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Abstract: The transition from print to digital information has transformed the role of academic
libraries, which have had to redefine themselves as intermediaries and partners in the learning and
research processes. This study analyzes the evolution and current provision of research support
services in Spanish academic libraries through an analysis of the three strategic plans published by
the Spanish association of academic libraries (REBIUN) and a survey administered to the library
directors. Results show that academic libraries are firmly embedded within universities’ research
activities, and that most of them depend on vice-rectorates for research or scientific policy. There is a
relationship between the size of the library and its provision of research support services, although
no correlation is observed between the size of the library and the staff devoted to research support.
Library directors stress the value of institutional repositories, a vision also reflected in the importance
assigned to open access in the strategic plans. Other current hot topics, such as data management, do
not seem to be among the priorities of Spanish library directors as yet.
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1. Introduction

The mission of academic libraries is to support teaching and research at their home institutions.
Traditionally, library support for research has revolved around “information discovery, collection
development and some elements of information management” [1] (p. 33). However, the context in
which academic libraries provide these services has changed dramatically in recent years; the transition
from print to digital information has transformed their role as intermediaries. Researchers no longer
build their workflow around the library as they used to in the past, and many library functions are
now perceived as less valuable than they were in the print world [2]. As a result, library directors feel
“increasingly less valued by, involved with, and aligned strategically with their supervisors and other
senior academic leadership” [3].

These transformations are having an impact on the delivery of library research support services.
Hoffman [4] (p. XIV) defines research support as “anything that a library does that supports the activity
of scholarship and research at its parent institution”. In this article, following Bent [5], by research
support services we mean library staff interventions in the research lifecycle, including, but not
limited to, identifying funding opportunities, searching literature, advising on data management plans,
creating researcher identifiers, advising on dissemination, tracking citations, etc.
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Delaney and Bates [6] urge that academic libraries should rethink their roles to embrace a
more participatory and collaborative approach, with librarians becoming partners in the learning
and research processes. Academic libraries have realized that, in order to remain relevant, they
should not merely react to changes [7]. If in the past academic libraries focused on managing
documents, they should now evolve towards becoming service providers facilitating their users’
activities. This approach involves the examination of how researchers work in order to identify the
steps and tasks in which the library can provide value throughout the research lifecycle [8]. Following
this line of thought, in the new LIBER strategic plan for the period 2018 to 2022, “the main area of
focus that has been chosen is digital open services supporting research” [9] (p. 3).

So far, the literature analyzing this shift of academic libraries towards a new partnership role
has put greater emphasis on issues such as research data management and bibliometrics. Research
data management “concerns the organization of data, from its entry to the research cycle through
to the dissemination and archiving of valuable results. It aims to ensure reliable verification of
results, and permits new and innovative research built on existing information” [10]. A survey of
140 libraries in Australia, New Zealand, Ireland and the United Kingdom [11] showed that most of
them offered or planned bibliometric services, with a lower level of engagement in research data
management, although a greater involvement in the future was anticipated. The main constraints on
the development of research support services were knowledge and skills gaps among library staff and
a lack of confidence surrounding their expected roles in both data management and bibliometrics [12].

When asked, library users express willingness to receive services of this kind. A survey among
education faculty members [13] showed that they required more support for grant activity, data
management, intellectual property management and bibliometric analysis. The interest in supporting
scholars in research assessment processes was reflected in the fact that by 2015 nearly all library
websites of the Association of American Universities (AAU) members had web pages or LibGuides
providing information on indicators and metrics to assist scholars in making a case for themselves and
for their work [14]. Similarly, Ryś and Chadaj [15] report that bibliometric processes have become a vital
part of library work in Poland. Gutzman et al. [16] recently analyzed the experiences of seven US and
Canadian medical libraries in providing research evaluation support services for their users. Despite
the diversity of service models and the variety of products and services provided, the implementation
of these services allowed libraries to expand their roles and to contribute more directly to the research
missions of their institutions.

In the case of research data management, in spite of their impact on the library agenda, the level
of development of support services seems to be lower. Cox et al. [17] surveyed libraries in Australia,
Canada, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, New Zealand and the United Kingdom and found an
increasing maturity of data management services, although more in advisory and support roles than
in technical roles. This is consistent with the results of Tenopir et al. [18] who showed that European
libraries tend to offer, or are planning to offer, consultative or reference research data services rather
than technical or hands-on services.

