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PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT IN THE LIBRARIES OF BARCELONA, BEYOND TRAINING 

 

 

The professional profile of the staff of the Libraries of Barcelona  

 

The professional profile of the various job positions in the Libraries of Barcelona is 

included in its “model of skills”.  This consists of an organised list with the definition of 

the specific work behaviours considered to be desirable by the organisation.   

 

This consideration of very specific behaviours has made us evolve from the traditional 

concept of training, towards one of professional development, in search of more 

efficient systems for adapting the actions of the organisation to the changing needs of 

today’s society.   

 

If anything is evident for everyone, it is that the world evolves very quickly, and that 

the society requires new services and different ways of providing them.  The future of 

the public library depends on the capacity to adapt ourselves to these changes, and 

therefore, the ongoing skills acquisition of the staff is an essential element.    

 

 

The system of skills acquisition is a key tool of the organisation for developing the 

necessary professional skills. 

 

a) Professional development in the Libraries of Barcelona: strong ideas 

 

1. Professional development is a wider and more profound concept than training, 

and brings with it necessary changes in the working practices of the staff.  It can 

be produced in a natural way by means of the labour and staff experience, but 

given the importance of producing services of quality, we organise a corporate 

system for promoting and facilitating the acquisition of new skills which are 

useful for their professional, and personal, life.  In this context, training is only 

one of the tools that forms part of the system of development.    

 

2. Development is completely oriented towards practical application, for two 

reasons: 
 

- In reality, the only way of developing skills is to face the challenge of doing new 

things or doing things in a different way, until the new skills are incorporated 

into a new successful practice.  Those not able to modify their professional 

actions are the ones who have not integrated the new skills.  One thing is to 

increase the amount of information people have about a topic, and another is 

to undergo a process of growth that signifies the integration of new skills.  For 
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this reason, the system of professional development aims to place emphasis on 

what happens after the training in the classroom. 
 

- The organisation requires an economic and organisational effort to provide the 

staff with the learning tools and environment, and has a right to expect that 

this effort is turned into an improvement of the services for the citizens.   

 

3.  Creating a training organisation.  The most important thing for professional 

development is not organising good training courses, but that the usual 

functioning of the organisation produces an increase in the skills.    
 

This means that the skills acquisition actions should be integrated in an 

organisational system that makes them effective, but also includes the fact that 

there is a training effect of the regular functioning of the teams of each library  

(participation, cooperation, sharing knowledge), of the management actions  

(promoting participation for the improvement of the services, facilitating the 

rotation of tasks, stimulating innovation and taking on challenges, giving support 

to the application of new skills) and the positioning of top management 

(promoting innovation, giving more value to the assuming of challenges and not 

inertias, allocating resources to professional development. 

 

4. Each specific action of skills acquisition requires the collaboration and 

assumption of commitments by all the parties involved: staff, management, 

human resources.   

 

5. The specific skills acquisition actions cannot be limited to training, but they have 

to combine different methodologies: training, assessment, internal or external 

tutorials, exchanging experiences, etc.    

 

6. The organisation has, and generates, a lot of expert knowledge.  It should be 

shared to enrich the whole, especially in a work environment of some 400 

people distributed around 39 work centres.   
 

Making tools and spaces available that allow this expert knowledge to be shared 

and improved is a challenge that we have for the next few years and that will 

allow us to make an organisation capable of promoting talent. 

 

b) Professional development in the Libraries of Barcelona: elements of the system. 
 

1. Support in the practical application of new skills.  
 

- The training actions organised by Libraries of Barcelona include a “project of 

application” or a “project of improvement”, that can be related to the 
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improvement of the action itself, of the organisation of the work, or of the 

services of the library.    
 

- Some training actions include a follow up session of the difficulties for its 

practical application, some two months after the completion of the classroom 

work. 
 

- Some training actions include onsite or online follow up by a trainer for a 

period of time after the completion of the classroom work.   
 

- Some training actions include the tutoring of the library management for the 

application of the new knowledge and skills, subsequent to the classroom work. 

