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Knots opened up a new area of library work

Päivikki Karhula

Helsinki University Library has created a proactive approach to developing ser-
vices for research groups. A great part of the work was done through an inno-
vative co-operation model called “knotworking”. Knotworking is based on a 
boundary-crossing, collective way of organizing the work. This article descri-
bes the outcomes and models of knotworking.

Rethinking library services
At Helsinki University Library, the researcher 
services development process has been a part of 
the planning process of the future of the Library. 
In the 2000s, many risk factors associated with 
the future of libraries have made it necessary to 
seek new horizons for libraries work and work 
areas. - E-resources have attracted more and more 
customers, but they have also required more lib-
raries’ resources. Also, new approaches were nee-
ded to define the future work areas of libraries 
and meet the needs of the users. We found out 
that it would be wise to identify researches as a 
specific target groups and try to get them more 
involved in our work to meet their specific needs, 
emphasizes the Chief Information Specialist Ma-
ria Forsman of the Helsinki University Library.

Changes in the research environment have had 
impact on researchers’ needs to collaborate and 
utilize expertise of the Library. - The importan-
ce of research data and its’ storage has increased 
when scientific publishing and models scientific 
communication patterns have changed. When the 
Academy of Finland started to require a so-called 
data management plan, the researchers were in 
practice in need of assistance, describes Forsman. 
- We were able to offer support for researches in 
these needs and developing our own expertise at 
the same time.

We also wanted to develop closer relationships 
with our users and we wanted to experiment new 
working methods and collaborate with our users. 

We wanted to focus on target groups, rather than 
on individuals, because it was easier to build ser-
vices to specific target groups than on individual 
users,states information specialist Johanna Lahi-
kainen. - At the same time there was and a re-
search and further education evaluation process 
going on at the University of Helsinki, which al-
so focused on the research groups. So, our group 
setting intertwined with the other development 
work in a parent organization.

Change Laboratory method 
The pilot project started in Viikki Campus Libra-
ry in 2009–2010 and continued in the City Cent-
re Campus Library in 2010–2011. The aim was to 
create new kinds of partnership between libraries 
and research groups in the form of knotworking. 
University of Helsinki building and estate center, 
which was responsible for the development and 
construction projects of the Helsinki University, 
supported financially the pilots. This was becau-
se of the connection of the knotworking to the 
building project to City Centre Campus Libra-
ry, Kaisa-building.

At the background of the development there 
was the idea of the so-called knot working met-
hod developed by Yrjö Engeström. His approa-
ch has been adapted widely in different organi-
zational development projects. Work began with 
interviews of participants.

Knotworking was organized to several small 
collaborative groups, in which library manage-
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ment, information specialists and librarians we-
re involved. - In principle, anyone in the library 
who was willing to participate in the knotworking 
could join to them, Forsman specifies.

Focusing to the needs of the 
research groups
Several knot working groups were established 
by the researchers. Among them were four ve-
ry different fields of science: the Finnish Langu-
age Studies, Gender Research, Cognitive Science 
and Communications Law. For Cognitive Scien-
ce group the aim of the project was to build a me-
ta-data format and plan for data storage and or-
ganization. The co-operation with Finnish Lan-
guage Studies and Gender Studies researchers ai-
med at broader targets of information resources 
management: more flexible and innovative mo-
dels of current awareness services and acquisi-
tions. In practice, a new model for current awa-
reness services has been developed and introdu-
ced by Meilahti Campus Library Terkko in the 
field of Health Sciences in a form of data aggre-
gator, FeedNavigator.

Knot working groups worked on several levels. 
- The Library staff co-operated in one group with 
Engeström. On another level the Library staff 
worked together with researchers. In addition, 
there was a steering group for the knot working 
pilots, Lahikainen points out.

Progress of the work was driven by the organi-
zational change within Helsinki University Lib-
rary. - As a result of the organizational change, 
the tasks of library managers were redefined. Ac-
cordingly, two positions for the chief informati-
on specialist were established: one for the Hu-
manities and Theology, and the other for Social 
Science, supplemented Maria Forsman. - In the-
se positions it was possible to focus on the deve-
lopment of researcher’s services considering their 
information needs as specific groups.

A radical solution to the problem
Finding solutions together changed the working 

practices from request based services towards col-
laborative service models, in which needs and 
supply of services were to be negotiated. - Knot-
working also included mutual learning, Johanna 
Lahikainen says. - We had to think about how to 
respond to the researchers’ needs and wishes. The 
knotworking groups differed from each other by 
size and their approach to research.