In Spain, academic libraries have undergone major changes in the past few decades. In 1983, the
University Reform Act was passed in order to build a new university model based on democracy,
autonomy and a scientific approach as opposed to the authoritarian, dirigiste and centralized model
inherited from the years of the dictatorship [19]. In the 1980s, the academic library did not exist as an
organized university service; at best, universities had only a set of fragmented departmental or campus
libraries. The subsequent vision of a unified “university library service” over the past 20 years has
allowed Spanish universities to build modern, efficient library services matching European standards,
which have gone far beyond the expectations of the beginning of the 1980s [20].

During the 1980s and the 1990s, Spanish academic libraries set themselves three main objectives:
the coordination of resources in a single library service, automation, and the construction of new
buildings [21,22]. This thrust helped libraries to overcome some of the problems related to the lack of
recognition at University management levels, the dispersion of collections in academic departments,
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and the lack of resources in terms of staff, budget or equipment. Due to their historical development
and the lack of resources for acquisitions, during the 20th century Spanish academic libraries became
rich in heritage collections but were clearly deficient in terms of current materials. Because these
libraries have focused on preserving heritage collections rather than on creating new collections,
they have not traditionally enrolled subject librarians in their staff. Bibliographical databases, for
instance, were not generally present in library collections until the mid-1990s.

For their part, University teaching methods are mostly based on exams, not on essays. Collection
building in Spanish academic libraries has been traditionally informed by teaching staff who have
been responsible for the selection process, while librarians have largely played a passive role.
Library research support used to focus on managing journal subscriptions, and more precisely on
administrative aspects rather than selecting titles. With the arrival of electronic journals, libraries
acquired a leading role in negotiating licenses, although at a consortial rather than at an individual
level. In summary, historical circumstances have created a gap between libraries and researchers.
Scholars used to visit libraries to use materials, especially academic journals, but would not expect to
be offered services to support their research tasks. The figure of the subject librarian, acting as a liaison
between the library and academic departments, was missing; libraries have played a passive role even
in pivotal tasks such as collection development.

Some authors have recently called for the creation of bibliometric units in academic libraries [23]
and for a stronger library role in supporting research evaluation [24]. A recent survey [25] concluded
that 85% of Spanish academic libraries offer research support services, mostly in the areas of training,
document delivery, reference and repositories. Additionally, other services such as training on issues
related to open access and intellectual property, remote access to electronic resources, and research
evaluation, are provided in partnership with other University departments.

This research aims to investigate the current provision of research support services in Spanish
academic libraries. Specifically, the study is underpinned by the following research questions:

• How has the provision of library research support services evolved in the past fifteen years
(2003–2018) as observed in the strategic plans of the Spanish association of academic libraries
(henceforth, REBIUN, its acronym in Spanish)?

• What resources do Spanish academic libraries devote to research support?
• What research support services do library directors value the most?

2. Materials and Methods

The research was conducted in two stages. First, the three strategic plans published by REBIUN
were analysed to determine the presence of research support services among library goals. REBIUN
was founded in 1988, when a cooperative library project was created involving nine Spanish public
universities. Currently, the association includes 76 academic libraries plus the library of the Spanish
National Research Council (CSIC). To date, the association has produced three strategic plans covering
the periods 2003–2006 [26], 2007–2011 [27] and 2012–2020 [28].

The second stage of the research consisted of an online survey administered to the 76 directors
of the academic libraries that are members of REBIUN. The survey was distributed using an internal
mailing list. An initial message with a link to the online questionnaire was e-mailed on 22 January
2018 and a reminder was sent on 11 February 2018. When the questionnaire was closed, on 4 April
2018, 55 replies had been collected, forming a response rate of 75%.

3. Results

3.1. Research Support Services in REBIUN’s Strategic Plans

REBIUN has played a key role in directing the recent evolution of Spanish academic libraries.
Its definition of the library as a functional unit, as opposed to a dispersed group of collections, was
decisive. Its ‘guidelines’ [29] set the parameters for new library services and buildings, and in recent



Publications 2018, 6, 48 4 of 10

years its ‘strategic plans’ have oriented the development of Spanish academic libraries. Below, we
analyze the extent to which these strategic plans have included research support among library services.

