marathon.
The 70 librarians of the 55 public, school and community libraries came from 21 counties
and 2 national capitals (Bucharest and Chisinau), from Romania and the Republic of Moldavia.
More than 65 audio, video and text materials were created to increase the visibility of the project
in the community and to ensure the success of the event.
The live-streamed Story Marathon had 21,000 views, comprising 41,000 minutes of
viewing, impacting over 40,000 people, during the 8 hours of live streaming. The 70 librarians
managed to convey the charm of stories read aloud and they reached out to all those who love
children and stories. This celebration of childhood was an additional opportunity for parents and
grandparents, supported by librarians, to spend more time with the little ones, offering them the
gift of read-aloud stories and meetings with magical characters.
The project was carried out with the support of the National Association of Librarians and
Public Libraries of Romania (ANBPR), the National Library of Romania, Cartea Copiilor
Publishing House, Signatura Publishing House and other partner publishers.
2. SUMMER SCHOOL FOR NEW LIBRARIANS
On August 3rd-7, 2020, 32 librarians, all employees of Romanian public libraries, up to 35
years old or that have worked in libraries for less than 5 years, participated in the online edition of
the Summer School for New Librarians.

Organized by the National Association of Librarians and Public Libraries of Romania, this
initiative aimed to create a network for young librarians to develop their creativity and ability to
innovate in their place of work.
For five days, for up to three hours a day, the Summer School was organized as an
informal and virtual space, dedicated to applied learning and the exchange of experiences, ideas
and information, through new technologies, incredibly necessary to the times we live in. With this
event, we, as organizers, have developed a network of new librarians trained to initiate strategies
to create new and innovative library services that made sure the visitors had the best experiences
provided for them.
During the workshops, various professional issues were discussed, mediated and
coordinated by professionals from libraries and community development organizations.
3. COLIBLITE (Good Practices Related to Digital Education in Romanian Libraries)

An acronym for COmmunity LIBraries and digital LITEracy skills, COLIBLITE is an
ERASMUS+ project, run from September 2017 to August 2020, led by the Utrecht Library
(Netherlands) and coordinated internationally by Mira Media. This was another opportunity for
Romanian librarians, that are now part of the newer project The Virtual String, to prove that better
results come out of collaborations. The countries involved in the project were: Italy, Great Britain,
the Netherlands and Romania.
In its first stage, this project was carried out in 8 Romanian public libraries, namely the
county libraries in: Argeș, Brasov, Brăila, Maramureș, Prahova, Sălaj; Titu Town Library,
Dâmbovița County and Ocnița Municipal Library, Dâmbovița County, the next step being the
inclusion of more replications in several public libraries in the respective counties.
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The main objectives of the project were: undertaking national research on the development
of digital citizenship/education and expected skills, developing and implementing organizational
and policy action plans, training of trainers/librarians, creating projects and pilot activities for
children, young people, teachers, and parents, sharing results and strategies with other similar
institutions in the county or in other counties.
The participating libraries provided courses on digital skills and digital citizenship to
students in the community and to people who can support student in becoming effective and
responsible internet users (teachers and parents).The topics covered were: online bullying
(cyberbullying), responsible content for shared information, online games as an education tool,
cell phone use and screen time management. During the course delivery as part of the project, the
library staff was supported by ActiveWatch and the Romanian National Association of Librarians
and Public Libraries.
In the first year of the project, a database was organized at the level of public libraries in
Romania, including types of activities that can be carried out in libraries/schools on the topic of
digital education. In the second year of implementation 8 librarians-trainers were formed, who in
turn transferred the information to 169 other librarians. The latter held 90 information sessions, of
which 79 were organized in libraries in person, and 12 sessions were organized online. There were
2048 beneficiaries following the courses, of which 238 were teachers or parents, and 1810 were
children and young people.
In the last year of the project, other librarians were trained, and the information was
conveyed to even more people in the community. A website (http://www.coliblite.org ) has been
created, that includes all the materials used during the project, namely lesson plans, experiences,
implementation directions, useful resources for all those interested in such activities.
Mircea Toma, President of the ActiveWatch Association and trainer of librarians declared,
“Professions we have become accustomed to think of as solutions for our livings are disappearing
at a vertiginous pace. What remains in their place? A new world, where we will operate in a new
language: the digital language. Future occupations may not be known reach school age, but the
digital language can be learned in time to be able to choose when the time comes. The condition of
adapting to this future world – which has already appeared – is the development of digital skills”.
4. FRIENDSHIP... ON A... VIRTUAL... STRING
On April 2nd, 2020, the Centre of Excellence for Children and Youth of the County Library
"George Barițiu" Brasov started the project Prietenie… pe o… sfoară / Friendship... on a…
string... to celebrate International Children's and Youth Book Day.
From one year to another, the aforementioned project was joined by dozens of libraries, so
that in 2019 the partnership included no less than 170 public libraries from 38 County libraries.
Each registered librarian presented the project in an average of 10 classes, resulting in 170 libraries
x 10 classes x 25 children in a class = 42500 children who encountered the library, with
information from librarians, with an author, a reading, drawing and an unforgettable activity - in a
single edition.
Given the pandemic in 2020, the Brasov County Library “George Barițiu” announced the
development of the International Educational Partnership “Friendship… on a… virtual… string”
from August to October 2020. For the 8th edition of the project, they encouraged Public libraries,
school libraries, non-governmental organizations, children's clubs, or any other organizations that
work with children and support the priorities of the partneship to participate. Then, the
partnership's actions were also dedicated to promoting children's literature and stimulating
children's interest in reading. The proposed topic was devoted to the celebration of the work of
Roald Dahl. The organizers made available to the participants (as every year) all the information
necessary to carry out the activities (content, worksheets, promotional materials, etc.). Thus, in
2020, 202 public and school libraries were registered, the participants of the event counting no less
than 202 partners. Afterwards, every library held an exhibition where children’s drawings were
presented on a string.
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The desire of librarians for 2021 and for the years to come is to extend this partnership in
all public libraries in Romania and to bring to the attention of children, but also parents and
educators, as many valuable books and as many children's writers as possible.
Drawing a conclusion, we can say that the inventive mind of librarians allows that most of
the projects implemented in previous years have a natural continuity even in the online
environment.
5. CHRISTMAS TOGETHER
Giving this event its deserved value, during the most beautiful time of the year, when we
celebrate the birth oh Christ, the librarians of Romanian public libraries, consistent and keepers of
traditions, highlighted the charm of these days, being closer to all those who cross the threshold of
libraries, book lovers and keepers of these customs.
The start of the event CHRISTMAS TOGETHER was given on December 17, 2020 at
17:00, For 16 days, until 1 January, 2021, the CHRISTMAS OF YESTERYEAR has been
celebrated in online environment, through short or long videos, stories, carols and memories.
Christmas holidays are an extra opportunity for parents and grandparents to spend more time with
their children and share with them traditions of yesteryear. All posts of the librarians could be
traced on the official page of the event: https://www.facebook.com/70depovesti, on the Facebook
pages of Romanian libraries and on the blogs of libraries participating in this large-scale project.
Through the means and methods used to organize such an event, librarians have shown,
once again, that they adapt to the times, keep up with the novelties and latest discoveries of
technology and science – even if this event represented a novel element for many of them.
The results of the project were:
- 43 librarians from public libraries, all partners of the project parteneri in proiect

- 43 stories, stories, memories, carols, etc. uploaded online
- 12 counties involved
- 89114 views of the videos posted on the official Facebook page of The Story
Marathon
6. COMICS OLYMPIAD
This project was unique in the world and brought together 80 libraries and more than 200
participating children. 100 years after the first official presentation of the Olympic flag, the
historic moment was marked by the first edition of the Comics Olympiad, a national Comics
contest, promoting the Olympic spirit and awareness of national, European and international
cultural values among primary, secondary and high school students. The Comics Olympiad is a
concept of the comics-author and comics-teacher Mihai I. Grăjdeanu

