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Summary 

 

La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (PBR) is the successor of La Joie par les livres, a children’s library created 

in 1965 in Clamart, France, whose aim was to promote children's access to literature and culture in 

disadvantaged suburbs of Paris. The library is also famous for its original architecture made of nested 

concrete cylinders but providing a child-friendly environment. Although classified as a historic building 

in 2009, this building closed its doors in 2017 for renovation and the PBR had to temporarily move to a 

nearby commercial space. This smaller space was a challenge to reorganize the collections, the 

workshop spaces and to invent new services, such as “on-site” activities with children and public 

institutions. 

 

The associative library, initiated by private funds in the 1960s, was a pioneer in the promotion of high-

quality children's literature, initially considered a minor genre. The library is also at the forefront of 

digital literacy and multimedia services, tailored to children's education. The library is renowned for its 

progressive educational approach, promoting children's autonomy and engagement through various 

activities, including theater and exhibitions. Its innovative pedagogy focuses on three audiences: very 

young children, children aged 4 to 12 and, more recently, young people under judicial protection. The 

library continues to evolve in response to political and cultural interest in children’s literature in France, 

collaborating with various artists but also with librarians, publishers, educators and other 

professionals. Due to its specific expertise (reading, cultural mediation, etc.) and its unique identity 

among French public libraries, the PBR has developed training workshops for professionals who are 

not used to approaching early childhood or disadvantaged children through reading books as an 

opening to other activities. This service offering allows the PBR to extend its influence well beyond the 

neighborhood in which it has been established for 60 years. 
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Method: We interviewed 1 manager, 4 employees, 2 external partners. During an observation session, 

we also spoke with 2 parents and 2 children. In addition to flyers and booklets, 21 documents were 

analyzed, either activity reports, book chapters or academic articles.  

 

Legitimacy: The legitimacy of La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde is called into question every year, even 

though it claims public legitimacy by offering free services accessible to all, by being a pioneer in 

children's literature and reading. Its associative nature, unlike public libraries, creates this paradox. The 

PBR asserts its legitimacy as a public service because it was one of the first libraries dedicated to 

children in France and was an example to inspire public policies. Since 2018, PBR’s legitimacy has been 

strengthened by collaborations with public institutions and the growing impact of its social and cultural 

initiatives. Its influence now extends beyond the local neighbourhood and includes to national and 

international projects. Its growing reputation and impact reinforce its legitimacy with public 

institutions which regularly seek its expertise. 

 

Co-creation: The PBR library emphasizes co-creation and co-innovation, engaging children as active 

participants in cultural experiences and creative workshops. Children interact with artists to explore 

imagination and improve observation skills. In the 1980s, PBR was a pioneer in exploring digital tools 

but the library now focuses on digital literacy to foster collective creativity. The role of PBR staff is to 

facilitate co-creative workshops, acting as mediators between children, artists and other participants. 

Co-creation with children at PBR is not rigid, but rather a flexible and imaginative process of discovery 

and interaction, to build self-confidence and foster artistic and cultural engagement. 

 

Competencies of staff: The library employs 12 people (part-time and full-time, on permanent 

contracts or temporary contracts for specific events). Some librarians live in the neighborhood, thus 

fostering trust with families less involved with art and culture. Following the move of the library in 

2018, the new director reorganised the roles of staff, assigning specific responsibilities such as 

communication, early childhood, cultural action, ICT, heritage and mediation. Thanks to the PBR 

specific services (reading to early young children, cultural mediation, etc.), the skills of employees are 

not solely dedicated to traditional skills. Adapting to new services and co-creation processes has been 

at the heart of its missions since 1965. If new skills are needed, the PBR library mobilizes its internal 

and external partners to organize workshops or to invent a new training offering.   

 

The role of users: The engagement of users (children, parents, childminders, educators) in co-creative 

activities has also been at the heart of the PBR’s mission since the 1960s. Children are naturally open 

to curiosity and participation in activities, even if, at the beginning of a workshop, they may be 

destabilized by the suggestion of an artist or another type of partner. Librarians play a  mediating role 

in helping children overcome their initial resistance. The observation session revealed that children’s 

curiosity and observation capacity is surprising even if they do not seem interested in the cultural 

proposal. Adults are more reluctant, but PBR expertise aims to break down social and cultural barriers, 

or the professional resistance of educators to a creative offer. After this first step, the experience 

gained during a workshop gives these adult users the desire to continue the co-creative adventure to 

become in turn co-producers of innovative services. 
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Other stakeholders: The PBR library collaborates with five types of stakeholders: funders (Type 1), 

institutions offering project-grants (Type 2), institutions that request the PBR’s expertise (Type 3), 

artists and cultural partners (Type 4), and professional associations (Type 5). The co-creation process 

depends on the type of partnership, with the PBR playing a central role in understanding needs, 

coordinating resources and evaluating projects. These partnerships enable innovative initiatives, such 

as promoting reading among children under judicial supervision or creating specific training for 

education professionals and other public institutions.  