The first strategic plan of REBIUN [26] embraced the period between 2003 and 2006. The plan
was organized into five strategic lines: building a new model of academic libraries as a resource
centre for learning and research; promoting the development of technology in libraries; offering
multidisciplinary electronic information; improving the training of library staff; and defining a model
for the organization of the group [30]. The plan comprised a set of 13 actions, but just one was devoted
to research support. At that time, REBIUN’s concerns focused primarily on its own operation and in
offering a modern image of the academic library that would favor investments in much needed library
buildings. Consortia had undertaken the management of electronic subscriptions, and the open access
movement had not yet become established.

The second strategic plan [27], which covered the period between 2007 and 2011, was organized
in four strategic lines including, for the first time, one devoted to research. The other three strategic
lines referred to learning, quality, and the organization of the group. The plan comprised 26 actions,
three of them devoted to research support. Although some of the actions aimed to create a digital
library of scholarly journals or to work on intellectual property issues, in practical terms most
efforts were devoted to repositories. In 2007, REBIUN and FECYT (the Spanish Foundation for
Science and Technology) signed an agreement for the creation of Recolecta, a web portal harvesting
scholarly outputs stored in University institutional repositories. Recolecta was created in 2008, and its
development and maintenance, as well as the improvement of institutional repositories, monopolized
the group’s research support services [31] (pp. 11–12).

The third strategic plan is currently underway and will last until 2020. It is organized around four
strategic lines: the organization of the REBIUN group; teaching and research support; digital libraries,
Internet and social networks; and collaborative products and services. In this plan, 6 out of 28 actions
focus on research support, mostly related to repositories and open access.

3.2. Current Provision of Research Support Services

In order to contrast the goals set out in REBIUN’s strategic plans with the current provision of
research support services, a survey was conducted among REBIUN library directors. The results show
that, from a managerial point of view, most academic libraries are embedded in University research
activities. Thus, 60% of the libraries depend on a vice-rectorate for research or scientific policy. Among
the remaining 40% there are examples of libraries merged with technological services (9%), dependent
on vice-rectorates for culture (7%), or included in academic planning (5%), etc.

Spanish academic libraries vary considerably in terms of size. As shown in Figure 1, one-third of
the libraries employ less than 50 full-time equivalent (FTE) staff, another third between 51 and 100 FTE
staff, and the final third more than 101 FTE staff. On average, each academic library employs 87 FTE
librarians (median = 78). According to data provided by the Spanish Ministry of Education [32] for
the public universities that replied to our survey (n = 40), there is a strong correlation (Pearson = 0.91)
between the size of the university (in terms of number of students enrolled) and the size of the library
(measured as FTE staff).
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When asked whether their libraries provide research support services, 77% of the respondents
replied affirmatively. As shown in Figure 2, the provision of research support services is closely related
to the size of the library. Among small libraries (those with less than 50 FTE staff), 56% offer research
support services. This percentage rises to 89% in medium-sized libraries (those with 51 to 100 FTE staff)
and reaches 94% (i.e., all libraries but one) among large libraries (those with more than 100 FTE staff).
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Figure 2. Provision of research support services and relationship to library size.

Although Figure 2 shows a relationship between the size of the library and the provision of
research support services, no correlation is observed between the size of the library and the amount of
staff devoted to research support services. Figure 3 shows that both small (bottom left of the figure)
and large academic libraries (bottom right) devote less than 10 members of the staff to this activity.
On the other hand, five libraries, all of them in the 50–150 FTE staff range, assign between 14 and 40
people to these tasks. On average, libraries devote 6.4 members of staff to research support services
(median = 3).
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When asked about the existence of relationships with other University services related to research,
75% of the directors replied affirmatively. Most libraries have links with technology transfer offices
(responsible for technology transfer and other aspects of the commercialization of research), research
project management offices, graduate and doctoral schools, University presses, and bibliometric units.

Library directors were asked to rate six research support services on a scale from 1 (most important)
to 6 (least important). As shown in Figure 4, they considered institutional repositories to be by far
the most important research support service: 51% ranked repositories as the most important research
support service and 21% put them in second place. The second service by order of importance was
that of providing assistance to researchers in the publication process (i.e., informing them of questions
related to authors’ identifiers, intellectual property, etc.): 33% of the library directors ranked this
service first and 35% second. In third place in the order of importance, library directors ranked services
related to assisting researchers in evaluation processes (14% ranked them first and 35% second). Finally,
providing assistance in results dissemination, data management and procurement of research funds
aroused a much lower level of interest among library directors.
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Finally, when asked about the users targeted, nearly all directors stated that research support
services are addressed both to teaching and research staff and to PhD students; half of them stated that
these services are also addressed to university managers, deans, and heads of departments.

