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Cooperative working as a motor for improvement and innovation of library services at the 

province of Barcelona, written by Montserrat Àlvarez, head of library cooperation of the 

Gerència de Serveis de Biblioteques 

From the origin of public libraries in Catalonia , the Diputació de Barcelona has always been 

present. Our country’s library project has always relied on a supra-municipal structure that has 

provided territorial view and networking. 

What we are going to show in the next minutes is a small presentation of our institution; how 

we commit to cooperative working, and lastly a specific experience of a provision of virtual 

services in a cooperative way. 

 

1. XARXA DE BIBLIOTEQUES MUNICIPALS IN THE PROVINCE OF BARCELONA 

1.1 The Province of Barcelona 

In Spain there are three levels of public administration: the State, the autonomous regions and 

the local governments, which include municipalities and provinces. The latter are supra-

municipals. 

Autonomous regions have an administration that governs itself, with total competences in 

some areas, such as culture, health or education. 

Catalonia is an autonomous region with its own historical and cultural characteristics such as 

its own language). Catalonia It is made up of four provinces, one of them being Barcelona. 

The province of Barcelona is the most populated province in Catalonia and the second most 

populated province in Spain. Its 5,500,000  that means the 74% of Catalonia’s population live 

in a 7,700 km  territory organised in 311 municipalities.  The density and distribution of the 

population is not homogeneous in the whole territory: approximately half of the municipalities 

have less than 3,000 inhabitants and only 30 municipalities have over 30,000 inhabitants, and 

there is a high concentration of population in the metropolitan area of Barcelona.  Barcelona 

has over 50% of a total of 3,225,000 inhabitants of the metropolitan area. The rest belong to 

30 other municipalities. Some of which are large cities; L’Hospitalet, Sabadell, Badalona, 

Terrassa   

Therefore, the province has a great number of municipalities, most of which are very small. 

This gives sense to the fact that municipalities are organised through a supra-municipal 

structure which allows them to optimise resources. The Diputació de Barcelona balances the 

municipal administration and helps municipalities in library management. 

1.2 The Diputació de Barcelona 

The Diputació de Barcelona is a local government institution which lends technical and 

economic support in the areas of municipal competence, guaranteeing a balanced 

development of public services in the whole territory. 
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The public library service is a municipal competence, compulsory for municipalities of more 

than 5,000 inhabitants, in accordance with the law regulating Local Regime Basis. In the 

province of Barcelona, City Councils take on this responsibility in provision of library service 

with the support of the Diputació de Barcelona. 

The Diputació de Barcelona, through the Gerència de Serveis de Biblioteques, provides services 

to City Councils for the creation and development of library services and it leads the Xarxa de 

Biblioteques Municipals of the province of Barcelona (from now on called XBM). 

 

1.3 The Xarxa de Biblioteques Municipals of the province of Barcelona. 

At present XBM ((Xarxa de Biblioteques Municipals) has 210 libraries in 135 municipalities and 

9 mobile libraries which provide service to 103 municipalities. This means that 98% of the 

population has a public library service at their disposal in their municipality. 

Networking in libraries in the province of Barcelona allows reaching three key aspects:  

production of services in economies of scale, cooperative working in libraries and access for 

citizens to the whole of the library resources in terms of equity.  

Networking has some very clear results for citizens, such as the collective catalogue, the single 

library card or the interlibrary loan. 

From the Diputació, different services are provided, bound to areas of creation and 

improvement of libraries, as well as their maintenance: municipal planning studies, writing of 

architectural projects, hiring and formation of human resources, technological support, 

acquisition of documental collections, evaluation and quality studies and programmes of 

reading promotion. 

Moreover, the Diputació provides library service in municipalities between 300 and 3,000 

inhabitants with mobile libraries, which at present reach more than 100 municipalities. 

Besides the support to physical libraries, XBM also has a virtual library, where resources and 

services are provided,  for all the inhabitants of the province. 

Some 2011 results figures; 

• we have 2,3 million registered users that means the 42% of the province population 

• 8, 8 millions documents, that mean 1,6 documents for inhabitant 

• 71 890 daily visits 

• 49, 425 daily loans 

• 1.300 professionals 

•  
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2. Cooperative working, how  to manage the present and project ourselves to the future 

The capacity of internal structuring as a network and in relation with its environment is the key 

value of our organisation (GSB) but we cannot forget what today’s reality stands for. 

