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Intellectual assets in libraries 

 

Intellectual assets (IAs) are assets that belong to an organisation, and benefit the organisation, but 

are intangible and have no direct financial worth. For example, the number of people employed by 

an organisation is a tangible asset which can be measured. The knowledge and expertise those staff 

members possess is an intangible, intellectual asset. Due to their intangible nature, they cannot be 

assessed using traditional quantitative methods. Nevertheless, these assets need to be optimised in 

order for an organisation to run as efficiently and effectively as possible.  

 

Edvinsson and Malone (1997) divide intellectual assets into three key areas: human assets, structural 

assets, and relational assets. Human assets refer to elements like staff expertise and the quality of 

training, structural assets to the organisational infrastructure and value added by intellectual 

property, and relational assets to the quality of the relationships the organisation has with internal 

and external stakeholders. Corrall and Sriborisutsakul (2010) add a fourth category specifically for 

libraries: collections and services assets. This takes into consideration the value added by the ways 

collections are used and the services offered by the library, and this category has been incorporated 

into this investigation. Creating these categories allows for IAs to be identified more easily, although 

it should be noted that some IAs can be applied to more than one category and these groupings 

should perhaps only be used for the data collection process and discarded for the final report.   

 

This study focuses on the IAs within the Scholarship and Collections directorate at the British Library. 

The main aim of the directorate is to interpret and care for the Library's collections. As a non-profit 

organisation and one which has a primary function of sharing knowledge and maintaining cultural 

heritage, intellectual assets are key to the Library's success, and so an evaluation of the IAs attached 

to the directorate would be of great value. The intention of this study is to determine how 

effectively the directorate is using its intellectual assets, indicating its strengths as well as areas for 

improvement, to enable the Library to improve the services it provides. 

 

This research focuses on one sector of the British Library: the Scholarship and Collections 

directorate. Scholarship and Collections (S&C) are responsible for the care, interpretation and 

development of the BL's collections of over 150 million items. The directorate has just over 200 

members of staff, comprised of curators, archivists, restoration specialists, as well as individuals who 

have no direct contact with the collections at all. Without the collections, the Library could not exist. 

However, the collections as tangible assets are without value unless they are accessible, well 

utilised, and supported by human expertise. Therefore, capitalising on the directorate's  intellectual 

assets is essential in order to improve the Library's services. 
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Figure 1. New Structure of Scholarship and Collections 

 

An evaluation of the IAs in Scholarship and Collections is of especial value at this time because the 

directorate underwent a major restructuring in 2009-2010. The final report of the review (Director of 

Operations and Services, 2010: 6) states that this change was prompted by a new emphasis on 

digital scholarship, as well as the 'changing external landscape in information provision and 

communications'. The report indicates that the Library wished to demonstrate its change of 

priorities from the collections to access, and felt the need to be more recognisable in structure to 

users who were used to an academic library structure (Director of Operations and Services, 2010: 

ϭϭͿ͘ FŝŐƵƌĞ ϭ ĚĞŵŽŶƐƚƌĂƚĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƌĞĐƚŽƌĂƚĞ͛Ɛ ŶĞǁ ŝŶĨƌĂƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ͗ Ă ƚŚĞŵĂƚic division rather than the 

previous structure which focused on the format of the collections. 

 

The restructure has inevitably caused disruption in certain areas and this, coupled with the diverse 

professional knowledge within the directorate, has meant that employees would benefit from a 

means of capitalising on their strengths, identifying where the directorate could be improved, and 

learning where certain areas of expertise can be found, all of which this investigation is expected to 

provide.  

 

Methodology 

 

Corrall and Sriborisutsakul (2010: 5) suggest that using a mixed methodology is best for assessing the 

IAƐ ŝŶ ĂĐĂĚĞŵŝĐ ůŝďƌĂƌŝĞƐ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ĨƵůĨŝů ͚ďŽƚŚ ƚŚĞŽƌĞƚŝĐĂů ĂŶĚ ƉƌĂĐƚŝĐĂů ĂŝŵƐ͛͘ TŚĂƚ ŝƐ͕ Ă ůŝďƌĂƌǇ 
should seek to analyse both the qualitative data provided by employees and external stakeholders, 

they should also attempt to provide some quantitative data and benchmarking in order to fully 

understand the strengths and weaknesses of their IAs. 

