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How does a digital library operate: interviews with 
the staff at BiblioTech
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Abstract
This study examines the digital library BiblioTech, opened 
2013 in San Antonio, Texas. The aim of this study was to 
examine what the main aspects of operating a digital library 
are with a focal point on the practice of digital libraries. The 
research questions studied were; how does a digital library 
operates in general, how does the staff work in the digital 
library and if the physical place is important in a digital 
library. To examine these questions, twelve semi-structured 
interviews with BiblioTech’s full-time employees were 
conducted. Results show that the digital library operates 
almost like the traditional library. The main difference is 
that the books are (only) available in digital form. Since the 
lack of a collection to maintain, much of the time spent for 
the staff that works in the library is on interaction with the 
patrons, while for the technical responsible staff much time 
is spent of maintaining the technical equipment. BiblioTech 
also work on developing literacy through a few different 
technological solutions as screen-readers, audio books, 
equipment for visually impaired people etc. Analysis show 
that BiblioTech is all about providing technical services for 
the inhabitants that cannot afford it and therefore the library 
space is central. In addition, the physical place is important, 
so the inhabitants can learn together with the staff. In 
today’s society, an important part of developing literacy is to 
work with technology so therefore that is one of BiblioTech’s 
focal points.

Introduction
Librarians are not defined by a type of question but a 
role (Buss, 2016), so when our community change the 
libraries and librarians must change as well. When our 
communities become more digital, so does the libraries 
need to become more digital as well and with this come 
the necessary change of the library profession as well. 

So, in line with the 21st century and the digital era it 
felt obvious to study a public library with only digital 
material and see how they worked and especially note 
if the physical place still was important even if all the 
books were digital. The author wanted to see if the place 
was important without it being asked explicitly in the 
interviews, but it still was an important factor for the 
research. Palfrey (2013) argues that the library as an 
institution always have been one of the fundamentals for 
the success of our democracy. He means that the library 
provides the necessary skills and knowledge that are 
needed to achieve our roles as active citizens.

The aim of this study was to examine what the main 
aspects of operating a digital library are with a focal 
point on the practice of digital libraries. The research 
questions are: 1) how does a digital library operate in 
general, 2) how does the staff work in the digital library, 
and 3) is the physical place important in a digital library. 
The research encompasses the digital library BiblioTech 
in San Antonio (Texas, US). The research was conducted 
during spring 2017, with the interviews conducted in 
March 2017. a qualitative analysis of the material where 
also made after the interviews.

BiblioTech
The library that was studied is the first digital public 
library ever to open. It is called BiblioTech and is in San 
antonio (Texas, united States), opened in 2013. The 
library provides all residents within Bexar County with its 
services. In the first year BiblioTech had 100 000 visitors 
(Phillips, 2014). BiblioTech started as a project by Judge 
nelson Wolff, county judge for Bexar County. He got 
inspired by the digitalization of new York Public Library 
and by Walter Isaacson’s biography of Apple’s founder 
Steve Jobs (Nawotka, 2014).
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The project was later given to Laura Cole, BiblioTech’s 
special project coordinator, who had the responsibility 
for research, financing, and the execution of the library.

BiblioTech’s vision is to: “Provide all Bexar County 
residents the opportunity to access technology 
and its applications for the purposes of enhancing 
education and literacy, promoting reading as recreation 
and equipping residents of our community with the 
necessary tools to thrive as citizens of the 21st Century” 
(Bexar BiblioTech Facebook, 2013). The membership is 
free for residents within Bexar County and the patrons 
can use services like e-books, use of internet, access to 
both laptops and computers and tablets, e-readers for 
lending, different events, courses etc. About half of all 
the e-readers is always borrowed and these can hold five 
e-books at a time (Phillips, 2014).

San Antonio is the seventh biggest city in US, but is 
ranked on place 60 in literacy (Phillips, 2014). Laura cole, 
the project coordinator of BiblioTech declares that it is 
hard for the residents to advance in their literacy with not 
a lot of resources available, most of the people in San 
Antonio does not even have internet at home (Phillips, 
2014). That is why BiblioTech became such an important 
part for the residents, because they can access books, 
internet and more from the library for free.

Literature review

Digital libraries
according to calhoun (2014) digital libraries can be 
defined in two different ways: 1) as a research area and 
practice with participants from different disciplines 
and occupations, such as computer science, library 
and information science (LIS), cultural heritage 
section and education and 2) a system and service, 
often open available and a) supports development of 
knowledge and culture, b) contains collections of digital 
material with the aim to satisfy the needs of defined 
communities, and c) often used as a architecture which 
first emerged in computer science and LIS and usually 
contain a storage, a mechanism that supports searching 
and other services and resource identifications and user 
interface (both for human and machine).

association of research Libraries (arL) defines the 
digital library as more than a single entity and the 
digital library needs technology to link all the resources 
available, as well as the links between the digital library 
and services as transparent for the users. A universal 
access is the goal of digital libraries and is not limited 
to document substitutes but also other digital artefacts 
that cannot be represented or distributed in printed 
format (Xie & Matusiak, 2016).

calhoun (2014) claims that the most important 
properties of digital libraries are the social roles they 
play, the communities they serve, collection they collect 

for the communities and the possible technology to 
support it. Liew (Chowdhury & Foo, 2012) implies that 
the community need to go towards more including digital 
libraries which can enrich and empower individuals 
and the community, but digital libraries cannot do this 
through only existing and digitalization alone does not 
necessary leads to social integration. The successful 
digital libraries seem to have found the perfect mix 
of citizenship, quality collections and technologies/
methods that supports a user-centered design (calhoun, 
2014). a thorough study of the needs, goals, and 
behaviours of the society to be served seems to be an 
important success factor.