Massive irruptions of new technology, demographic changes and globalisation have 

transformed our environment. 

A new world, a world characterised by new technology, new social structures, a new economy, 

a new culture. The economic crisis has shown the instability of democracy, now that financial 

power is global and political power is still local and national. 

Nowadays organisations and people have to understand each other and act in a high-

uncertainty environment, and it is not easy or convenient. The main reason for this 

inconvenience is the huge complexity that present society has been gaining.  

But regarding organisations, which strategies are more adequate to adopt changes to them? 

Present circumstances ask for courage. 

This means that one of the most important requirements that an organisation should have to 

face changes and uncertainty is being open to its environment.  

This means to admit If changes and uncertainty are unavoidable elements, we should change 

our way of understanding reality and focused our look on relations, links, networks. 

Moreover the growing exigency of quality and efficiency of public services gives rise to an 

emerging necessity of rethinking our organisations and processes and changing conducts by 

more efficient public services. 

Continuous improvement and innovation are the central themes that will make this 

transformation easier. 

This is why it is important to generate a context that will make possible to boost human capital 

as a key element in competitiveness and evolution of the organisation.  This means that the 

members of the organisation should act as agents causing the change. But the public sector 

has a vertical and hierarchical organisational design, and a low capacity to adapt and learn. 

But this does not relieve us from responding to present exigencies. And this is only possible 

through staging management models that we know how to revive people’s creativity and  

Therefore, from this point of view and assuming the previous perspective, Gerència de Serveis 

de Biblioteques started in 2010 the project comunitatXBM (communityXBM). The project 

aimed at boosting new strategies that would promote professionals of our Xarxa as an asset, 

and thus facilitate a systematic process of innovation. It would allow to define, a new direction 

to cooperation as a referent of competitiveness and innovation in the municipal library 

services. 
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2.1- comunitatXBM, from the idea to its execution 

Therefore, from this point of view and assuming the previous perspective, the three key values 

of the project can be identified in order to consolidate its operative basis. 

A.- People are the key asset to innovate and make changes easier 

We have invested greatly in resources and technology but at present we know that knowledge 

of processes will not assure success in an organisation. It is the people behind these 

mechanisms who determine efficiency and the establishment of our goals. 

ComunitatXBM commits to talent as one of the driving force elements of competitiveness for 

the public library and, at the same time, as a basic axis of its organisation. 

This individual knowledge is what we have to transform into a collective asset, for everybody. 

ComunitatXBM does not start from scratch, since many of the 1,300 XBM professionals have a 

long and valuable experience in providing library services. 

But……..how to transform knowledge in value? 

B.- Knowledge is a relational act 

Knowledge is a relational act: share, participate, listen and talk, cooperate... 

To ensure that the individual and implicit knowledge (integrated by the professionals’ 

capacities, abilities and experiences) transform into explicit intellectual capital, it is 

indispensable to establish formal mechanisms and procedures that allow to identify, capture, 

organise, share and spread this knowledge. 

ComunitatXBM creates the conditions to guarantee an atmosphere where communication and 

sharing take place fluently. 

C.- A learning organisation 

It is in this process that knowledge turns into a resource and an added value for the 

organisation. 

ComunitatXBM, a step forward to promote in XBM a corporative culture that boosts 

continuous learning as one of the central values of the organisation and involves professionals 

that visualise competitive advantages of giving and sharing information. 
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2.2 comunitatXBM, three organisational strategies 

From the very beginning of the idea, a lot of time was dedicated to define the project 

exhaustively. 

Once the conceptual and operative frames were defined, we worked towards identifying the 

real necessities of our professionals.  This work allowed us to define the major lines of action 

which will end up defining lines of work at short, medium and long term. 

With the obtained results we established an action plan and we structured mechanisms for 

consensus and coordination of leadership. 

It was a useful year, necessary to communicate and spread the project inside the organisation 

and to establish compromises for joining the project and collaborating in it. 

In this line of work three organisational strategies were defined to develop. 

A. – community of practice 

community of practice become the learning and collaboration axis. 