4. Discussion

The results of the study should be interpreted in the light of the history and evolution of Spanish
academic libraries over the past few decades. It should also be borne in mind that the questionnaire
was self-administered and that the results may be affected by social desirability bias.

The relationship between Spanish academic libraries and the research community has always been
weak. Spanish university libraries are rich in heritage collections and have traditionally focused their
efforts on the preservation of these special collections. Therefore, even though most libraries currently
depend on vice-rectorates for research and scientific policy, we still find examples of academic libraries
embedded in vice-rectorates devoted to cultural affairs, possibly a reflection of the heritage collections
they store.

Spanish academic libraries have not traditionally included the figure of the reference librarian or
subject librarian among their staff. This has had an impact on the current situation; even though nearly
four of every five libraries state that they offer research support services, the human resources devoted
to these tasks are scarce. Two-thirds of the libraries employ more than 50 FTE staff but, on average,
fewer than seven librarians are devoted to research support, and just five libraries devote more than
10 librarians to research support. Currently, then, Spanish academic libraries lag behind some of
their international counterparts; for instance, nearly half of the American library deans and directors
surveyed by Ithaka [3] indicated that their libraries are increasing the share of staffing and budget
devoted to services that support teaching, learning, and research. Specialized faculty research was
among the positions for which respondents anticipate the most growth in the next five years.

In Spain, the size of the library correlates strongly with the size of the university. However,
the amount of staff devoted to research support is not necessarily higher in bigger universities; in
fact, middle-size universities are the ones that assign the most staff to research support. The age
of universities may help to explain this apparent discrepancy. The ones that report devoting more
staff to research support are relatively new universities, such as the País Vasco (founded in 1980),
Politècnica de Catalunya (1971), Carlos III (1989), and Autónoma de Madrid (1968). Bigger universities
are older, host large heritage collections, and possibly have less leeway for introducing changes in
their services portfolio: clear examples are the universities of Barcelona (founded 1450), Sevilla (1505)
and the Complutense (1822).

When asked about the importance assigned to different research support services, library directors
value institutional repositories very highly. This vision concurs with the relevance assigned to
open access in REBIUN’s strategic plans. The importance assigned to assisting researchers with
the publication process and evaluations may be related to the strong bibliometric approach applied
in research evaluation in Spain. Nevertheless, a similar focus in bibliometrics is also observed in
academic library services based in other countries [11–16].

Current hot topics such as data management do not yet seem to be among the priorities of
Spanish library directors. Our results are consistent with the information provided by sources
such as re3data.org, a registry of research data repositories that covers various academic disciplines
and countries. In November 2018, a search for “Spain” in re3data.org retrieved 24 repositories;
however, most repositories are international projects, hosted somewhere else, with Spain being just
one of the participating countries. Examples are the “European Archive of Historical EArthquake
Data (AHEAD)”, the “European Genome-phenome Archive (EGA)”, the “International Service of
Geomagnetic Indices”, and the “Italian Centre for Astronomical Archive”, all of which are listed under
the entry “Spain” in re3data.org. In fact, just five of the listed repositories are institutional repositories
of Spanish universities hosting data collections. However, Spanish academic libraries are probably
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not far behind their international counterparts, since the literature shows that most data services in
academic libraries are mainly for consultation or reference, rather than of a technical nature [17,18].

5. Conclusions

The transition from print to digital information has transformed the ways in which academic
libraries support teaching and research at their home institutions. Researchers no longer build their
workflow around the library. If in the past academic libraries focused on managing documents, they
should now evolve towards becoming service providers facilitating their users’ activities. In the case
of research, this approach involves the examination of how scholars work in order to identify the steps
and tasks in which the library can provide value throughout the whole research lifecycle.

Our research has sought to understand how this trend materializes in the provision of research
support services in Spanish academic libraries, through an analysis of the strategic plans published by
the Spanish association of academic libraries and a survey administered to their directors. The
results show that the provision of research support services is mediated by a historically weak
relationship between librarians and academics. As a result, resources devoted to these tasks are
scarce and do not correlate with the size of the libraries. Most of the attention is paid to open access,
especially institutional repositories, and hot topics such as data management do not yet figure among
the priorities.
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