 

2. The role of the library management.  
 

Its role is very important before and after the training.  
 

Beforehand, in the identification of the skills application needs and in the 

decisions of which collaborators should have priority for each training 

programme.  It is a good opportunity for establishing conversations with each 

member of the team related to the fulfilment and needs for the development of 

each person.   
 

Afterwards, in the support for the application of the new knowledge and the 

consolidation of the new skills.   
 

And all of this without forgetting that the most persistent and effective activity 

for skills acquisition consists of the dynamic itself of the work: if it is 

participative, if it is cooperative, if it is capable of linking the activities of each 

with the fulfilment of the mission proposed, if it lets you enrich the work 

experience with various activities, and if it is capable of assuming individual and 

collective professional challenges.    
 

In all these fields, the role of the management of the library is decisive for the 

professional development and the motivation of the staff, and its capacity to 

assume this role is based on its level of leadership of the team.    

 

3. The diagnosis of the needs for skills acquisition.  
 

As well as the overall needs perceived in each moment of the staff themselves, 

for the management of the library or the management team, every two or three 

years we organise a participative diagnosis so as to identify the skills acquisition 

needs of the staff of the Libraries of Barcelona.  
 

There is a part in which all of the staff can participate individually.  Each person 

can give his or her opinion about the training we offer, about their needs and 

about their skills in 15 thematic areas.   
 



METLIB. Barcelona 2012   4 
 

 

This, as well as making very valuable observations about the contents and quality 

of the training, also provides us with a quantitative ‘snapshot’ of the distribution 

of the staff, that we have divided in four groups according to their level of skills 

acquisition and need for knowledge for the specific job position, for each specific 

field:   

 

High level of skills acquisition, low level 
of need for the job: 
 POTENTIAL TALENT 
  

High level of skills acquisition, high 
level of need for the job: 

ACTIVE TALENT (EXPERTS) 

Low level of skills acquisition, low level 
of need for the job: 
 

IRRELEVANCE 
 

Low level of skills acquisition, high 
level of need for the job: 

NEEDS FOR DEVELOPMENT 

 

The diagnosis also includes a main part to be responded to, jointly by the whole 

team of each library.  The aim is to identify and prioritise the most important 

skills acquisition needs for the improvement of the individual fulfilment and also 

for improving the functioning of the team, related to annual action plans of each 

library.    
 

It is based on this diagnosis and the strategic lines and priorities defined by the 

management of Libraries of Barcelona that we try to construct a Development 

Plan for the staff that corresponds to the real needs of the association.   

 

4. The “tailor-made” training processes of the needs of each group and individual.  
 

The skills acquisition actions not only need to be adapted to the organisational 

needs in the contents.  To be effective, they should also be adapted as far as 

possible to the characteristics and needs of each participant.    
 

To achieve this, we place emphasis on two elements: the systems of individual 

accompaniment and the role of the training staff.   
 

Many training actions include individual follow up, onsite or online, of the 

projects of application by the trainer or the management of the library so as to 

enable the difficulties to be overcome that each person could find.   
 

Furthermore, what we request of the trainers is something more than technical 

mastering of their topic and a good capacity for transmitting their knowledge, we 

also search for the methodological capacity of assessing the characteristics of the 

components of the group and to promote dynamics of horizontal learning, based 

on the capacities and experiences of each participant.  More than “teaching”, 

according to the school model, it is a question of helping to learn.   
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5. The “training contract” 
 

This model of professional development requires the commitment of each 

person with their own skills growth, and also a commitment from management 

and the department of human resources.  The effectiveness of this process of 

skills acquisition is compromised by any of these main actors not fulfilling their 

role.   
 

For this reason, Libraries of Barcelona has defined what we call the “training 

contract” that includes all the commitments that each party accepts due to the 

fact of participating in a skills acquisition action included in the Professional 

Development Plan of each year.   
 

The organisation is committed in questions such as the information to be given 

to the staff, the situations in which the skills acquisition actions are considered to 

be within the working hours (among those, all the ones which are directly 

organisational), the conditions of the external training in which the Libraries of 

Barcelona assume the payment, the conditions and terms for the accreditation of 

the actions carried out, the characteristics and channels for the access to the 

different actions programmed.   
 