The comunitatXBM programme grew aiming to adapt an ideal frame to create knowledge from 

a network of community of practice 

ComunitatXBM is organised from different working groups of professionals from the XBM who 

seek a common purpose: creation and management of knowledge in the XBM. As a result of 

the debate, exchange and cooperative working new knowledge, new tools for support to 

management and decision-making are created and new projects and library services are 

boosted. 

community of practice allow canalising effective participation of various Xarxa professionals in 

the project. It also facilitates sharing and formalising different multidisciplinary approaches 

that benefit from different flairs, experiences in specialisation areas and sensibilities. 

The dynamics and the evolution of each community are very diverse, since there are many 

factors and variables involved at the same time of an organisational type, of the group 

composition and of internal working. 

A community of practice is based on the fact that learning involves collective participation, and 

that the acquisition of knowledge and abilities is considered a social process, not an individual 

one. 

B. - comunitatXBM: a virtual working platform 

The second key element was implementing a virtual area of cooperative working. 

As a mater of fact, the platform represents a basic element in creating and developing 

communities of practice in the XBM. This new technological scene makes it possible to share 
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knowledge in communities that have interests in common, and at the same time it is a perfect 

instrument to work cooperatively in common and transversal projects. 

The platform offers tools for participation, necessary in each group so their members will have 

a virtual area to create and edit shared documents (wiki, Google docs), debate about a topic 

(forum), share a calendar, publish photographs (image gallery), attach documents, chat, know 

their opinions (surveys), spread latest news (news) or have a personal member area (blog). 

C.-forumcomunitatXBM 

Facing the challenge that this project involves, from the beginning the we considered it 

necessary to organise a communication and spreading strategy aimed at showing the activities 

of working groups, the results achieved and their impact on the organisation. 

The project comunitatXBM identifies as a priority compiling and systematising the work of the 

groups in some kind of document that allows spreading and use by the rest of the Xarxa 

professionals. These contributions, depending on their contents, are edited in two formats of 

different characteristics: documentcomunitatXBM or dossierdetreballcomunitatXBM. 

Also, since last year, under the name of fòrumcomunitatXBM we organised face-to-face 

sessions aimed at all XBM professionals 

All this actions allows us to favour a cultural evolution inside the organisation and a change in 

our organisational culture. 

2.3: Where are we two  years later? 

At present, two years after we haved started there are 23 communities of practice that gather 

more than 200 XBM.  

The process of creation of the communities of practice has followed a multi-intentional 

pattern. We created communities that responded to an interest expressed by the 

(professionals) XBM or at request of the GSB. 

At this moment we have three types of communities 

A. 14 communities of practice  are working on proposals of organisational improvement. 

Some of the improvement has been incorporated to daily working practice. 

These 14 communities of practice are aimed at producing support tools for management and 

also decision-making. 

• Collection at mobile libraries 

• Topics of children’s books 

• Public library/schools 

• Lending policy 
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• Mobile library instruction manual 

• Lending service 

• Children’s area 

• Customer service and resolution of positive conflicts 

• Tutorials Videos 

• Internet access regulations 

• Music librarians 

• Tourist information 

• Music in libraries 

• Spreading on the web 

Some communities, whose achievements have been really outstandings work, have become a 

referent in which their members collaborate, participate, create resources and cooperate with 

the purpose of improving their professional practice day by day. 

• Catalogue of music activities at the public library 

• Internet access regulations 

• New proposal of subject headings for children’s books 

• New development of the collection policy 

• Guidelines for school visits 

• Guidelines for the creation and stimulation of children and young people reading clubs  

• Mobile library instruction manual 

• Interlibrary lending service 

B. there are some professional groups who organise comunitatXBM, a privileged frame where 

a cohesion and exchange environment is coordinated between professionals who stand in the 

context of a practical activity and some shared targets. 

• direccióXBM (managementXBM) 

• maresmeXBM 

• penedesgarrafXBM 
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C. 8 of these groups support their functioning in the creation of projects and corporative 

services 

In the comunitatXBM there are other communities, made up of experts in different matters, 

such as music, novels, comic books, tourism... these groups, of a permanent character, aim 

their work to produce contents for the corporative portal Biblioteca Virtual (virtual library) or 

cooperative services, now called Biblioteca Virtual, which we will present in greater depth later 

on. 

• Virtual shelf Novels 

• Virtual shelf Cinema 

• Virtual shelf Music 

• Virtual shelf of Work 

• Virtual shelf Cooking and Wines 

• Virtual shelf Comic books 

• Virtual shelf Health 

• Virtual shelf Tourism 

• Virtual reference service 

•  

3. Biblioteca Virtual (virtual library): a cooperative project 

The Biblioteca Virtual is the web portal for the citizens, carried out by Xarxa de Biblioteques 

Municipals of the province of Barcelona. It started to respond to information, learning and 

leisure needs in a virtual environment. 