The project was carried out with the support of the Romanian Olympic and Sports
Committee, in partnership with the Caraș-Severin Branch of the Olympic Academy, and the
Bucharest City Museum. With the help of The Virtual String, librarians from all over the country
taught kids just how comic strips are created. The goal of those who took part in project was to
create, in the end, a comic with the theme 100 years since the first official presentation of the
Olympic flag.
The Virtual String was the most important source of information for the 300 librarians from
all over the country and the Republic of Moldova. The effervescence of the virtual string meant
primarily a fruitful exchange of experience between librarians, transferring information between
them and participating together in webinars, conferences, workshops, book launches, symposia
and projects. On "the string" there were also promoted local activities with the aim of making
visible ideas. The virtual string has attracted numerous partners, institutions, NGOs and
foundations from Romania.
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Conclusions
It is important that the Romanian authorities understand that librarians need to be
constantly learning in order to implement new services. Also, following these needs at the national
level, trainings can be organized to help librarians and therefore, communities through local
libraries.
The community of librarians associated under The Virtual String proved that libraries need
innovative management. In Romania, the pandemic has changed not only the structure of school
programs and multiple other services, but also the supply of services provided by public libraries.
For librarians, this change meant achieving new goals, building new development strategies in
new directions, and this implies vision and responsibility. Many activities have minimal budgets,
but nevertheless this has not been an obstacle in their organization. The work of librarians is also
influenced by the social environment or the economic system, but their motivation comes from the
analysis of data on the needs of communities. Many reports show that in recent years, libraries are
the ones that identify their patrons’ requests, as opposed to the 19th- and 20th-centuries, when it
was the reader looking for the library. Libraries are “information havens, ideal communicators,
because beyond meaningful information, they convey relationships and polysemies dedicated to
fulfilling expectations.” (Stoica 2016)
Are public libraries successful in their mission to work as cultural-educational centres?
Have librarians managed so far to build the third space in the community? It’s hard to say at the
moment. Maybe 2021 will finally give us an answer. The fact is in 2021 librarians have multiple
skills and abilities, work with passion, still want to meet the needs of the community and are
professional in information management. Few have not been able to understand the message
delivered by Prof. Hermina Anghelescu “it is time for librarians from all types of libraries in every
corner of the world to change their old ways, to get rid of their old mind-set and start to open up to
the modernization of library services, to embrace new attitudes and behaviours, in order to be able
to take on new strategies for the collaboration with the public” (cited in Woodward 2005).
It is the inner motivation of librarians that makes them take the fight further, to place the
public library in a poll position in people’s minds; it inspires them to build strategies with a
vision.
Librarians, going forward, have an incredibly difficult mission. They now need to not only
come up with marketing strategies that will bring in visitors, but they also have to do so by
incorporating the ever-evolving technology to benefit both themselves and the users. In order to do
so, librarians need to also master the 12 key abilities presented earlier, to the best of their
knowledge. The numbers show us that the blue ocean of opportunity, as stated in Strategia
oceanului albastru (Kim & Mauborgne 2015), is not in shape yet. The so called “blue ocean”
represents a problem that has yet to be solved, it represents a new market where you are the sole
competitor. It still has to contend with the stereotypes and mind-sets of certain leaders until
“citizens understand the power of a library to transform lives and give meaning to life”.
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Strategic planning in academic and public libraries is vital and gaining importance in libraries all
over the world. In this research project – using the qualitative method of documentary research
based on “convenience sampling” – 33 strategies from libraries from eleven countries are
analysed regarding their time period, vision and mission, as well as values of the libraries, and
their strategic programs. This research analyses only 33 libraries from eleven different countries,
as not every library has published its strategy and a lot of libraries do not have a strategy at all.
As such the results of this research are limited and cannot be transferred to all libraries, however
interesting results could still be found. Of the analysed libraries one-third have not formulated a
vision, about two-thirds did not write down their mission and more than half of them did not
express their values. All libraries have developed strategic ideas and programs to develop their
library, their staff as well as their services. Another interesting aspect is that not all aspects of the
libraries’ values have been considered and are included in the libraries’ strategic programs.
There are good and complete library strategies published, but more can be done in developing and
implementing strategies in libraries – probably worldwide. This documentary research is helpful,
as not only can be seen where libraries are heading in the future, but it can also help library
leaders of libraries without a current strategy to gain ideas and transfer those to their own
libraries .
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Analysing and Comparing Strategies of Public and Academic Libraries regarding their Period, their Vision
and Mission as well as Values and Strategic programs

1.

Introduction

Strategic planning in academic as well as public libraries is vital and gaining importance in
libraries all over the world.
“Strategies are as follows:
• forward looking;
• long term;
• include plans and actions;
• aim to ensure success; and
• act at different levels.

To put it in a nutshell, strategy closes the gap between the current state of an organization
and the state that the organization wants to reach in the future; it is the planned path to future suc
cess” (Fuehles-Ubach 2018 p. 147). “But what is success in a public organization? Unlike in cor
porations, it is not sales and revenue generation that is of most interest in the public sector but the
stakeholder value, and this means meeting the expectations of the stakeholders, i.e. both funders
and users” (Fuehles-Ubach 2018 p. 147).
A research study on strategies of European libraries and their connection to the sponsoring
organization concluded (Fühles-Ubach 2018 pp. 403-410) that a library strategy – as a visible and
detectable contribution of the library – can affect the perception of the management of the li
brary’s sponsoring organization (Fühles-Ubach 2018 p. 403).
“… there is no such thing as a perfect strategy and all strategies, by virtue of the dynamic environ
ment in which they exist, have to be dynamic” (Kearns 2010 p. 4).

But even knowing this, huge differences in the completeness as well as the quality of the
libraries’ strategies have been found. This research will highlight some of the differences between
the analysed strategies, but also shows what they have in common, and what they consider the
most important topics for the future.
2.

Research Method

To find out more about strategies of academic as well as public libraries, the qualitative
method of documentary research based on “convenience sampling” has been used. Convenience
sampling means that cases have been selected and used, where easy access to the library’s strategy
was possible (Flick 2014 p. 166). With this kind of method it is not possible to generalize the re
sults to all libraries with strategic plans (Schnell et al. 2013 p. 370), but it is impossible to gain
access to all strategies of all libraries worldwide; especially as not all of them are published at all
or published in English or one of the langeuages the authors of this paper can read. If documents
are used they should be subject of the conducted research, e. g. their characteristics (Flick 2014 p.
324-325). For this to find strategies a GOOGLE-search was conducted in July 2020 (using the
search terms “Library Strategy” and “Strategie Bibliothek”) as well as libraries that were known
for having a strategy published have been searched directly. Only libraries with its own strategies
(published as pdf-documents) which are not included in e. g. the University’s or the community’s
strategy have been chosen. Also internal strategy documents have been used. Especially the search
for German libraries with strategies was a challenge. As Fühles-Ubach already found out during
her research, German-language libraries are still in their infancy compared to Anglo-American
libraries in this field which also affects their willingness to publicly publish their strategies, even
if they have one (Fühles-Ubach 2018 p. 405). With this obviously far fewer strategies from Ger
man-language libraries have been published than from libraries in other countries (Fühles-Ubach
2018 p. 148).
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Even in the USA e. g. one cannot find at the “Professional Resources” of the ALA American Li
brary Association something regarding academic libraries strategies (ALA American Library As
sociation 2021 n. p.) which can be interpreted as a lead that library strategies are not a wellresearched and actual topic.
In total this research uses a sample of 33 strategies libraries from 11 different countries who pu
blished their strategy in English, German, Norwegian or Swedish.
To be able to compare the different library strategies the following characteristic factors
and content have been analysed in detail:
•

Period of the strategic plan because “Strategic Management is medium- and long-term, i. e.
conceptually it tries to bridge periods of 3 to 10 years from the present to the target
point.” (Baldegger 2012 p. 108),

•

Vision and mission as the strategic framework (Baldegger 2012 p. 112),

•

Values of the library because values with behavioural principles can be important guidelines
for day-to-day decisions for all members of the library, and help executing the strategy
(Wunder 2016 p. 155), and

•

Strategic programs / spheres of activity with their goals because “Strategic thinking is goal
oriented, i. .e. it is geared in primarily towards future desired states and not so much towards
current opinions” (Baldegger 2012 p. 108).

