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Innovative strategies for big city public libraries in Europe 
 
 
I will not pretend to give a comprehensive presentation of strategic 
moves from all over Europe, but share with you what I find as major 
trends, and give some examples and references. 
 
Big city public libraries around the world have great similarities 

– they are big, are complex organisations with sometimes less 
flexibility, but still with more resources to address challenges 
than smaller libraries 

– they are serving big populations with extreme variations in needs 
and expectations: including the most unprivileged people in 
terms of social, economical, and educational conditions, as well 
as serving the most demanding well educated users, shopping 
among the academic libraries and the main public libraries 
according to what’s convenient – expecting the same level of 
service everywhere.  

– they are surely the first to be confronted with the challenges of 
changes in society 

 
But there are big differences between the big city libraries too, due to 
variations in history, tradition and resources, the public library’s 
offspring might have been library for education, or for reading, or for 
cultural activities. The economic resources vary a lot, so does the 
position in society. 
 
A common challenge for all libraries is: The traditional role of the 
library is questioned, especially from outside, from the authorities, but 
even from inside; questions are raised by the profession and the 
library managers themselves:  Will the public library survive – or 
rather – will the future society need the library as such.  



The question is simple and caused by obvious reasons – the digital 
production and distribution of content, not to mention the rapid 
changes in almost all conditions inflicting libraries – economy 
educational systems, etc 
 
The answers might differ, leading to some variations in strategies for 
meeting the future in the big city libraries. But the overall answer is a 
big YES. The overall changes in society and the specific changes in 
media production and distribution of media emphasizes the need of 
even more and better library services.  
 
The main approaches  to meet the future can be classified in these 
major groups: 
 

·  Offensive strategies for literacy – reading, joy of reading, 
competence in reading, literature in general 

 
·  Offensive strategies for connecting the library to strategic areas 

for the society (political strategies) like integration, tourism, 
senior citizens, urban development.  

 
These are  all efforts in defining the future library concept relevant  in 
a world of change.  
 
I will use less time on the reading and literature field, just underline 
that most big city libraries are continuously working with 
improvement of methods and are developing a variation of 
programmes for reading and literature. There is also many 
experiments and happenings around with outreached activities like 
literature and reading-promoting in festivals, fairs, big events as such. 
Investing in infrastructure where people use to be with metro-libraries, 
book-kiosks in supermarkets – even totally non-staffed libraries 
distributed around. Reaching out to the non users of libraries is the  
headline of these efforts. Often the word users is synonymous with the 
non readers. 
This is natural, considering the competence and interests in the library 
staff. And it is important: Literature and reading will always be one of 



the core businesses in public libraries. We do emphasize the needs of 
changing and innovation. There is, however, a memento: an 
organization should never transform too far from it’s origin and what 
people expect – losing legitimacy in society and users could be at risk.  
Defining the role in the literary field in the society, making it clearer 
and more offensive is one of the important challenges for libraries. In 
the Oslo city Library we are now preparing a strategic plan for a 
literature-policy, inviting publishers and authors in to the process. 
This strategy should not be confused with a collection-development 
plan. And I think it should be wise not to have to much focus on 
effective ways to distribute and disseminate  books as things, but to 
look at methods in reading promoting and literature as such in a word 
with electronic publishing. Here we need a more elaborated tool-kit. 
 
I will now concentrate on the more overall efforts in defining the 
future library concept, and some significant strategies in connecting 
the library to the strategic areas for the cities. 
  
Focus areas/methods can be divided in these main fields: 
 

·  The library as place and space – a new concept for library 
buildings 

 
·  Competence and new organisation – including partnership and 

alliances 
 

·  Programmes and distributing/intermediating activities  
 

·  Accompanying all development work is – overall and 
underneath – technology and efficiency. 

 
 
You will find that most library systems are working within all these 
categories : programmes, partnerships, room/space and ICT , but 
might  differ in the efforts put on each theme. 
 



Common to all developing actions is: to address the future, identify 
future needs and future difficulties. Addressing the future means 
working in a landscape where there are no authoritative answers, but 
maybe authoritative sayings! Like : books are out – libraries are out…. 
Or – libraries are book-institutions and should concentrate on fighting 
for the books. 
 
In this landscape there is a necessity to explore a broad spectered  
route. 
 