The library management or the central services always participate in the 

decisions about which people should participate in the skills acquisition actions 

(except in the case of assessment which is a direct request from each person) 

and have to provide support in the application for the job position of the new 

skills acquired.  They also assume the commitment to inform about the internal 

offer that is programmed and about the criteria of prioritisation employed for 

deciding the attendance of their staff, as well as facilitating the mechanisms for 

sharing the new knowledge among the team of the library.   
 

The participants are committed to attending punctually all the activities 

authorised, to the presentation of the project of application to the job position in 

the skills acquisition actions that they have stipulated, to modify their own action 

so as to improve the situation after a process of external consultation, and to 

share with the rest of the staff the tools and knowledge acquired (also after 

attending courses or external conferences).   

 

6. Combination of methodologies: the Professional Development Units.  
 

If the aim of the skills acquisition is to improve the practical actions of the staff, 

we should take into account the fact that work behaviour has multiple 

components, and that the necessary support tools for facilitating the changes 

should be different.   
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Classic theory states that professional action is determined by knowledge (what 

you know), skills (what you know how to do), and attitudes (what you want to 

do, the motivations), and an efficient action about each of these components 

requires diverse tools and methodologies, that have to be combined according to 

the goals to be achieved (training, skills workshops, tutored practice, internal or 

external assessment, professional exchanges, access to other training resources).   
 

This grouping of actions, combining different methodologies, for achieving 

specific objectives of professional skills acquisition in the Libraries of Barcelona 

we call Professional Development Units (PDU).  For example, the PDU ”Running 

meetings” combines a course with subsequent project application, individual 

follow up with the help of the trainer-assessor in real meetings in the workplace 

and optional individual assessment (at the request of each participant). 
 

There are also skills acquisition actions that do not include classroom courses.  

For example, all the staff have the possibility of having a service of individual 

external assessment for improving their skills for dealing with problems related 

to users, colleagues or their line managers.   

 

7. Sharing knowledge.  
 

Libraries of Barcelona, like many other organisations, possesses a large amount 

of expert knowledge and professional skills.  Sharing this wealth of knowledge, 

makes us all richer, and as a consequence we provide a better quality in the 

services to the citizens and there is greater stimulus in our professional life.     
 

For this reason we have established some formal systems with this aim in mind:   
 

- In the “training contract” each participant in skills acquisition actions makes a 

commitment to sharing everything considered to be most relevant with the 

team of workers of his or her library. 
 

- The staff who participate in courses, conferences or congresses organised by 

Libraries of Barcelona also have to pass on to the technician responsible from 

human resources everything that seems to be of most interest to the 

organisation, in such a way that the information that is considered for general 

use can be accordingly distributed.    
 

- The application projects of more quality and interest are published in the 

collaborative website spaces of Libraries of Barcelona. 
 

- We have started a process of identification of expert talent that will lead to the 

constitution of an ‘offer’ of internal trainers with a twofold aim: on the one 

hand, to facilitate the increase in the skills of the internal experts themselves by 

means of the systemisation of their knowledge and the improvement in their 

ability in skills acquisition of others, and on the other hand, to enable them to 
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become generating agents of new talent, based on professional development 

actions.     
 

 

c) A brief conclusion. 
 

Beyond training, this model of professional development, despite its difficulties and 

insufficiencies, is showing itself to be more efficient in the skills acquisition processes 

of the staff.    
 

The fact of being integrated in the systems of the habitual functioning of the 

organisation, not only contributes to its effectiveness, but it also has the effect of 

strengthening the leadership by the library management as a key element in the 

process of individual development and the development of the teams.   
 

The system also helps us to identify and take advantage of the talents of the staff, and 

the organisational recognition of the active talent of the organisation that is available 

for sharing.   
 

Finally, there is a professional motivational effect both for the staff who are recognised 

as experts, and for the staff who reach successful processes of professional 

development. 
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