The first step was to find out if each strategic plan includes all these factors and content.
The second step was to analyse these in detail to find out which are the key aspects mentioned in
the strategy.
3.

Research Results

33 strategies of academic as well as public libraries and school libraries from 11 different coun
tries have been analysed for this research project. Details can be seen in the following table.
The first table shows which library strategies have been used in this research and how many aca
demic libraries’ and how many public libraries’ strategies have been analysed. It also shows in
which countries these libraries are originated.
Academic Libraries

Public Libraries

School Libraries

Country

5
0
0
1
1
1
0
1
1
2
0
12

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
1

Australia
Austria
Denmark
Germany
Ireland
New Zealand
Norway
Sweden
Switzerland
United Kingdom
USA

(incl. University Libraries,
Research Libraries, and
National Libraries)
0
1
1
4
2
0
4
2
0
5
1
20

Table 1 Studied library strategies from different countries

11

Analysing and Comparing Strategies of Public and Academic Libraries regarding their Period, their Vision
and Mission as well as Values and Strategic programs

An interesting finding is that 22 of the 33 libraries have formulated a vision (67%), but only eight
libraries (24%, see figure 1) have written a mission for their library. Values can be found in 42%
of the strategies (14 libraries in total). “Together with the company’s mission and values the visi
on represents a normative strategic guidepost that is supposed to frame strategy formulation. Whe
reas the vision states what the company ultimately wants to accomplish in the long run, the missi
on articulates why the company exists (purpose) and what it actually does, and the values repre
sent ethical norms and standards that govern behaviour of individuals” (Wunder 2016 p. 20). This
shows how these three elements of a strategy complement each other and only together complete a
strategy. Wunder goes even further: “It seems almost impossible to formulate a strategy if the or
ganization’s mission and vision as well as the behavioural principles and rules [the organization’s
or library’s values] remain unclear” (Wunder 2016 p. 146).

Figure 1 Vision, mission, and values found in the analysed library strategies

It is remarkable that none of the German libraries have published a vision, a mission, or values.
This conforms to the results of the research of Fühles-Ubach that German-language libraries
are still in their infancy in the field of developing a strategy (Fühles-Ubach 2018 p. 405; Fueh
les-Ubach 2018 p. 148).
Also the duration of the libraries’ strategies differ, as can be seen in chapter 3.1.
3.1

Period of the strategic plan

“The strategic planning system deals with defining long-range plans for where the company
strives to be in three, five, ten or even more years…” (Wunder 2016 p. 318).
The strategies analysed in this research project range from three years to eleven years, as can
be seen in table 2. Most libraries did their strategic planning for four, five or six years (77.5 %)
and only two libraries planned for more than ten years. In two of the analysed strategies no pe
riod has been specified.
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Years

Number of libraries

Percentage of libraries

3

3

9.7%

4

7

22.6%

5

7

22.6%

6

10

32.3%

7

1

3.2%

8

1

3.2%

11

2

6.5%

Table 2 Periods of the strategies analysed

To develop and implement a strategy is quite a long process, as it includes these five steps, which
often are characterized by running through multiple cycles (forwards and backwards):
1. Goal formation (vision and mission),
2. Environmental analysis (external analysis),
3. Company analysis (internal analysis),
4. Choice of strategy, and
5. Strategy implementation (Bea & Haas 2019 p. 59-60).
Therefore, strategies should not be developed for too short a period, and the task of the strategic
planning process lies in securing the long-term success of a company or a public institution, such
as academic and public libraries (Bea & Haas 2019 p. 56). As several projects need years until
they are finished – which also counts for a longer strategy period – “[s]trategic management is
medium- and long-term, i.e. conceptually it tries to bridge periods of 3 to 10 years from the pre
sent to the target point” (Baldegger 2012 p. 108). This can also be seen in this research, as 77.5 %
of the libraries planned for four, five or six years.
Because of “today’s dynamic and volatile environment” for all companies as well as libraries
“strategy execution as well as strategic agility and adaptability are considered as particular im
portant elements” (Wunder 2016 p. 49). This especially counts for those libraries that have a stra
tegic plan for four, five or six years and even more for those that planned for up to eleven years.
3.2

Vision and mission

“The desired picture of the company’s future is often articulated in terms of a vision” (Wunder
2016 p. 18). “It […] sets the initial direction for strategic development” (Baldegger 2012 p. 142).
This also counts for the libraries whose strategies have been analysed. As can be seen in figure 1,
for more than half of the libraries’ strategies (67%) a vision has been formulated.
“A vision is an imaginative future picture of what the company wants to accomplish in the long
run. It is the description of a desired future state of the organization” (Wunder 2016 p. 147).
„Before strategies are formulated and a vision is stated, it makes sense for a company to stand
back and consider or even refine why it actually exists” (Wunder 2016 p. 152).
A “vision only sets a general course and does not attempt to delve into specifics” (Kearns 2010 p.
24). It formulates a basic position, which marks the future directed orientation, giving the library
a direction (Bea & Haas 2017 p. 74). A vision formulates a standard at which members of the li
brary’s staff can and should orientate oneself (Hungenberg 2014 p. 418). Therefore, a vision
should visualize an idea, which can be understood and shared by all members of staff
(Hungenberg 2014 p. 419).
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In the following some visions will be analysed as examples.
UiT The Arctic University of Norway Library:
First and foremost, digital! (“Først og fremst digitalt!”) (UiT The Arctic University of Norway
Library 2015 p. 1)
Newcastle Libraries:
“Our City, Our Stories, The Library.
A world class library for a smart, liveable and sustainable city.” (City of Newcastle n.d. p. 7)
Library of Congress:
“All Americans are connected to the Library of Congress.” (Library of Congress n.d. p. 7, 9)

School Libraries in Scotland (national strategy):
“Scotland will have vibrant school library services that play a central role in helping children and
young people gain the knowledge, skills and attributes needed for learning, life and work. They
will provide a nurturing space to foster wellbeing and creativity across the school communi
ty.” (SLiC Scottish Library & Information Council n.d. p. 10)
UCD Library:
“A world class research library with a global reach, providing a welcoming and inclusive environ
ment for learning, collaboration, knowledge creation and community. As partners in education and
research and leaders in developing, managing and preserving library collections and providing in
formation services, we will leverage technology and staff expertise to ensure the University’s suc
cess in achievement of its mission and objectives.” (The Library University College Dublin n.d. p.
4)
Doncaster Council Public Libraries:
“Our vision is for a library service which up to and by 2021;
1. Contributes to the fulfilment of a range of the local strategic partnership’s objectives, with eve
ry library venue an asset to the community, which can be commissioned as a resource to support
residents’ economic, learning, and wellbeing needs;
2. Can work as an alternative service model which increases inward investment into the service
and enables it to work more commercially (the right model for the service will be the one which
enables the most investment to come in);
3. Provides excellent service delivery, demonstrated through a range of performance indica
tors.” (Doncaster Council n.d. p. 3)