Combination of access to documents with the provision of virtual services, at any time and 

from any place, puts public libraries in the virtual environment of communication between 

citizens. 

The Biblioteca virtual is aimed to: 

• Locate, in a virtual context, the services of a public library. 

• Provide resources, digital media services and virtual services which adapt to formative, 

informative and leisure needs of different sectors of the population. 

• Offer areas that  users can personalise, creating their library from the portal resources 

• Instigate participation of users with the will of building a user community where the 

users can find a communication and participation area which promotes exchanges of 

ideas 
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3.1 The Biblioteca Virtual,  built to growth  

Regarding organisation, which are the key aspects of the project? 

• It is a cooperative project from the beginning. It has a structure (both technical and 

conceptual) thought to favour the creation of contents and services in a cooperative 

way. It wants to bring information and culture closer to the users from the basis of 

networking, cooperation and mutual commitment. This is, without a doubt, the 

greatest value of the portal, because for us the conceptual basis from which we work 

is more important than technology. In our case, this basis is about taking profit of the 

existence of such a large and united network, with physical services so positively 

valued by users. 

• It has a decentralised management model. The use of the LifeRay contents manager 

adds the possibility of creation and self-edition of useful contents for the library, as 

well as cooperative contents. Combining the local look and the network look: each 

library has its own area to generate local contents and, at the same time, users benefit 

from the provision of resources and services in a collaborative way, by professionals 

Network and by central services. 

• It has its own entity as a virtual library but at the same time reinforces the services of 

the physical library, being a window to its services, collections and activities. In its 

structure, this aspect has been largely worked on, trying to be especially careful in 

organising contents by highlighting the physical resources of each library. 

• It is a dynamic project; it has a capacity to impulse new programmes and services. It is 

now six months old and since it came out last December, new products and services 

has been added. Next June 1sthe service for virtual reference, Asklibrarian, will be 

opened. 

3.2 What does the decentralised and cooperative model provide? 

In this case, it is the decentralised and cooperative model which favours the involvement of 

those responsible for contents. Increasing efficiency and optimisation of resources, we transfer 

the profitability of networking to the virtual environment. Taking advantage of the specialised 

knowledge of the XBM professionals and the central services we build a network of 

specialisations and we add value to products on the portal. 

We all are part of the project of the Biblioteca Virtual. We want dynamic contents not a static 

one library. This means that contents have to be frequently refreshed and we are going to do 

this. All together. Because the Biblioteca Virtual belongs to all of us and all of us will improve it. 

How do we bring cooperation to fruition in this project? 

There are three levels of contents in relation to their production: 
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• Decentralised contents which are kept from each library. These include general 

character data, services from each library, calendar, reading guidelines, special 

contents, novelties display shelf... 

• Centralised contents: they are common to all libraries. These refer to online 

procedures, to database searches, to general information and to the novelties display. 

• Cooperative contents: these are the ones both created and maintained in a 

cooperative way. They include a selection of webs, virtual shelves, reading 

recommendations and virtual services provision, such as the virtual reference service 

that we are launching on June 1st. 

To create and maintain cooperative contents some working groups were created, formed by 

staff from the Gerència de Biblioteques (central services) and staff who work in any one of the 

libraries of our Net. Participation in many cases is voluntary and derives from each worker’s 

knowledge or abilities. In other cases, people are chosen depending on the specialisation of 

the library: comic books, health, cinema,... and in a smaller grade, the participation of other 

departments from the Diputació or external entities. 

Each working group has an annual planning of contents and a guideline to work, agreed with 

the library management. 

The project’s implementation methodology is complex, given the concurrence of a series of 

variables, such as organisation, group members, internal functioning... 

3.3 Contents and services of the Biblioteca Virtual: perspective of the users 

The library structure responds to user’s approach based it in 4 axes: 

• Thematic approach: I’m looking for... 

This responds to the needs of those users who have a certain demand. They can access 

to resources thematically organised. The star product of this area is the virtual shelves. 

• Approach from the links between the user and his environment or his reference 

library: What does my library offer...? 