 

One of the main shortcomings of existing intellectual evaluation tools is the over-reliance on 

ƋƵĂŶƚŝƚĂƚŝǀĞ ŵĞƚŚŽĚƐ͘ WŚŝůĞ ƚŚĞ Ăŝŵ ŝƐ ƚŽ ͚ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞ͛ IAƐ͕ ƚŚĞ ŝĚĞĂ ŽĨ ŵĞĂƐƵƌĞŵĞŶƚ ŝƐ ƐŽŵĞǁŚĂƚ 
misleading, as it implies a numerative value can be placed on IAs, wŚŝĐŚ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ŝƐŶ͛ƚ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƐĞ͘ Iƚ ǁĂƐ 
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determined that this investigation would be comprised of mostly qualitative data, only using 

quantitative methods as a support mechanism. In addition, this project is a case study which involves 

the input of BL staff members, making qualitative methods a natural choice. 

 

A phenomenographical approach was used. Phenomenography is a philosophy developed in the 

1970s by Ference Marton and other researchers at Gotenburg University in Sweden, intended 

originally as a means of studying education and the ways that individuals learn. The approach is 

similar in many ways to phenomenology, except that rather than focusing on the phenomenon itself, 

AƐŚǁŽƌƚŚ ĂŶĚ LƵĐĂƐ ;ϮϬϬϬ͗ ϮϵϱͿ ƐƚĂƚĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƚ ͚ƐĞĞŬƐ ƚŽ ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ ƚŚĞ ƋƵĂůŝƚĂƚŝǀĞůǇ ĚŝĨĨĞrent ways in 

ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂůƐ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐƉĞĐƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ǁŽƌůĚ͛͘ It focuses on individual experience of a 

phenomenon, based on the assumption that everyone experiences the world differently (Ashworth 

and Lucas, 2000). The aim of phenomenography is to reveal variation in experience in the human 

world; the variation between qualitatively different ways of seeing, experiencing and understanding 

the same phenomena (Marton and Pang, 1999). Therefore, while phenomenography and 

phenomenology are alike in that both are concerned with a particular phenomenon within a 

particular environment, there are key differences. While the former tends to focus on the 

ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ƉĞƌĐĞƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ Ă ƉŚĞŶŽŵĞŶŽŶ͕ ƚŚĞ ůĂƚƚĞƌ ĨŽĐƵƐĞƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ƐƵďũĞĐƚƐ͛ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ 
the phenomenon in order to formulate categories and find patterns of collective experience 

(Andretta, 2007). Also, while phenomenology emphasises individual experience, phenomenography 

attempts to reveal a collective experience by highlighting different facets of the phenomenon as 

experienced by different individuals (Trigwell, 2000). This is more useful for this particular project, 

which deals with a diverse set of individuals within Scholarship and Collections who may experience 

the phenomenon of intellectual assets in very different ways. While objective results (e.g. the 

management of IAs) can be documented from a first order perspective, phenomenography allows 

the researcher to investigate the second order perspective which focuses on the participants' 

internal understanding of the phenomenon and how this relates to the ways they manage IAs.  

 

The primary method of data collection was a series of 25 in-depth interviews with S&C staff 

members, as well as a selection of key stakeholders. The interviewees were taken from diverse areas 

of the directorate and had varying levels of responsibility so as to obtain as wide a field of results as 

possible. Open-ended questions and prompts were used, as this allowed the subject to lead the 

discussion and bring up elements that the researcher, as an outsider to the directorate, may not 

otherwise have been aware of. The interviews were structured around the four areas of intellectual 

assets that have been identified: human, structural, relational, and collections and services, and 

interviewees were encouraged to give their personal opinions, allowing the researcher to gauge 

their feelings and beliefs about the strengths and weaknesses of intellectual assets in the 

directorate. The interviews were then transcribed and closely analysed with the purpose of finding 

key themes in the data, and divergences of opinion between interview subjects. This data was then 

followed by a questionnaire which was distributed to all staff in S&C. The purpose of this was to 

allow everyone the opportunity to participate, fill data gaps, and to allow for a small amount of 

statistical data collection by asking participants to rate certain elements of their experiences at the 

BL from 1 to 5, with one being very poor and five being excellent. All the data was supported by 

reviewing BL documents in order to ascertain what the Library is doing it and how they are doing it, 

and to compare the official and unofficial accounts of working at the BL. 