The Library of Trinity College Dublin:
“The overall vision is for the Library to be truly at the core of the Trinity College Dublin commu
nity, providing increasingly diverse services, facilities and partnerships to ever-widening, interdisciplinary academic fields; building on historic strengths and increasingly developing new areas;
balancing Trinity College Dublin’s international profile and its national responsibilities for the
benefit of the entire community. The uniquely strong, public-facing aspect of the Library of Trini
ty College Dublin is a key area for development. Resourcing is increasingly challenging. Entrepre
neurial partnerships with technology and business, with the city, promotion, marketing and signifi
cant philanthropy will be critical to success.” (Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin n.
d. p. 5)
“The vision is for the Library to be the physical and virtual “go-to” place to learn and to re
search” (Trinity College Dublin, The University of Dublin n.d. p. 6)
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As can be seen, visions range from very short versions (just one sentence / statement) to long ex
planations of what the library will be in the future. Two of these seven example libraries are going
to be a “world class library” whereas only one has its focus on the digital aspect. One library is
going to play a central role, one expects every of its library venues to be an asset to the communi
ty, one is going to be the “go-to” place physically as well as virtually to learn and to do research,
and one library even expects all members of the whole country to be connected to it.
The main topics of the 22 visions that have been analysed are the following.
•

Library is a world-class trademark:
world-class library
outstanding library
quality services and with this library as a trademark

•

The library’s role in development:
e. g. though helping children and young people to gain knowledge, skills and attributes
needed for learning, life and work
e. g. through the development of the learning-environment at the university
enriching the community

•

The library’s support of learning, e. g. through:
connecting the community to learn, engage and inspire
providing a welcoming and inclusive environment for learning
support the residents’ economic, learning, and wellbeing needs
open, safe and stimulating work environment

•

The library becoming digital, e. g. through:
provision of innovative digital support for information literacy
selecting, collecting, arranging, making available and presenting relevant and quality as
sured sources of knowledge for researchers and students in both printed and electronic form

A “clear vision is the cornerstone of a win-win strategy but it also marks the first step towards
your mission.” (Kearns 2010 p. 25)
“A mission articulates the purpose or reason of the company’s existence […]. Whereas a vision is
the aspired picture of the future, a mission is more immediate, relates to the firm’s present purpose
and typically has no due date” (Wunder 2016 p. 152). “The company’s general objectives and be
haviours are recorded in succinct form, but from a holistic point of view, in the mission state
ment” (Baldegger 2012 p. 146).
Some of the example libraries have not only formulated a vision, but also a mission (eight libraries
in total). As “there are no binding rules for the detailed structuring of a mission state
ment” (Baldegger 2012 p. 146) these range from a very short version to a very detailed and long
mission as can be seen in the following examples.
Newcastle Libraries:
“As a service to our community: We Enrich We Inspire We Strengthen” (City of Newcastle n.d. p.
7)
Library of Congress:
“Engage, inspire, and inform Congress and the American people with a universal and enduring
source of knowledge and creativity.
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Service to Congress has been and remains at the core of our mission. We will continue to engage,
inspire, and inform Congress through our collections and our diverse service and experience offer
ings, including policy consultations, on-demand analysis, briefings, events, programs, and constit
uent engagement.
As the steward of a unique, universal, and ever-growing collection that belongs to the American
people, the Library of Congress also has a mandate to inspire, inform, and serve all Americans by
engaging their cultural and intellectual curiosity and creativity.
Our mission in action takes many forms:
Engage
Researchers and authors turn to the Library for source material not available anywhere else. With
access to original manuscripts, ancient maps, rare books, photographs, films, and sound record
ings, these authors create new works that help interpret history for future generations. The process
of copyright registration and deposit completes a virtuous cycle that may result in the addition of
these new works to the Library’s collections.
The Library helps ensure that millions of Americans with blindness and other disabilities continue
to experience the joy of reading through a national network of libraries that distribute the latest
contemporary literature in a variety of accessible formats.
Inspire
With 1.6 million annual visitors, the Library’s Thomas Jefferson Building has become a landmark
destination, renowned for its architectural beauty and celebration of knowledge and creativity.
Programs, exhibitions, centers, and marquee events such as the Veterans History Project, National
Book Festival, and Digital Learning Labs expand the Library’s reach and inspire learners of all
ages.
Inform
Congress, the judiciary, and other federal agencies have reliable, round-the-clock access to relia
ble knowledge in print, online, and via consultation with scholars and experts from the Congres
sional Research Service, the U.S. Copyright Office, the Law Library, and the Kluge Center.
Families seeking to research their heritage can rely on subject experts in our reading rooms, tap
into the StoryCorps Archive, or take advantage of the vast digital collections of early American
newspapers, manuscripts, maps, photographs, and prints.” (Library of Congress n.d. p. 7-8)
UCD Library:
“To organise and support the University’s information to inspire engagement and learning, to ena
ble its use in promoting research and innovation, and to contribute to the preservation of Irish cul
tural heritage resources.” (The Library University College Dublin n.d. p. 4)
Only three of the seven deeper analysed example libraries with a vision (see above) have formu
lated a mission. It is interesting that all three of these libraries see it as their duty and mission to
inspire others.
Even though library leaders have to consider that “if you do not include a mention of your em
ployees needs in your mission statement you have already sent a very negative signal that they are
not part of the big picture; their interests are not as important as stakeholders” (Kearns 2010 p.
28), none of the three example libraries have the members of staff included in their missions.
Library leaders also have to be aware of the challenge, that “formulating the mission statement
concisely is often a problem. A balancing act between empty phrases and detailed instructions has
to be successfully managed” (Baldegger 2012 p. 147). Nevertheless “many companies articulate
their purpose in a brief, easy to understand and convincing mission statement…” (Wunder 2016 p.
153). “Easy to understand” holds true for all three examples, as all these missions are so formulat
ed that all members of staff as well as its different groups of stakeholders can get the idea of the
mission. But the mission of the Library of Congress is quite long and with this far from brief and
concisely formulated.
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All three libraries make it clear and emphasize, that their mission is to be of service (to their re
spective communities, and for the Library of Congress to the Congress) as well as to organize and
support.
3.3

Values of the library

The mission and values of a library frames their vision and therefore helps it come true (Wunder
2016 p. 145). “Organizational values are essential and enduring standards and norms of social be
havior that are collectively held by members inside the company” (Wunder 2016 p. 155) respec
tively the library.
Values with up to five or six behavioural principles can be important guidelines for day-to-day
decisions for all members of the library, and help executing the strategy (Wunder 2016 p. 155156).

Even if values are essential and important guidelines, only in 14 of the 33 analysed library strate
gies values were they found, which is in less than half of them (approximately 42 %).
In the following, main and important topics of the values of these 14 libraries are analysed further.
Topics mentioned include
a. Employees / Staff
b. Community
c. Individual Development / Empowerment of users
d. Inclusion / Diversity / Integration / Equity / Equality / Respect / Tolerance
a. Employees / Staff:
In (only) five of the 14 analysed libraries’ values were something written about the library’s em
ployees and staff. It is mainly about the expertise, knowledge and competence of the staff, as well
as their development, as can be seen in the following.
UCL (University College London) Library Services:
“UCL Library Services is empowering our staff and our users.
Our staff are skilled and knowledgeable experts.” (UCL Library Services n.d. p. 9)
The Library University College Dublin:
“We value Library staff by
• recognising that staff expertise, skills and personal commitment underpin the continuing success
of the Library and the accomplishment of Library and University strategic objectives
• supporting the requirement for continuous professional development
• providing an inclusive working environment and treating all staff with dignity and respect” (The
Library University College Dublin n.d. p. 4)
University of Bergen:
“UB emphasizes a high level of expertise in library employees.” (“UB vektlegger høy kompetanse
hos bibliotekets ansatte“) (UIB University of Bergen Library n.d. p. 9)
Arctic University Library:
“Professionalism, development, cooperation and trust” (“Profesjonalitet, utvikling, samarbeid og
tillit”) (UiT The Arctic University of Norway Library 2015 p. 1)
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek:
We support education and training of our users and the increase in our staff’s competences. (“Wir
unterstützen die Aus- und Weiterbildung unserer BenutzerInnen und den Kompetenzzuwachs un
serer MitarbeiterInnen.“) (Österreichische Nationalbibliothek n.d. p. 5)
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b. Community:
Only four libraries emphasize their tasks and the importance of their services for their community.
Public Libraries Ireland:
“The public library service is a civic resource rooted in our communities. The library supports
community life and individual self-development.” (Department of Rural and Community Devel
opment 2018 p. 15)
UCL (University College London) Library Services:
“We are community-minded, inclusive and innovative.” (UCL Library Services n.d. p. 9)
The Library University College Dublin:
“working smarter together across administrative boundaries to actively build partnerships at local,
regional, national and international level to achieve service levels and access to resources for our
community that may otherwise be unobtainable” (The Library University College Dublin n.d. p.
4)
Bayside Library Services:
“Public Value
As a part of the strategic service review process it was considered that the Bayside Library Service
can deliver public value by:
•

