
Edinburgh’s 24/7 virtual reference space 
 

The EDGE 2010 conference in Edinburgh Castle showcased the best of 
library and information work going on across the UK, in physical 
buildings, in digital and reference and in social and community spaces. 
Manchester and Newcastle each wowed the audience with their plans, 
Canongate, Channel 4 and American colleagues gave us food for 
thought on our exciting digital future and we were totally absorbed by the 
best of Libraries Change Lives finalists. 
 
We also used the event to launch our virtual library 
http://yourlibrary.edinburgh.gov.uk/ .These days you have to position 
yourself in the right places for people to find you and all that you have to 
offer. Edinburgh City Libraries was one of the first library authorities to 
realise this and we are moving ahead quickly and transforming our 
services to appeal to today‟s audiences.  
 
If you go to the City Libraries‟ website, in a few minutes you could join in 
discussions about favourite album covers, find the Young Kennel Club 
among „Wizard Websites‟ for children, get that nagging query answered 
in seconds, book for a free event featuring Scotland‟s cutting-edge 
poets, or chat about the world‟s best libraries via the „Tales of One City‟ 
miniblog.  
 
These steps have been taken with a touch of realism: many of 
Edinburgh‟s residents may never have used the library service and may 
never think of entering a library. The service also accepts that, because 
libraries have never been very good about shouting about what they 
offer, new initiatives have to be carefully promoted to appeal to existing 
library users, too.  
 
New people need to be reached, then they need to be engaged. The 
initiative is called the „Virtual Library‟ but people won‟t call it that; they‟ll 
probably call it by their own names as they encounter it in the online 
journeys that they are making every day, to discover, to be entertained, 
to keep in touch and to connect with other people. 
 
What is on offer? 
The „Virtual Library‟ includes great online and digital resources such as 
e-books, major reference works and the „Capital Collections‟ local history 
materials. But on top of this is a suite of „Web 2.0‟ elements such as a 
Flickr photo site, a Twitter presence, videos on YouTube and MySpace 



and blogging. Most of these are already up and running and accessible 
via the City Libraries‟ website.  
 
Edinburgh City Libraries wouldn‟t be making such efforts to reach new 
audiences if it didn‟t believe it had such a lot to offer. Therefore the new 
initiative also promotes all the other elements the library service offers 
such as the City Reads literary events, book groups, computer classes - 
and of course books themselves.  
 
Branding and the social space 
People now expect certain things from their online experiences. Amazon 
is the obvious example – people often turn first to this when buying 
anything, with its personalisation, recommendations and breadth of 
choice. 
To avoid fragmentation and make it easier for the public to navigate, 
Edinburgh Libraries‟ social network presence is being branded under 
„Tales of One City‟.  
 
The main element is the Tales of One City blog, written by Liz 
McGettigan, head of Libraries & Information Services. 
http://talesofonecity.wordpress.com/  People are encouraged to interact 
by adding their comments and subscribing to an RSS feed. Liz writes 
about library events, such as an upcoming jazz and poetry event „Carry 
a Poem‟, with John Sessions, exhibitions, new developments, Web 2.0, 
Edinburgh and many other things. 
 
The Facebook site is used similarly to promote what‟s happening and 
aims to be even more interactive. 
http://www.facebook.com/EdinburghCityLibraries  The strong branding is 
continued via a presence on Flickr 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/talesofonecity  the photo site, and Twitter, 
the microblogging site http://twitter.com/talesofonecity , and visitors can 
easily link between each of these online places.  
 
Examples of how these sites are being used include: a recent „tweet‟ 
linked to the Huffington Post‟s „Most Amazing Libraries in the World‟ poll; 
visitors being invited to look at and comment on the newly opened 
Portobello Library via its pictures on Flickr; and videos on YouTube 
http://www.youtube.com/profile?user=talesofonecity such as Scottish 
authors Michel Faber and Iain Banks at Edinburgh libraries events.  
 
Local and city-wide 



The new initiative, with its appealing branding, helps to bring together 
virtual reference services with libraries‟ physical offerings (books, 
multimedia items, library spaces, events). But the project also aims to 
promote and market every local library and, at the same time, Edinburgh 
City Libraries as an overarching service. It is doing this by positioning 
itself in such a variety of locations. 
 
The project is also a response to concerns that many libraries 
themselves are slightly confused as to what their „core‟ product is. The 
virtual library will help consolidate perceptions about all that the service 
has to offer.  
 
To ensure this, within City Libraries staff a new virtual library team has 
been created. Team members are thriving; some of them have been 
given the opportunity to hone new skills and they are determined to 
make the initiative a success. 
 
Measuring success 
In the virtual space, the amount of visitors, views, hits, comments and 
downloads can be measured easily. Edinburgh City Libraries will be 
monitoring the use of services using these measurements. Audit 
Scotland will soon consider these figures in performance indicators for 
local authorities. This will allow Edinburgh City Libraries to be compared 
to other local authorities in annual reports. 
 
Edinburgh has received praise for what has been achieved so far in 
connecting the virtual and the physical. Here‟s what Phil Bradley, 
considered something of an „internet guru‟ in library circles, had to say 
on his blog about Tales of One City: 

“It's a really nice example of how it's possible to take a branding 
concept with an interesting name, and develop it across a wide 
range of social networking resources. Moreover, all of these 
initiatives support each other - the video being posted on the 
weblog, the weblog pointing towards Twitter, and tweets 
referring [sic] to activities that we're undertaking elsewhere. It 
makes such a refreshing change to see all of these things 
being done, and the impact each initiative can have on all of the 
rest.”  

(http://philbradley.typepad.com/phil_bradleys_weblog/2009/03/edinburgh
-city-libraries-really-get-20.html accessed 03 March 2009). 
 
 
Engaging users 



One of the prime aims of the virtual library project is to reach out to more 
people, especially those people in Edinburgh who have never used the 
library service before. But it also wants to give space to members of the 
public to express their views, suggest ideas for service development, 
and engage as a community of library users. And the more places that 
people feel they can become engaged with libraries, such as on Twitter, 
Facebook or the blog, the more willing they will be to comment and get 
involved. 
 
What is to come 
The project has got off to a good start. There are plans to continue 
improving and personalising the virtual library, including transforming the 
libraries catalogue. It will be more interactive, with city-wide reservations, 
book suggestions and reviews. And people can register for an email 
newsletter which will promote new activities and keep people informed. 
 
The City Libraries will respond to feedback to develop its services and 
collections to suit the changing needs of its users. It will also keep 
abreast of technological developments. For example, it is looking at the 
potential of using Google maps and overlays of information, and „mash-
ups‟ – using more than one application at once. Library services need to 
keep open and receptive to change and Edinburgh Libraries is ensuring 
that it is. 
 
Edinburgh City Libraries has taken great steps to move itself into a 
position where it can be found by the web-literate public. Now it wants to 
get even more people on board for this exciting journey. 
 
EDGE 2011 in Edinburgh Castle will see the next exciting developments 
from Edinburgh and from across the UK, America and Europe.   
 
Watch this space! 
 