Library as a social community
Libraries provides communities with places to create, 
serves as publishers, have recording studios, help 
with printing documents, technology support for every 
single device a patron can use, university libraries serve 
as student unions where student gathers for a coffee 
and food, and the libraries give room for exhibitions, 
programs, lecture, community organization meetings 
and so on (Weber, 2015). With this said, libraries serve 
a lot of other aims than just being a place to store books.

If libraries disappeared, cities and towns would lose 
important “third places” which are opened for the 
public. In a survey that was conducted in 2013, 90% of 
the Americans who were 16 or older said that closing 
their local library would have a negative impact of their 
community (Palfrey, 2013). Without the public place that 
libraries provide, the most vulnerable in our communities 
does not have a place where they can feel safe, get 
reliable information, think, write, and learn.

Libraries serves many important purposes even in a 
world where we can trust Google, Facebook, and Twitter 
to give us answer on many of the questions of life. The 
function of the library may be different from what it once 
where, but the main purpose of the library’s mission from 
the last centuries remains still the same, to provide a 
wide access and consistent preservation, which is still 
important today (Palfrey, 2013).

The new librarianship
The new librarianship is not about a special kind of 
library role, rather more created to build a foundation 
for change all over the profession (Lankes, 2016). All 
libraries, both public and private, big, or small, should be 
about their communities, the ones they serve and is a 
part of – and that is just librarianship.

Librarians are defined by a mission, a set of facilitating 
tools and values that underlies the profession. The 
three main factors that defines a librarian is according 
to Lankes (2016): their mission (to improve the 
community by facilitate knowledge creation in the 
communities they belong to); means to achieve the 
mission (facilitate two-way communication and through 
resources bring up conversations; build knowledge; 
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provide a safe environment; and build on the motivation 
of the community’s residents), as well as the values 
which forms the basis for the work of the librarians. 
These values are: service, learning, intellectual freedom 
and security, intellectual honesty. It is important for 
the librarian to also learn through conversation and 
communication: as a librarian, we are also educators 
within areas like knowledge, creation, and education. 
Humans learn from conversations: through reading, 
through doing, in group or alone.

Lankes (2016) uses the Salzburg curriculum as a part of 
his theory, which is a set of managing skills which can 
form both education programs as well as the ongoing 
professional development of both libraries and museum. 
The curriculum is divided into these categories: 
change-oriented social engagement, technology, capital 
management, cultural competence, knowledge, learning 
and innovation, management of participation. The 
library should be a participating platform that allows a 
community to share passions, knowledge, experience, 
and resources. The library can take advantage of the 
community and their thought and use that as a resource, 
which can be a more important part of their collection 
rather than the books. The libraries also need to make 
the values they present visible to their communities.

Methodology
The empirical data for the study were collected during 
spring 2017. During that period, twelve semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with the full-time employees 
at BiblioTech. Some of the interviews were conducted 
at the two branches, in a specific conference room. 
and the rest were conducted at BiblioTech’s office 
downtown in a separate room. The interview guide was 
made in prior to the interviews and mostly used as a 
guide for the author to cover the selected themes, which 
were: general questions, questions about BiblioTech 
and questions about usability. One week before the 
interviews, emails were sent out to the interviewees, but 
they knew that the author would be there long before 
that, so they were prepared to be contacted. In the 
email they got a suggestion for a date and time for the 
interview. At the start of the interview they got to sign a 
consent form, to agree their participation in the study. 
The interviewees got precise information about what 
would be included in the study. The interviews lasted 
about twenty minutes.

Results
This study started initially with three research questions 
to cover the aim of the research. These three research 
questions will be answered in this part of the paper in 
these three topics: the digital library in general, the staff 
in the digital library, and the physical place of the digital 
library.

The digital library in general
According to the interviews that were made, the digital 
library (in this case BiblioTech) operates pretty much as 
a traditional library, but they spend a lot less work on the 
collection (with things as put books back, cataloging, 
etc.), than a traditional library does. This gives the staff 
more time to interact with their patrons, which is the 
most important part of the library for BiblioTech, since 
they need time to educate and teach their patrons to 
use the technology in an effective and efficient way. 
The most part of their time is about in different ways 
help the patrons with different tasks, such as apply for 
a library card, print out documents or learn how to use 
a computer or how to apply for a job. BiblioTech also 
work on developing literacy through a few different 
technological solutions as screen-readers, audio books, 
equipment for visually impaired people etc. They need to 
exist to provide a community service, a handyman that 
can help with various things that the community needs. 
They a planned for the community and all their work is 
to serve the community and improve it just like Lankes 
(2016) means is the most important part of the library.