Enriching the lives of individuals within the Bayside Community by presenting an equal op
portunity for social inclusion and engagement, and by developing and fostering reading and
literacy skills for people of all ages.

•

Delivering access to, and leadership in, information provision and technological advance
ments whilst adapting to changing societal demands.

•

Nurturing community identity by preserving local history and offering a centrepiece at the
heart of the community that shapes our public realm and maximises our shared value whilst
simultaneously connecting individuals to the wider world.” (Bayside City Council n. d. p.
17)

c. Individual development / Empowerment of users:
Public Libraries in Ireland:
“The public library service is a civic resource rooted in our communities. The library supports
community life and individual self-development.” (Department of Rural and Community Devel
opment 2018 p. 15)

Österreichische Nationalbibliothek:
“We stand for free access to knowledge. If people be able to freely access our holdings around the
world, we enable creativity and inspiration. With this we contribute to more social development
and progress.” (“Wir stehen für einen freien Zugang zum Wissen. Wenn Menschen auf der ganzen
Welt an unseren Beständen ungehindert teilhaben können, ermöglichen wir Kreativität und Inspi
ration. Damit tragen wir zu gesellschaftlicher Entwicklung und Fortschritt bei.“) (Österreichische
Nationalbibliothek n.d. p. 5)
UCL Library Services:
“UCL Library Services is empowering our staff and our users.” (UCL Library Services n.d. p. 9)
(Universitetsbiblioteket i Oslo 2010 p. 3)
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Oslo University Library:
“Availability
The University Library shall work to ensure that all libraries at UiO are universally organized so
that everyone has access to and can easily find what they need in our services and premises.”
(“Tilgjengelighet - Universitetsiblioteket skal arbeide for at alle bibliotek ved UiO er universelt
tilrettelagt slik at alle har adgang til og lett kan finne fram i våre tjenester og lokaler.“)
(Universitetsbiblioteket i Oslo 2010 p. 3)
Yarra Libraries:
“Our libraries provide a place for all people to connect with others, discover new things and find
inspiration, both within the library walls and beyond.” (Yarra Libraries / Yarra City Council n.d.
p. 6)
Bayside Library Services:
“The library service provides access to information, resources, programs and spaces for all ages to
learn, imagine, create and connect …” (Bayside City Council n.d. p. 5)
d. Inclusion / Diversity / Integration / Equity / Equality / Respect / Tolerance:
UCD Library:
“UCD Library embraces the University’s values of excellence, integrity, collegiality, engagement,
and diversity. We value our students, faculty, staff and visitors by
•

providing a welcoming physical and online environment

•

responding flexibly and empathetically to changing circumstances and emerging needs

•

treating all with dignity and respect and with consistency and impartiality, assuring equity of
access to services and facilities

•

being open and accountable in all that we do

•

working smarter together across administrative boundaries to actively build partnerships at
local, regional, national and international level to achieve service levels and access to re
sources for our community that may otherwise be unobtainable” (The Library University
College Dublin n.d. p. 4)

“We value Library staff by
• […]

providing an inclusive working environment and treating all staff with dignity and re
spect” (The Library University College Dublin n.d. p. 4)

University of Bergen Library:
Respect
• UB's

services and organization must emphasize inclusion, equality and diversity. (“UBs tje
nester og organisasjon skal vektlegge inkludering, likestilling og mangfold“)

• Library

users shall be met with tolerance and generosity. (“Bibliotekbrukere skal møtes med
toleranse og raushet“) (UIB University of Bergen Library n.d. p. 11)

UCL Library Services:
“We are community-minded, inclusive and innovative.” (UCL Library Services n.d. p. 9)
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University of West London Library:
“Inclusive and open” (University of West London Library 2018 p. 2)
Gothenburg University Library:
“The library should pay special attention to users with special needs.” (“Fortsätta att utveckla vår
lässervice för studenter och personal med särskilda behov.”) (Gothenburg University Library
2017).
Bayside Library Services:
“The library service provides access to information, resources, programs and spaces for all ages to
learn, imagine, create and connect; contributing to a sense of belonging, enriched social life, well
being and liveability in Bayside.” (Bayside City Council n.d. p. 5)

These main topics of the analysed libraries’ values refer to users as well as staff and can help
reaching the strategic goals, because “vision, mission, values and strategy are essential comple
ments that need to be aligned with each other” (Wunder 2016 p. 146). The following analysis re
gard the strategic programs/spheres of activity.
3.4

Strategic programs/Spheres of activity

All the 33 libraries examined have written down strategic programs / spheres of activity. Howev
er, it was not always easy to recognize them as strategic programs and to distinguish them from
strategic goals, as different terms have been used.
“Strategic thinking is goal oriented, i.e. it is geared primarily towards future desired states and not
so much towards current options” (Baldegger 2012 p. 108). Also “strategic thinking is anticipa
tory, i.e. it tries to identify future developments and orient itself towards these in its shaping activ
ities” (Baldegger 2012 p. 109). This can be seen in all analysed libraries’ strategic programs.
The most often mentioned topics of the strategic programs are
(Lifelong) Learning (17 libraries),
Research (15 libraries),
Digitisation Digitalization/Digital/Digitized (14 libraries),
Space/Place (14 libraries), and
Staff/Workforce / Employees / Personnel Development (11 libraries).
Also often mentioned are
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Community (8 libraries)
Excellence / Excellent (5 libraries),
Quality (5 libraries), and
Networking/Network (4 libraries)

The most mentioned topics in the libraries’ visions, “becoming world-class” (mentioned in one of
the strategic programs) “with high quality”, “offering a good learning-environment and support of
learning” as well as “becoming digital”, are included in up to 17 libraries.
Another comparison of the strategic programs with the libraries’ values shows that not all topics
of the values have found their way into the strategic programs. Especially individual development
(of users, not of members of staff) and the empowerment of users are not mentioned in any of the
libraries’ strategic programs. Also, only three of the analysed library strategic programs say some
thing about inclusion, diversity, integration, and equality. Respect and tolerance are not mentioned
at all.
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4.