 

Findings 

 

The following are some of the most interesting outcomes of the data. 

 

Defining the Library 
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Participants were asked to define the British Library, and it was pertinent that they found it much 

easier to state what the library is not. The most frequent statement was that the library is not a 

museum. While the motivation behind this (that the collections are there to be used and not kept 

ďĞŚŝŶĚ ŐůĂƐƐ ĐĂƐĞƐͿ ŝƐ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚĂďůĞ͕ ŝƚ ĂůƐŽ ůŝŵŝƚƐ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌƉƌĞƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ůŝďƌĂƌǇ͘ OŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ BL͛Ɛ 
roles is to preserve and share the coƵŶƚƌǇ͛Ɛ ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů ŚĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ͕ ĂŶĚ Ă ůĂƌŐĞ ŶƵŵďĞƌ ŽĨ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŚŽ 
come to the library are not there to use the reading rooms. They are there to see the exhibitions and 

the precious objects. These are using the library in the same way that they would use a museum, 

and they are a valuable source of revenue. It is also interesting to note that many of the 

interviewees praised the ways that museums such as the Victoria & Albert and the British Museum 

promoted their collections and made them accessible. Employees also pointed out that the library is 

not a university. Again, in the strictest sense, this is true. However, the BL is an internationally vital 

seat of learning, and home to world-class academic experts who should be promoted. University 

websites have easily accessible web pages for their academic staff outlining their areas of expertise 

and their publications, which is something the BL would benefit from. It is very difficult to find the 

experts in S&C despite their academic prestige. One S&C employee even stated that the BL is not a 

library which, in the traditional sense of libraries as a place to find a book on a shelf to borrow, is 

accurate. However, rather than defining itself by what it is not, it is suggested that the Library adopts 

a more inclusive matrix approach to the way it sees itself. National libraries are unique even 

amongst themselves, but the BL has aspects of museum, university, library and many other types of 

institution. Rather than rejecting these comparisons, staff should embrace these aspects in order to 

ĞŶŚĂŶĐĞ ƚŚĞ LŝďƌĂƌǇ͛Ɛ ĂƐƐĞƚƐ ĂŶĚ ŵĂŬĞ Ăůů ƐƚĂĨĨ ĨĞĞů ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞŝƌ ǁŽƌŬ ŝƐ ǀĂůƵĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ BL͘ 
 

Untapped Resources 

It is obvious that S&C holds a great wealth in professional expertise, and that staff are passionate 

about what they do. However, many of these resources are untapped and obscured. Several 

participants discussed how they found valuable contacts within the directorate through word-of-

mouth, and around 70% stated that they did not believe the rest of S&C were really aware what they 

do. Many staff members stated that the directorate would benefit from more comprehensive 

profiles on the intranet system. At present, intranet profiles include job titles and extension 

numbers, whereas many participants felt that they could also include information about what their 

jobs involve, including areas of expertise and special interest. This would enable a more matrix 

culture where employees could utilise their skills, and inter-departmental links could be made within 

the directorate. 

 

Digital Scholarship 

There is also a large degree of confusion about digital scholarship. While all research participants 

agreed that it is a priority for the Library, many professed confusion concerning what it actually 

means, or wariness over getting involved with it. The directorate would benefit from a clearer 

definition of digital scholarship and a greater degree of collaboration and understanding between 

those working with physical and digital media. It became clear throughout the research process that 

there is very little difference between the two. For example, staff working in Collection Care have 

largely the same aims as those working in Digital Scholarship: to ensure that collections are 

preserved and accessible. However, there is a divergence between the two departments, with many 

ĞŵƉůŽǇĞĞƐ ĨĞĞůŝŶŐ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ĂŶ ͚ĞŝƚŚĞƌͬŽƌ͛ ƐŝƚƵĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƐĞ͘ 
 

Annual Reports 

The BL produces an annual report detailing its progress. However, it largely focuses on curatorial 

staff within S&C, leaving other employees unable to show what they have been doing. Some sectors 

within the directorate are forming their own annual reports to enable them to demonstrate the 

intellectual value of the work they are doing. The directorate would benefit from acknowledging that 
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departmental success cannot necessarily be determined by, for example, the percentage of 

collections that are digitally available, as not all departments are directly responsible for a collection. 