In BiblioTech, the staff have different duties, for some of 
them the work is mostly about computer maintenance 
and maintenance for the devices they lend out. For other 
staff it is all about outward work, to reach out, through 
going out to schools and other organizations and inform 
them about BiblioTech. One part of their work is of 
course about buying books and being updated about new 
resources, apps or programs that could be interesting 
for BiblioTech. Another part is also about showing up on 
different conferences and journals, so writing articles 
and preparing presentations is important for BiblioTech. 
Thus, BiblioTech operates as any library, but with some 
different focal points. A great importance is also to keep 
the website updated with the latest information and 
news, because it is often through the website they reach 
out to the patrons and where the patrons can access all 
the resources that BiblioTech Provides.

The staff in the digital library
Even if the staff on BiblioTech have different duties, it 
is always the community and the patrons who are in 
the center and lies behind everything they do (compare 
calhoun, 2014; Lankes, 2015; Palfrey, 2013). Through 
this their work can also help the patrons with the new 
technology and at the same time increase the literacy 
with the work that they do. The staff on BiblioTech works 
with different things on different places. The have three 
full-time employees that work on the two branches that 
were open when the study was made. They divide the 
administrative work between each other and helps with 
that, for example scheduling, orders, payments and so 
on. The rest of the time, their work consists of being in 
the library and being available, both for the other staff 
(part-time staff) but mostly for the patrons. on the 
branches, the offices are very small on purpose, so the 
staff do not sit there more than necessary. On the other 
hand, this encourages the staff to be out in the libraries 
as much as they can, because that is where the library 
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staff is needed. Both the branches usually have one 
person of the staff that welcomes everyone that comes 
in and they ask the patron directly if they need help, 
because the environment can be both foreign and scary 
for many (especially when they come in for the first time). 
Therefore, it is important that they notice the patrons that 
are unsecure, help them get started and make them feel 
secure in the new and unfamiliar environment.

The physical digital library
none of the questions in the interviews asked about 
this theme specifically, because the author wanted to 
see if the theme would be addressed within the other 
questions. Some interviewees talked more about it than 
others, for example, one interviewee thought that it would 
be good to have more branches around in the city, and 
another interviewee addressed that it was a disadvantage 
to only have two branches (so far). In the context the 
physical place where always present and it was never 
even mentioned that BiblioTech should have been a 
digital library without the physical place, most likely 
because it would have been hard to serve the community 
and be utilized since the residents in the community 
that BiblioTech serves (for the most part) does not have 
enough money or ability to use their resources. To be able 
to help the community, learn with the community and be 
able to improve and develop it they needed to be there 
in a physical form (Lankes, 2016). So, for BiblioTech, the 
physical place is very important, and the library would not 
have worked without it.

Concluding remarks
In this study there are three important parts for the 
digital library BiblioTech; the importance of the physical 
place, the importance of staff at the branches, and social 
work vs. technological work. These three parts are the 
most interesting in relation to the aim of the study.

The importance of the physical place
Even though the digital library’s collection only can be 
accessed through the internet this study shows that 
there is still important that the library have a physical 
place. In the context of BiblioTech one of the most 
important parts is to provide technology to the residents 
that cannot afford it. And it is also important to have 
staff available that can teach and help patron acclimate 
to the new technology. The study shows that basic 
knowledge about computers are not as obvious in a 
community with less money than it is in a community 
that are more fortunate. But with that said, it is not a 
disadvantage to be able to access the resources of 
the digital library from everywhere, always. To the staff 
at BiblioTech, it is obvious that their library is a digital 
library with a physical place, and it should not be any 
other way. They hope to be a part of developing the 
literacy of the residents in San Antonio, but also educate 
the community and increase their technology skill. To 
be part of a democratic society, the inhabitants in the 

society needs to understand and be able to use the 
technology and be able to take part of the information 
that is distributed through digital channels (compare 
Palfrey 2013; Lankes, 2016).

The importance of staff at the branches
In the practice of operating a digital library there is also 
important to have knowledgeable staff at the (physical) 
place, which can educate and help the patrons. To be a 
digital library it is also needed to have staff that can make 
the content of the library meaningful for the users, a digital 
library on a website cannot work efficiently on its own.

Social work vs. technological work
The interviewees on BiblioTech were divided into two 
(unofficial) groups, where one group works mostly on 
the library whereas the other group works mostly with 
technology work. The answer on what was most important 
for the digital library differed between these two groups; 
for the staff that worked in the library the most important 
was social skills and the ability to meet, educate, be 
available to the patrons (and coworkers). The staff that 
worked mostly with the technology work on the library 
thought on the other hand that the most important part of 
the digital library was the maintenance of the computers, 
printers and all the other devices surround BiblioTech, and 
to improve and develop the devices continuously. Both 
groups where though conscious about the importance of 
the other group and that the library would not work without 
the two groups cooperating and working together.
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