Conclusions

Even if “it seems almost impossible to formulate a strategy if the organization’s mission and vi
sion as well as the behavioural principles and rules [the organization’s or library’s values] remain
unclear” (Wunder 2016 p. 146), of the 33 analysed libraries 33% have not formulated a vision,
76% did not write down their mission and 58% did not express their values. One reason might be
that there are not enough library management specialists working in libraries who have a deeper
knowledge in developing a strategy. E. g. Koizumi and Widdersheim did not found any business
management library specialist in their research using a sample of 60 US research libraries to in
vestigate current specialties in academic librarianship (Koizumi & Widdersheim 2019, p. 1, 47).
But all libraries have developed strategic ideas and programs to develop their library, their staff as
well as their services, because “… a strategic document […] is supposed to provide strategic guid
ance for the company [here the library] and direct behavior as well as resources toward strategic
priorities” (Wunder 2016 p. 318). The most often mentioned topics for the future development of
libraries are (Lifelong) Learning, Research, Digitalization, Space, and Staff / Personnel Develop
ment. All of these topics have been discussed and developed throughout the last years, but there
still seems to be a lot do in libraries.
Some of the most often mentioned topics of the libraries’ values are inclusion and diversity. Actu
al topics which will be interesting to see how they develop during the next years, especially as
they are published by IFLA (The International Federation of Library Associations and Institu
tions) as one of the sustainability goals relevant for libraries: “In the UN 2030 Agenda, access to
information has been recognised as a target under Sustainable Development Goal 16: Promote
peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all and
build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels: ‘Target 16.10: Ensure public
access to information and protect fundamental freedoms, in accordance with national legislation
and international agreements.’ (Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel
opment)“ (IFLA 2020 n.p.).
This research analysed only 33 libraries from 11 different countries, as not every library have pub
lished its strategy, a lot of libraries do not have a strategy at all and there have been languagelimitations. With this the results of this research are limited and cannot be transferred to all librar
ies. But there have been some interesting results which may be of help for other libraries to devel
op their own strategy, such as
•

Vision, mission and values are not included in every strategy and are not the starting point
for developing a strategy, even if vision and mission function as the strategic framework
(Baldegger 2012 p. 112) and values with their behavioural principles can be important
guidelines for day-to-day decisions for all members of the library, and help executing the
strategy (Wunder 2016 p. 155); here future research is needed if these strategies could be
successfully reached even if vision, mission or values are missing.

•

Not all aspects of the libraries’ values have been considered and are included in the librar
ies’ strategic programs; also there could be found strategic goals with no relation to the vi
sion. As the “… vision is an imaginative future picture of what the company wants to ac
complish in the long run” (Wunder 2016 p. 147) this might be adequate, but as this is notice
able there should be another research, why vision and strategic programs are not related
closer or if the strategic programs are usually developed independent of the vision in librar
ies.

All in all the first point shows that it is possible to develop a strategy without a vision, mission or
values, even if Wunder says that “vision, mission, values and strategy are essential complements
that need to be aligned with each other” (Wunder 2016 p. 146), but if these strategies are success
ful is unclear.
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The second point shows the importance of using the library’s values – if existent – as a basis for
formulating a strategic program, so that nothing important is missing in the strategic program or
that the strategic program is heading in the wrong direction.
All in all it can be said that good libraries’ strategies may be found. Still, more can be done in de
veloping and implementing strategies in academic and public libraries probably worldwide.
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This article is intended to clarify, for those who are not familiar yet with them, the commonalities
and specificities of knowledge organization systems (KOS) on the one hand and ontologies on the
other, considering their common structural model and their shared purpose as tools assisting in
the organization and retrieval of information. In other words its aim is to define what is common
and what separates knowledge organization systems from ontologies and why converting former
KOSs into ontologies is preferred. In the end interoperability issues are discussed.
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1. Introduction
The first part of this article is devoted to the definitions of the main concepts used throughout the
entire text and is meant to enable a clear perception of the terms and their scope. As the ongoing
section of this article will prove, the double meaning of the word “ontology”, one from
metaphysics, and the other from computer science and information science congregates to show
that information, proper to KOS, is converted into objects, or rather, digital objects as in
ontologies. To quote Soergel (2009) “All KOS arise from the same conceptual basis, the
representation of reality and thought through an entity-relationship schema”. The purpose of this
article is to demonstrate what is common and what separates knowledge organization systems and
ontologies and how they can profitably value each other through future innovations using new
technologies. Interoperability issues, a rather old concern of information specialists, assessing
compatibility between knowledge organization systems, are presented at the end.
2. Definitions and scope of concepts used
The Oxford English Dictionary defines ontology as “The science or study of being; that
department of metaphysics which relates to the being or essence of things, or to being in the
abstract.” The Merriam-Webster Dictionary (n.d.) gives two definitions of ontology: 1. “a branch
of metaphysics concerned with the nature and relations of being; ontology deals with abstract
entities” and 2. “a particular theory about the nature of being or the kinds of things that have
existence”.
In Wikipedia (2021) we find also a double meaning of ontologies as previously inferred: the
definition of “ontology in computer science and information science, which encompasses a
representation, formal naming and definition of the categories, properties and relations between
the concepts, data and entities that substantiate one, many, or all domains of discourse”.
Ontologies arise out of the branch of philosophy called metaphysics, which deals with questions
like “what exists?” and “what is the nature of reality?” This is concerned with exploring existence
through properties, entities and relations such as those between particulars and universals, intrinsic
and extrinsic properties, or essence and existence. As we shall see further, the existential nature of
an ontology is the meaning borrowed from philosophy by the computer science and information
science that sees information as an object.
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For Gerhard Budin (2007) knowledge organization belongs to several different disciplines: “a part
of information and library science, a part of philosophy of science and of epistemology, but also of
knowledge management and knowledge engineering”. In so saying he argues that knowledge
organization’s main purpose is the investigation and representation of knowledge structures based
on the multitude of aspects it covers: from epistemological to cognitive science aspects, from
linguistic and socio-cultural aspects (e.g. folk taxonomies), to historical aspects (e.g.
administrative categorizations in ancient societies, history of science etc.). Knowledge
organization, according to Budin, has also a practical side i.e. the creation and use of knowledge
organization systems (KOS) and it is a crucial process in linguistic action by its result in text
organization, regarding both reception and production.
A less intricate definition of knowledge organization comes from Brian Vickery who states that
“to organize knowledge is to gather what we know into a comprehensive structure, to show its
parts and their relationships” (Vickery 2012). In the ISKO Encyclopedia of Knowledge
Organization, Maria Teresa Biagetti is citing Hjørland (2008) and Mazzocchi (2018) and
concludes rather similarly, that knowledge organization systems are “tools for describing resources
and aiding in the access and retrieval of documents and information” (Biagetti 2018).
Following Budin (2007) “knowledge organization systems cover all concept systems and
terminologies used for ordering and retrieving knowledge (knowledge units, artifacts, etc.), such
as: classification systems, thesauri, indexing systems, taxonomies, nomenclatures and
“ontologies”. He makes a significant distinction between concepts and terms giving as argument
the fact that one concept is rarely expressed by one word, the one-to-one correspondence between
them being scarcely achieved. According to ISO 25964-1 (2011) a choice has to be made between
several terms (or words) in order to express one concept. Hence indexing languages contain terms
expressed by one or more words or phrases meantto label a conceptas a unit of thought.
Budin enumerates the properties of knowledge organization systems. In his view, a knowledge
organization system has a conceptual structure, either hierarchical or non-hierarchical, it contains
explicit presentation of conceptual links, providing term definitions in one or more languages, it is
based on terminological and linguistic standardization, it is highly formalized and can be digital,
particularly in the case of “ontologies”. As to its size and form, it can have different sizes from
small KOS to large ones (over 200.000 concepts), it can be static or dynamic (such as ontologies
for modelling business processes in companies) and it can be provided with a visual structure and
interactive user interface.
Therefore, knowledge organization systems are concept systems used for ordering and retrieving
knowledge. This is what a double series of virtual classes organized at the initiative and by the
expert management of the UK ISKO Chapter was about, starting in October 2020 and ending in
February 2021, under the title Knowledge Organization Education (KO-ED). According to Aida
Slavić, the program coordinator, the aim of these classes was “to encourage and support the next
generation of Knowledge Organization researchers and practitioners, with attention to continuing
professional development as well as basic education and training”.
The reason why these series of classes are mentioned here is that many of their topics are closely
related to the subject of the present paper. Each of the nine classes in the first track i.e.
“Introduction to Knowledge Organization”, plus the other eight classes in the second, “Theoretical
perspectives in Knowledge Organization”, were attended weekly by an average of 100 participants
worldwide. Among others, they covered topics of our interestsuch as: definition and scope of KO
in relation to Information Retrieval; content/subject analysis; general principles underlying
knowledge organization systems; from concepts to knowledge organization systems;
interoperability of KOS vocabularies.
When assigned indexing is used to represent subjects of documents, a choice has to be made
between several words able to express the same concept (e.g. salary, wages, income). The
contextual associations are displayed in the semantic relationships of the KOS vocabulary,
including the form of terms (grammar and spelling) and their meanings. According to ISO 259641, the term that labels a concept can have two values: preferred (descriptor) or non-preferred.
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This is one of the main particularities which separates a flat vocabulary (authority file, glossary,
dictionary, gazetteer, code list) or a multi-level vocabulary (taxonomy), from a relational or
controlled vocabulary (thesaurus, subject heading list, data model and ontology), as Sylvie Davies
(2020) argued in her lecture. The controlled vocabulary enables the user to retrieve the most
relevant documents to his information need.
In his tutorial on thesauri and ontologies, Soergel (2005) gives a simple but complete definition of
a thesaurus, one of the main type of controlled vocabularies: “A thesaurus is a structured
collection of concepts and terms for the purpose of improving the retrieval of information”. He
goes on saying that it provides “a semantic road map for searchers and indexers and anybody else
interested in an orderly grasp of a subject field”. For Soergel, a thesaurus structure goes far beyond
the traditional functions it is commonly associated with, i.e. user-oriented indexing and
information retrieval. Among those other functions the following are included: knowledge-based
support for end user searching, support for meaningful information display, support for
information seeking as an integral part of problem solving, learning and intellectual work, support
for learning about any topic by providing learners with a coherent and appropriate conceptual
framework, support in foreign language learning, readers assistance in understanding text,
assistance in the combination of multiple databases or unified access to multiple databases.
With respect to the support provided by a thesaurus to information retrieval, Soergel enumerates a
number of added functions: supports searching in multiple natural languages, both free text and
indexing language searches in multiple databases, enables hierarchically expanded searching,
mapping from the user query terms to descriptors used in a database or to the natural language
expressions used in free text searching, mapping the query/indexing descriptors from one database
to another.
In the mentioned tutorial, Soergel (2005) also talks about the ontology functions of a thesaurus
among which we find the following: provide a semantic road map to individual fields and the
relationships between and across fields, map out a concept space, relate concepts and terms across
disciplines, languages and cultures, serve as reference tool, assist in consistent data collection and
compilation of statistics (related to information analysis), provide a classification of diseases for
diagnosis, of medical procedures for insurance billing, of commodities for customs and finally, a
thesaurus is considered as an ontology for data element definition.
Currently, the term ontology has a quite imprecise definition being used for any knowledge
organization system, mainly if defined according to Semantic Web standards, such as RDF.
”Eventually, ontology was used to designate any classification, particularly in the communities of
linguistics, AI and software engineering” says Soergel in his study devoted to the “landscape of
Knowledge Organization Systems” (2009). Topic maps, concept maps and knowledge graphs
should not be confused, as the author claims. According to Soergel, topic maps are semantic
networks encoded following a standard, whereas concept maps are visual representations.
Following the RDF data model (https://www.w3.org/TR/rdf11-primer/#section-data-model), facts
are seen in the form of subject, predicate, object (SPO) expression (triples), where subject and
object are entities and predicate is the relation between them. In this case, the information:
“Leonard Nimoy was an actor who played the character Spock in the science-fiction movie Star Trek”