The first and most crucial question where to search for some answers,  
is the future media production, and the future dissemination channels 
for content. Including copy-right issues. 
 
 
“the long tail” 
 
Let us consider the overall mission of the library as to organize the 
meeting of content and people.  
 
The content:  ideas, science reports, fantasy, dreams, public 
information in various forms: printed as books or magazines, 
published as games, film, music, or stored in databases, electronic 
journals – possibly readable on screens, mobile phones, electronic 
sheets – whatever ….but it is content. 
 
There will be published books and be printed materials in the years to 
come. But probably be less and less printed or presented as a physical 
object, and the growth will be electronic. And the growth will be 
enormous, due to the fact that almost anyone can publish anything, 
you don’t need the capital to produce and distribute things. 
 
Rubbish, garbage and the most precious and important new 
knowledge will be published on the net, with or without any identified 
publisher. 
 
I use this figure as illustration – a paraphrase over the long tail to 
show the challenge we face. 
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The unbearable lightness of ICT -    everything is so easy accessible 
for the persons within one context – but on the other side absolutely 
invisible and remote for people standing outside that specific context. 
 
This leads to the library’s role as an editor, stage director, curator, and 
presenter. 
 
The public library will be the place where bits and pieces from this 
enormous information universe are put together in a context – and –
put together  in a totality. 
 
The library must take an editorial selection out of the electronic 
universe, identifying the important sources. The library can and 
should organize ways in to these sources, on screens, on the walls, on 
the shelves – in the library as the physical show-room and visualizer 
of sources. But even more important, combine these show-rooms with 
equipment for working, enjoying, reading, listening, playing and 
meeting. 
 
This as the new concept for the library as place and space, where we 
shall leave behind the conception of the library as a book-storage and 
lending institution, and head towards  being the city’s major public 



meeting point for all kind of citizens, for inspiration, learning, self 
education, gathering, public debate, events – connected with a content. 
Not an empty space . 
 
 

           
 
 
What’s the difference from working with the traditional library 
material? 
Let’s hold on to the idea of the library as an agent in the field of 
distributing, facilitating, disseminating and effecting of culture-
production and information. Let’s hold on to the presumption we are 
operating within the long tail of digital sources. The natural chain of 
actions should be identifying sources of content, evaluating, choosing, 
collecting and in one way or another connect our findings and 
retrievals to a system for searching and finding. Then we should 
display, show, open up the sources, push, recommend, invite to see, to 
listen, to debate. An of course facilitate the users own work with the 
sources – to create new ideas and thoughts, share, gain knowledge and 
cope with the tasks of life. 
 
This chain of actions – that might be a lot more elaborated – is a base 
for developing new typologies for library rooms, methods and 
competences in the libraries in editing, curating and designing of 
exhibitions, stage managing, storytelling, event making,  teaching, 
debate-moderating and so on… 
 
We see the evolving of more active, more visible, more forward leant 
libraries. 
 



The change of library as room and place is an important factor for 
succeeding in the efforts of making the libraries relevant for society 
and for establish a new and visible stand in the public. 
New buildings for main libraries are to be seen several places around 
Europe, like in Amsterdam, and even more are under planning – as in 
Aarhus, Helsinki, Stockholm and Oslo, just to mention a few – 
sometimes real planning, sometimes more like dreams. But even if its 
only dreams – it is working with planning of the future. In Oslo we 
have been dreaming and planning the last 20 years, and  I would like 
to show you just a few collages – not architect- drawings, visualizing 
some conceptual ideas.  
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In words I would like to describe one small part in the future library. I 
consider climate and environmental issues will be fundamental in 
years to come, and public libraries should be providing the public the 
best, the fastest, the easiest accessible, and the most advanced 
scientific information. 
To summarize the library as an editor, curator, activator, enjoyable 
meeting and learning point I could describe the environmental hot-
spot place in the library like this :  
- different and exciting kind of bookshelves 
- screens with current information about the latest news from research 
and sciences 
- screens showing the current climate disasters 
- simultaneous transmission from the climate conference in Beijing 
- climate-games played by twelve year old kids 
- current comments from a well known national expert on climate in a 
designed area that also includes working- and production stations for 
users, and where the whole area has been given a striking scenography   
- books and prints from electronic sources put together in a curated 
exhibition 
 
The new library buildings are usually big innovation processes for the 
library and its surroundings. These planning situations covers 
development of services, changes of organisation and competence 
development, establishing new partnerships, new ways in using ICT 
both as interactive communication with users, and for  efficiency-
solutions. I do not include the many ongoing ICT projects in this 
presentation, but as an overall reflection say it is not so much about 
digitization  as such, but working with the use of digital material, the 
user interface, semantic web searching facilities, connecting sources 
from various systems and databases to facilitate the access for usage. 
As efficiency tool the RFID systems can be developed to a higher 
level. 
The big library buildings will often be part of urban development as 
well. 
 