This gives information about the Xarxa de Biblioteques Municipals libraries’ stock (both 

libraries and mobile libraries): services, local websites, special collections... information 

is shown by libraries and by municipalities. 

• Suggestive approach: what do libraries recommend? 

This responds to users, who without previously having presented a defined demand, 

visit the portal to find reading suggestions. Novelties and recommendations of 

documental collections, digital meetings with authors and surveys are offered. This is 

the most dynamic, sharing and participative section. 

• Personal area, as a space to keep everything one finds interesting 
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This responds to the offer provided for the users, who will be able to handle 

informative contents of the virtual library depending on their interests and needs, 

make online procedures and find areas of participation and opinion. This service can 

only be accessed with the library card of the Xarxa de Biblioteques Municipals. 

 

The contents of the Biblioteca Virtual are open to all the citizens, but having the library card of 

the Xarxa de Biblioteques is necessary to have a personal space, to save contents, to consult 

databases to which they are subscribed, to participate in forums, to evaluate contents... this is 

how the library card gains an added value. 

The aim of the participation tools is to manage to gain the user’s loyalty and an emotional 

relation. 

Users can assess the different contents of the Biblioteca Virtual (by a star rating system) and 

can add the contents to their social networks. 

In this sense, the final objective would be being able to create, through the virtual shelves, 

communities with common interests that seek and exchange information actively. 

As it was said before, the Biblioteca Virtual is a living, dynamic project that is growing. In June 

we will launch the virtual reference service, also understood as a collaborative project and we 

will unveil, in the Biblioteca Virtual, a new channel for children from 6 to 12 years of age called 

Gènius which will substitute the present children’s web Chilias. The new children’s channel has 

the same philosophy as the Biblioteca Virtual, both because of its purpose but also because of 

its methodology for creating contents and services. In this case there is an editor board where 

librarians specialised in literature and children’s areas from our libraries may participate. 

4.- Coclusion ; in a crisis environment, a successful project. 

All in all, to introduce collaborative working is a constant adaptive learning process that 

requires the flow of information, which is dynamic and requires constant adjustments to the 

process itself. 

Implantation of collaborative working is not an automated or depersonalised process. 

• It requires a working plan which tackles the dimensions of the habits, beliefs and 

merits of people. 

• It requires a flow of information which is dynamic and requires constant adjustments 

to the process itself, because a process of adaptive learning is started. 

• It gives projection and transparency to the impacts and results that we get to. 

Cooperative working, a fantastic mechanism, the results are satisfactory... and mainly they are 

efficient for: 
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• Boosting a new organisational culture. A concept of organisation based on people and 

relations based on participative models put us as proactive elements of change and 

innovation. 

• Increasing competitiveness of the library system in the province. Joint work between 

central services and local libraries produces a multiplier effect that reinforces the 

vocation of the service and the proximity of the public library. 

• Mobilising creativity and local knowledge. To improve our capacity to respond and to 

articulate new proposals for which a local, expert and transversal knowledge must be 

added. 

• Boosting continuous learning and professional development and recognition. an 

opportunity to give maximum value to the task of the group of the Xarxa professionals. 

A space to receive recompense for the individual effort, develop both personally and 

professionally and achieve a large grade of specialisation. 

• Managing the difference. A frame where it is possible to manage the dialogue (and 

tensions) between various and plural agents, with the purpose of adding synergies and 

being able to give more efficient solutions. 

• Contributing to promote new support networks. A new way of mixing, in a way that 

new horizontal networks are created, which allows for knowledge to grow and allow 

detecting people who can lead the changes. 

But also... ts application has also some barriers: 

The identified barriers to innovate are: 

- As we said before, public sector has a vertical and hierarchical design, that does not 

give enough flexibility to face changes 

- The habits of the organisations that have been working the same way for a long time  

- We have a human resources model that is not quite lead to continuous learning, which 

brings difficulties to adopt new technology or new management models, as well as 

aligning strategic goals 

In spite of all this, right now the conditions are not good enough so this model can be 

displayed in a general way. 

In an environment of crisis, comunitatXBM is a successful project. 

A successful process,  that has no turning back. 

 All in all, our challenge as the Gerència de Biblioteques is to exercise a new dynamic 

leadership which helps to create conditions for emergence and creativity amongst libraries of 

the Xarxa, to manage the present and project ourselves to the future as first class services. 