can be expressed via the following set of SPO triples:
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Knowledge graphs, as shown in Figure 1, are networks of entities, their semantic types,
properties and relationships (Nickel et al. 2016).

Figure 1. Sample knowledge graph
Source: Maximilian Nickel et al. A Review of Relational Machine Learning for Knowledge Graphs: From MultiRelational Link Prediction to Automated Knowledge Graph Construction

In their turn, each of these triples can be combined to enter in a multi-graph, in which nodes repre
sent entities (subjects and objects) and directed edges represent relationships. These relationships
(edges) are always directed from the subject to the object and they are called differently (edge la
bels). Such constructions are called knowledge graphs. Additionally, while being collections of
facts, knowledge graphs provide type hierarchies (e.g. Leonard Nimoy is an actor, therefore a per
son, who is a living thing) and type constraints (e.g. a person can only marry another person, not a
thing) (Nickel et al. 2016).
To a more accessible understanding, a similar example is provided in the RDF data model Wor
king Group Note of 24 June 2014 (https://www.w3.org/TR/rdf11-primer/#section-data-model),
where, the same resource, Bob, is referenced in multiple triples:
<Bob><is a><person>.
<Bob><is a friend of><Alice>.
<Bob><is born on><the 4th of July 1990>.
<Bob><is interested in><the Mona Lisa>.
<the Mona Lisa><was created by><Leonardo da Vinci>.
<the video 'La Joconde à Washington'><is about><the Mona Lisa>

Bob is the subject of four triples and in the same context, Mona Lisa, while being the subject of the
fifth, is also the object of the fourth and the sixth. The ability for a resource to be in the subject po
sition of one triple and also in the object position of another, enabling the connections between tri
ples, makes one of the strong points of the RDF model. This feature opens the way towards ac
quiring new knowledge.
Many definitions were given to knowledge graphs, out of which Ehrlinger & Wöss (2016) selected
four in their article. Of those, the simplest and also clearest of them is one authored by Krötzsch &
Weikum (2016): “Knowledge graphs are large networks of entities, their semantic types, properti
es, and relationships between entities.” Ehrlinger and Wöss give their own definition which is also
applicable to our purposes and introduces the relationship between knowledge graphs and ontolo
gies. “A knowledge graph acquires and integrates information into an ontology and applies a rea
soner to derive new knowledge”.
Knowledge graphs are used in applications such as: DBpedia, YAGO (Yet Another Great Ontolo
gy – a large knowledge base of general knowledge about people, cities, countries, movies and or
ganizations), Freebase and Wikidata, to mention only a few. The common element of these appli
cations is their use of Linked Data.
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As Bizer et al. (2009) posit, DBpedia project is “a community effort to extract structured
information from Wikipedia and to make this information accessible on the Web”. The knowledge
base emerging as a result comprises and describes 2.6 million entities. including human-readable
definitions in 30 languages, relationships to other resources, classifications in four concept
hierarchies, various facts as well as data-level links to other Web data sources describing the
entity. The subjects included in the DBpedia knowledge base cover “geographic information,
people, companies, films, music, genes, drugs, books and scientific publications.”
Following Bizer et al. (2009) the term Linked Data refers to “a set of best practices for publishing
and connecting structured data on the Web”, meant to create what is called the Web of Data.
Hence, the global data space is connecting data from diverse domains such as people, companies,
books, scientific publications, films, music, television and radio programs, genes, proteins, drugs
and clinical trials, online communities, statistical and scientific data and reviews.
An expressive example of linked statistical datasets is shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Linked Datasets as of August 2014
Source: https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/a9/LOD_Cloud_2014-08.svg