Its it not all about buildings. Another big issue is strategies for 
competence and new organisational models, to cope with the 
complexity in big libraries. 



 
Traditional competence is librarians and non librarians (simplified) 
When new functions and methods demands competent storytellers, 
scenographs, editors, curators, IT nerds and specialists, event makers, 
mixed with the traditional library educated staff – we can all se this is 
challenging, and demands profound strategies for staff development. , 
both recruitment,  internal education, and more flexible and dynamic 
organisations. I think all major libraries have some programmes for 
internal development. I could point out Stockholm city library. I look 
to Stockholm with envy and admiration, because even when they get 
budget cuts for the running services, the get a substantial sum of 
money for competence building, staff improvement and innovation.  
 
Related to the demands for broad and varied competence  in the 
libraries, meaning interdisciplinary competence,   we see several 
projects and plans for  cooperation, partnership and or even merging  
with organisations and institutions. Considering the complex user 
groups for the public libraries: everyone -  and a lot of users with 
special needs, there is natural to work together with organisations with 
special competence and with established channels to user groups, not 
only develop competence within the library. 
     
There has been, and maybe still is, a governmental philosophy and 
strategy in some European countries about gathering the archives, 
museums and public libraries under one umbrella so to say. In my 
opinion this had led to almost nothing, because it is not linked to the 
users needs. 
 
I can point out more user oriented and society oriented approaches in 
for instance  in Copenhagen, where library branches in the vicinities 
are merged with Cultural houses  with a mix of activities.  Not only 
located together with, but merging as organisations.  
 
As interesting and well known is the Idea store concept from tower 
Hamlet in London, where traditional an worn out public libraries and 
adult educational services were merged into very functional public 
meeting and learning hubs in society. This idea is welcomed and taken 
as model for development in other big cities.  



 
In several cities there is evolving new organisational structures for 
dealing with library services in schools, meaning educational systems 
outside the universities and colleges. The public libraries par example 
in Zurich and Oslo are taking more comprehensible responsibility for 
library services for schools. 
 
So far referred to strategies concerned with the concept itself, 
buildings, organisation forms and competence, all more overall 
strategies to make the library relevant for society in changing 
environments, and effective institutions as well.  
 
The most numerous initiatives and progress reports we se in the big 
libraries are the very goal oriented programmes for facilitating people 
in varied situations to cope with the tasks of life,  both supporting 
personal growth and participating in society.. 
 
Literacy programmes in many fields are developed. Programmes for 
ICT literacy for various groups, for instance elderly people. Another 
example is a programme for financial literacy in Belgrade public 
library, concerned with the fact that citizens’ ability to cope with their 
own finances is crucial for functioning in society. 
 
A very good example of how libraries have connected to and 
succeeded in being important part of the strategic areas for the society 
is the civic integration program in Rotterdam public library:  
The overall goal is to support people in coping with the tasks of life 
and of society: teaching language skills, reading and writing, learning 
about the society and the city, training for job- applications and so on.  
 
This just a few examples from fields several bigger libraries have as 
focus areas for library development.   
 
One advantage for the big public libraries is the Metropolitan libraries 
section in IFLA. The metlibs have an annual conference connected 
with the mid-term-meeting. I can raise your attention to the metlib 
website, http://www.ifla.org/en/metropolitan-libraries, where you can 
find very interesting presentations from previous annual conferences, 



and you might benefit from being a member, where you will find 
inspiring colleagues discussing future initiatives. And you would 
hardly find any suggestions for the future among library directors as to 
plan for “orderly liquidation”, declaring libraries have had their time... 
The future is very much welcomed, but has to be met with both hard 
work and visions. 
 
 
 
Liv Sæteren 
   
 
 
 
 