 

The impact of tangible assets 

While this project set out to evaluate only intellectual assets, it was quickly determined that it is 

impossible to completely separate intangible and tangible assets. Budget cuts and the restrictions on 

staff employment have understandably limited what S&C are able to do. It would therefore be unfair 

to criticise the directorate for something like not having collections extensively digitised, when the 

BL has no internal budget for digitisation and relies on external funding which is not always available. 

Lack of money and reduced staff numbers have a negative impact on IAs, and any evaluation should 

always be conducted alongside a financial review in order to form a fair judgement on what the 

directorate is able to do. 

 

Discussion 

 

Several attempts have been made over the past two decades to put a tangible value on IAs. Kaplan 

and Norton (1992) developed the Balanced Scorecard to allow intellectual assets to be considered 

alongside financial evaluations, and Sveiby (1997) and Edvinsson (1997) have also produced notable 

IA evaluation tools. 

 

However, these models were not developed with non-profit organisations such as libraries in mind. 

White (2004) has suggested that the BSC can be adapted for the measurement of IAs in libraries. The 

scorecard could be adapted specifically for IAs to measure the four library IA components posited by 

Corrall and Sriborisutsakul (2010), and would allow a library to think laterally, make decisions about 

where their IA priorities lie, and track their progress. This, and the fact that the BL have used the 

scorecard in the past so staff will be familiar with it, suggested that it could be adapted for the 

purpose of this evaluation. The four aspects of intellectual assets fit neatly into the four scorecard 

areas (1) financial (2) customer (3) internal business processes (4) learning and growth, and it would 

allow the directorate to consider their IAs laterally. Having a limit of five or six key performance 

indicators allotted to each scorecard component allows S&C to identify and prioritise their IAs. 
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Figure 2. Scorecard adapted for the Arts and Humanities department in Scholarship and Collections 

 

 

The original aim was to create one evaluation tool for the directorate, but it soon became apparent 

that this was not practical. The expertise and responsibilities of the various departments within 

Scholarship and Collections are very diverse, and an intellectual asset that is vital to one department 

would be meaningless to another. For example, the accessibility of collection catalogues would be 

very important to someone in Arts and Humanities, but would mean very little to someone in 

Research and Operations who has no direct responsibility for the collections. One theme that 

emerged from the data is that some employees felt that the work they do is not fully acknowledged, 

and this evaluation needs to incorporate all aspects of what the directorate does. 

 

The solution was to create a scorecard for each of the five departments in S&C which would feed 

into a universal directorate-wide scorecard. This would allow individual key performance indicators 

;KPIƐͿ ƚŽ ďĞ ƚĂŝůŽƌĞĚ ƚŽ ƐƵŝƚ ĞĂĐŚ ĚĞƉĂƌƚŵĞŶƚ͛Ɛ ŶĞĞĚƐ ĂŶĚ ĞŶƐƵƌĞ ĞƋƵĂů ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶ͕ ĂŶ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ 
of which can be seen in Figure 2.  The general S&C scorecard would take into account all the results 

from each department, and would also evaluate how cohesively the directorate works together 

within the four components of intellectual assets (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. General scorecard for Scholarship and Collections 

 

 

 

 