As one points on any of the nodes in this diagram, one finds the information labelled on it and the
links go on, expanding the search to the point where the desired information is found, such as:
The administrative geography and civil voting area ontology: an ontology describing the adminis
trative and voting area geography of Great Britain.
Traditional Knowledge Organization Systems may also be regarded as possible linked open data.
The UDC Summary, an abbreviated multilingual open source version of the Universal Decimal
Classification, meant for education purposes has been available as linked data since 2011 (http://
www.udcsummary.info/about.htm).
This was reported at an International UDC Seminar by Freire (2015) from The European Library,
who talked about linking subject data, particularly, about the alignments between ontologies.
Alignments, or interoperability among KOSs as currently labelled, between subject data included
projects like: CERIF, MACS (RAMEAU, SWD, LCSH), but were also expected for classification
systems like UDC and DDC. At that moment, only shallow linking was accomplished for the
most general classifications. Linking classifications to LOD datasets, he said, was not as straight
forward due to pre-combined classification codes.
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Following Slavić (2019) experiments have been made to explore the potential of the full UDC
edition as linked data to the benefit of both libraries and KOS communities. The UDC ontology
should better support automation, expansion and maintenance of the classification and also
publishing and translating services and its uniform use. RDF generated solutions should be
available for parsing, validation and URIs for the UDC codes. As Slavić posits, “UDC RDF triple
store should contain all data necessary to resolve and interpret strings coming from library
catalogues (including historical UDC data)”.
Among the potentials of using the UDC as linked data, Slavić enumerates: the alignment of subject
data with the latest knowledge organization tools, without libraries having to re-index, re-classify
or re-organize collections, the assistance in discovery of knowledge in heritage collections via
subject data (data mining), the support for interpreting, validating and enriching and serving back
enhanced subject data to libraries.
3. What is common and what separates knowledge organization systems (KOSs) from
ontologies
Following Budin (2007), library science and information science operate with knowledge
organization systems as tools for information ordering and retrieval, whereas computer science are
more specifically working within the frame of digital libraries using ontologies and knowledge
engineering. While terminologies are more or less structured collections of concepts and terms in
one (or more) language(s) in a specific subject field, he argues, ontologies are “formal, explicit
(conceptual) models of object ranges in a computational representation”. Albeit there are
differences particularly in the structure and treatment of subject data, there are also commonalities
between the two, as they are methods of organizing knowledge. Budin postulates that all structured
terminology systems: classifications, thesauri, taxonomies, nomenclatures–can be “ontologized“.

Conceptualization is specific to and differentiates KOSs from ontologies (Gruber 1993).
According to Biagetti (2018), conceptualization is “a synthetic view of the world according to
some purposes, a conceptual representation of a specific field of knowledge that represents
concepts, entities, objects and relations among them by specifying the links between those
concepts, objects, events and entities, pertaining to a field of interest.”

Figure 3. The semantic staircase (Olensky 2010)

KOSs are structured collections of systematically organized concepts and have semantic relations
between the terms representing the concepts. The richer semantic relations and more control on
terms, the more efficient the retrieval of information.
As shown by the diagram in Figure 3, the semantic richness is another separating criterion betwe
en KOSs and ontologies, one that places them on top of the semantic staircase going from glossa
ries through thesauri and ending with ontologies (Olensky 2010).
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The multiple relationship types are defined in a NISO standard (2005) for thesaurus construction
focusing on “controlled vocabularies that are used for the representation of content objects in
knowledge organization systems including lists, synonym rings, taxonomies and thesauri. One of
the three main vocabulary control methods recommended by the standard is to link synonyms and
near synonyms. Soergel (2005) mentions several synonymous term type relationships such as:
ST Synonymous Term
ET Equivalent Term
SP Spelling Variant
AB Abbreviation
FT Full Term
In digital libraries, the expansion of query terms have as result a better precision. To this purpose
WordNet, a semantic network for the English language was created by the Cognitive Science
Laboratory of Princeton University, under the supervision of George Miller (2007), as reported by
Biagetti (2018). Without being an ontology, WordNet is rather a dictionary based on semantic
structure, built on the model of Roget’s Thesaurus. It includes nouns, adjectives and adverbs
organized in synsets (sets of synonymous terms). Each synset is dedicated to a concept which
forms semantic networks through its relationships of meronymy, hyperonymy, antonymy and
hyponymy.
Besides, the conceptual model Functional Requirements for Subject Authority Data (2010)
mentions ten categories of associative relationships such as: Cause / Effect (accident / injury);
Process / Agent (velocity measurement / speedometer); Action / Product of the action (weaving /
cloth), to mention a few. The related term (RT) thesaurus specific relation is coined by Hjørland
(2015) as “unspecified semantic relations” including antonyms, cause-effect relations or sequences
of facts, more accurately defined in ontologies.
The actual feature that differentiates ontologies from (other) KOSs is the capacity of the former to
represent a greater number of semantic relations, and, as suggested by Zeng (2021), to offer more
attributes for each class.
4. Interoperability issues
Since we currently witness a growing number of data bases, information retrieval systems,
websites that use controlled vocabularies for subject retrieval, it became important to facilitate
interoperability between the KOS vocabularies. ISO 25964-2 (2013) describes, compares and
contrasts the elements and features of these vocabularies that are involved when interoperability is
needed. It gives recommendations for the establishment and maintenance of mappings between
multiple thesauri, or between thesauri and other types of vocabularies.
According to Zeng (2019), compatibility between knowledge organization systems has been the
concern of information specialists much earlier than now. Compatibility issues, so much like
interoperability nowadays made their preoccupation at the turn of the century. MACS or
Multilingual Access to Subjects was a pioneer project aimed to enable users to simultaneously
search the catalogues of the project's partner libraries in the languages of their choice (English,
French and German). MACS, a distributed project of CoBRA+ working group (Computerized
Bibliographic Record Actions) was concerned with mapping of terms and subject heading strings
via links between the participating subject heading systems: RAMEAU, SWD/RSWK and LCSH
(Frâncu 2003).
Zeng (2021) talked on the same ISKO UK series of lectures mentioned before, about the necessity
of interoperability between data and information systems especially in the digital information
environment, not only for professions dealing with information resources, but also businesses,
organizations, research groups, and individuals, in order to optimize experiences, minimize efforts
and costs and drive future innovations utilizing new technologies and resources (Fritzsche et al.
2017).
31

Ontologies as the most complex knowledge organization systems

Interoperability, as defined in ISO 25964-2 (2013), is the “ability of two or more systems or
components to exchange information and to use the information that has been exchanged”. When
talking about interoperability, the problems at issue fall into four categories: system (data
presentation), syntactic (data language) semantic (data context), structural (data architecture). All
these problems are discussed in details by Zeng (2019) with much attention awarded to the
multiple examples of differently built ontologies.
5. Conclusions
To sum up, the conceptual structure of a knowledge organization system be it hierarchical or nonhierarchical, contains explicit presentation of conceptual links, providing term definitions in one or
more languages, it is based on terminological and linguistic standardization, it is highly formalized
and can be digital particularly in the case of ontologies. Ontologies can have different sizes, can be
static or dynamic (such as ontologies for modelling business processes in companies) and it can be
provided with a visual structure and interactive user interface. In addition to this, their use goes far
beyond those of KOSs through integration across systems, virtual harmonization (FAST, Viaf),
vocabulary repositories or domain-oriented portals.
To conclude, it can only be agreed with Biagetti on the important role that ontologies played in the
construct of the Semantic Web in the original vision by Berners-Lee, on their relevance as
semantic interoperability schemes and on their effectiveness in the building of linked open data.
There are ontology repositories that host formal ontologies and other KOS converted to ontology
using required formats such as OWL. According to Zeng, vocabulary registries, unlike
repositories, offer information about vocabularies (i.e. metadata) instead of the vocabulary
contents themselves; they are the fundamental services for locating KOS products, such as
BARTOC (Basel Register of Thesauri, Ontologies & Classifications), LOV (Linked Open
Vocabularies including over 600 registered vocabularies and Data Hub’s, the largest registry, with
over 11,270 datasets registered.
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