Collaboration with researchers also changed 
models of communication and patterns of thin-
king. - It was necessary to get rid of the library 
jargon, Lahikainen describes. - Collaboration in 
the knot groups has been very inspiring and fun, 
but also very intensive and challenging. You had 
to consider often, if you understand exactly what 
the other person says and what exactly he wants.

The regular practices of library work were tho-
roughly shaken during the knot working, when 
the services were redefined in collaboration with 
researchers. - A researcher could, for example, ar-
gue that he doesn’t need FeedNavigator, because 
he already finds all he needs through certain other 
sources, Lahikainen continues. - I had  to consider 
how I could justify and make him realize  the va-
lue of this new tool and its relevance for his pur-
poses. Or a researcher could ask “what is the pur-
pose of metadata format” and “what is the useful-
ness of the format”? We practically had to redefi-
ne and justify the goals and purposes of our tools.

Discussions with researchers also gave ideas to 
rethink approaches of library work. - We heard 
comments like: “you have really good ideas and 
professional skills, but why do you hide and keep 
them under the cover”, Forsman highlights.

Knotworking is flexible problem 
solving
Knotworking could be described as a model of 
organized problem solving, which is more fle-
xible than teams and projects but has a broader 
setting than information service. It is also multi-
professional co-operation between library profes-
sionals and researchers.

The effectiveness of a knot groups is based on 
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dynamic and horizontal organizational arrange-
ment and problem-solving orientation. -  Knot-
working does not require a permanent organiza-
tion. It can be rapid. It can override the bounda-
ries of organizations and hierarchies. And it is de-
signed to solve different problems and to combi-
ne different sets of skills, Forsman says. - Knot-
working can be described as a kind of rapid de-
velopment working method.

Knotworking also challenges professional skills. 
- We needed communication skills, understan-
ding of the discipline was a challenge with so-
me issues, and luckily we had a good basis for 
the development of a metadata format – other-
wise it would have been difficult to proceed, La-
hikainen explains.

Bibliometric methods applied
Helsinki University Library was asked as a partner 
to the Helsinki University project of research and 
further education evaluation in 2005-2010. Lib-
rary also received funding for doing this work. A 
crucial part of the evaluation was based on bib-
liometric analysis. 

- Since there were no evaluation methods avai-
lable for our use which would fit into this situ-
ation with TUHAT-database, the library had to 
develop specific evaluation methods for the are-
as of the research, describes Forsman. - We uti-
lized publishers’ ranking lists. E.g. international 
connections were evaluated by the language used. 
And for the conference publications there were 
separate ranking lists which were applied.

This was the first time that such a bibliometric 
analysis was used which took into account diffe-
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rences between the disciplines in the evaluation 
of the research at the University of Helsinki. Pub-
lications of the researchers and research groups 
could be collected from years 2005-2010 through 
the university publication database implemented 
in 2010 (TUHAT). 

The library has been responsible for the qua-
lity of data by checking the records and by trai-
ning the researchers. The university ordered a 
bibliometric analysis of the publications of the 
Web of Science –database from the Leiden Uni-
versity Centre for Science and Technology Stu-
dies (CWTS). The other publications were eva-
luated by Helsinki University Library. The work 
was carried out by a bibliometric working group, 
which had weekly meetings and included 25 per-
sons of the library staff, and 13 of them to the 
final analysis. Overall, the work for the project 
took about 7 months if measured as a one person’s 
working time.

Encouraging experiences 
The most important results of the knotworking 
projects were the extended selection of services 
for researchers, changes in librarians working 
methods and a new organizational model for the 
Campus Libraries of Helsinki University Library. 
Accordingly, the knotworking projects had a wi-
de impact on different areas of the work.

The City Centre Campus Library has conti-
nued to extend and develop their services for re-
searchers after the pilot project. - Together with 
the researches of the Communication Law we ha-
ve developed IL training for post graduate stu-
dents. And for the “Law in a changing world” –
graduate school we have planned a customized 
service package for researchers. With the resear-
chers of Gender Studies we also have develop-
ment plans, Forsman.states.

New working practices were a recognized out-
come of the knot working projects. - Helsinki 
University Library found out that the knot groups 

could be applied to other areas, even within the 
Library, Forsman describes.

Also researchers have given positive feedback. - 
A member of the Gender Studies group told that 
having a library contact person is a good idea; 
and this kind of practice should be introduced 
into other disciplines, too, Lahikainen conclu-
ded. - Member of the Cognitive Sciences group 
thought that the development process as such ser-
ved the researchers as well as the real outcomes 
of the knot project.

The final report recommends all the Campus 
Libraries of Helsinki University Library to apply 
the knot groups approach. 136 research groups 
participated on the research evaluation: if knot-
working would be extended to all of them, a mea-
ningfully broader perspective to knotworking will 
be ahead. &
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