TŚŝƐ ƐĐŽƌĞĐĂƌĚ ĐĂŶ ďĞ ƵƉĚĂƚĞĚ ŽǀĞƌ ƚŝŵĞ ĂƐ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƌĞĐƚŽƌĂƚĞ͛Ɛ ƉƌŝŽƌŝƚŝĞƐ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ƚŽ ĂĚĚ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ KPIƐ͕ 
and would allow the directorate to clearly see where its strengths and weaknesses lie. It is suggested 

that all staff members participate in the evaluation by rating how well they think the directorate is 

achieving each KPI on a scale of one to ten. The mean score could then be calculated for the 

departments and the directorate. This is a way of quantifying qualitative data. It is also suggested 

that staff should be encouraged to comment on how well they think the directorate is achieving its 

goals and suggest improvements, perhaps through an anonymous messaging board. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This tool for evaluating intellectual assets can not only be adapted for other libraries, but for any 

public sector organisation by altering the KPIs. It considers all aspects of intellectual assets and 

allows them to be considered alongside one another. It also allows the organisation to benchmark 

their IAs over time and prove the value of libraries in an increasingly challenging climate, and ensure 

that intellectual assets are used in the most effective ways. Moving forward, it would be interesting 

to incorporate the views of BL users into the study, something which the limits of this research 

project did not allow for. Similarly, it would be useful to get the input of a wider number of external 

stakeholders. Overall, this study has allowed for the gap to be filled in research concerning the 

intellectual assets of libraries. The value of libraries lies in their capacity for knowledge 

dissemination powered in the vast majority by IAs, and this tool will allow those assets to be 

identified, strengthened and demonstrated at a time when the financial climate has meant that 

libraries need to prove their value more than ever. 

 



8 

 

References 

 

AŶĚƌĞƚƚĂ͕ “͕͘ ;ϮϬϬϳͿ͘ ͞Phenomenography: a conceptual framework for information literacy 

ĞĚƵĐĂƚŝŽŶ͟. Aslib Proceedings: New Information Perspectives, Vol. 59 (2), pp. 152-168. 

Ashworth, P. and Lucas, U. (2000). "Achieving empathy and engagement: a practical approach to the 

design, conduct and reporting of phenomenographic research". Studies in Higher Education, 

Vol. 25 (3), pp. 295-308. 

Brennan, N. and B. Connell (2000). "Intellectual capital: current issues and policy implications". 

Journal of Intellectual Capital  Vol. 1 (3), pp. 206-240.  

The British Library Board, (2010). Annual Report: 2010. London: British Library. Available at 

http://www.bl.uk/knowledge [Accessed 13/11/2010]. 

Corrall, S. and Sriborisutsakul, S., (2010). ͞Evaluating intellectual assets in university libraries: a 

multi-ĐĂƐĞ ƐƚƵĚǇ ĨƌŽŵ TŚĂŝůĂŶĚ͟. In Chu, S., (ed.), Managing Knowledge for Global and 

Collaborative Innovations. pp. 341-362. London: World Scientific Publishing. 

Director of Operations and Services, (2010). Final Report of the Review of Scholarship and 

Collections.  London: The British Library. 

Edvinsson, L. and M. Malone (1997). Intellectual Capital. New York: Harper Collins. 

Kaplan, R. and Norton, D., (1992). "The Balanced Scorecard - measures that drive performance". 

Harvard Business Review, (Jan-Feb), pp. 71-79.  

Marr, B. (2005). "Strategic management of intangible value drivers". Handbook of Business Strategy. 

Vol. 6 (1), pp. 147-154.  

Marton, F. and Pang M.F. (eds.) (1999). Two Faces of Variation. Paper presented at the 8th European 

Conference for Learning and Instruction: Göteborg, Sweden, August 24-28 

Meritum (2002).  Guidelines for managing and reporting on intangibles (intellectual capital report). L. 

Canibano, M. Sanchez and M. Garcia-Ayuso. Seville, Meritum. Available at 

http://www.pnbukh.com/files/pdf_filer/MERITUM_Guidelines.pdf Accessed  10 October 

2014. 

Trigwell, K. (2000). "A phenomenographic interview on phenomenography". In:  Bowden, J. A. & 

Green, P. (eds.), Phenomenography, pp. 11-31. Melbourne: RMIT University Press. 

 

http://www.bl.uk/knowledge
http://www.pnbukh.com/files/pdf_filer/MERITUM_Guidelines.pdf