 

Network enabler: Without partnership, the PBR library would not exist and would not be able to offer 

activities, or develop new services. Private and then public partners have been behind of this 

associative library since the 1960s. Various external partners regularly participate in activities and 

creative workshops to complete the skills of the PBR staff. Thanks to its specific expertise, the PBR 

library has extended its partnership to different public institutions and to other cities and regions.  

 

Public value: The library founded in 1965 in Clamart aimed to provide access to books and culture for 

disadvantaged children in working-class suburbs : the public value was to combat social and 

geographical inequalities. Promoting the quality of Children’s literature, the aim was to foster peace 

and open-mindedness among children and citizens. This expertise is a value recognized by the French 

State and integrated into national institutions (BnF). In Clamart, a political debate about the future of 

the library highlighted the tensions between two definitions of “public value”, between public services 

and public-private partnerships. The new PBR association defended its role in addressing broader 

societal challenges in socio-economically deprived areas. 

 

Success criteria: The PBR success is measured by quantitative indicators allowing the monitoring of 

outputs (number of books, workshops, etc.) and outcomes (attendance, new reader cards, etc.). Since 

2018, the library has improved its qualitative and quantitative indicators to assess user engagement 

and the PBR impact (social networks, partnerships, etc.). These criteria are useful for adapting services 

to user needs, guiding future strategies and securing public and private funding by justifying the role 

of an associative library.  

 

Conclusion: The PBR library is a particular case study in France because associative libraries are not a 

very widespread model in view of the number of public libraries in all territories thanks to public policies 

in favor of reading and books. La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde is also specific for its innovative service 

offering and its co-creative pedagogy. This expertise is a model to help the transition of public libraries 

to serve children’s development.
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Disclaimer 

The LibrarIN project is funded by the European Union under grant agreement ID 101061516. The 

information and views set out in this publication are those of the author only and do not necessarily 

reflect those of the European Union or the European Research Executive Agency (REA). Neither the 

European Union nor the granting authority can be held responsible for them. 

 

 

Definition of key concepts  

 

The theoretical framework for the case study consists of three main pillars; public innovation as a 

specific approach to changes in the public sector, public value as a parameter regarding the aim of 

public libraries, and the understanding of citizens as both citizens and users. All pillars address and are 

part of seeing living labs as an approach to value co-creation in the context of public libraries. In the 

following each concept is defined. 

 

Public sector innovation: We understand public sector innovation as creation and realization of new 

ideas in public services, public service provisions, governance, policy, and even rules, norms and 

perceptions of political life (Sørensen & Torfing 2015).  

 
Living Lab: ‘Living lab is a conceptualisation of multi-contextual and cross-sectorial experimental user-

centric innovation processes with the aim of developing and/or improving welfare products, 

democratic engagement, services or processes based on the application of co-creation methodologies 

depicted by trans-disciplinarity’ (Fuglsang & Hansen, 2019, p. 45) 

 

Public value: We apply Benington’s (2011) definition of public value as dual: what the public values 

AND what adds value to the public sphere (Benington 2011: 42). In this manner there is a focus not just 

on individual interests (what people value) but also on the wider public interests (also in a long-term 

perspective). 

 

User/citizen: We apply a broad definition of citizen encompassing both an abstract category of 

“citizens with rights” (targeting collective issues) and the citizen as a user of public services – herein as 

co-creator (targeting individual needs) (Langergaard & Carstensen, 2014; Sundbo & Toivonen, 2011). 

. 
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1 Introduction 

As part of the EU project, LibrarIN: Value Co-creation and Social Innovation for a new Generation of 

European Libraries, empirical case studies under the following work tasks are to be conducted: 1) 

digitalization, 2) libraries as living labs and 3) social innovation. 

 

This report presents a case study from France, which falls under the Living lab work task (3.3). The case 

is that of La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (The small round library, for children), an associative library 

located in Clamart, a former industrial and working-class city south of Paris, a suburb undergoing 

gentrification. Together with approximately 10 cases across Europe, the report will be subject to cross-

case analysis – disseminated as a single deliverable (D3.9).  

To inform and qualify the case studies a literature review has been conducted (for more information 

see Fuglsang & Hansen, 2024). Beneath is a short overview of the key findings:  

• The term “living lab” is not used to a great extent in the reviewed literature. However, the 

library is often described as an innovative and experimental setting for developing a broad 

range of new services. The construct of living lab is instead identified as a latent construct and 

theme in the literature.  

• The literature discusses the purpose of the library in terms of its boundaries, legitimacy and 

types of libraries. Overall, we interpret this as implicit discussions of the “public value” of 

libraries. 

• Libraries, as physical spaces, undergo a conceptual transformation that enable them to deliver 

three interconnected types of services: ‘space-place services,’ ‘processual learning services’ and 

“democratic engagement services’. As such the basis for further development of co-creation 

and co-innovation are highly present.  

• The library is evolving from a space with distinct roles for patrons and librarians to a more 

dynamic and collaborative environment. This implies that librarians become library 

professionals and that the development of a new skills-sets is an issue. 

 

The review suggests that the case studies especially emphasize four issues: 1) the role of the public 

library in terms of what public value it claims to create; 2) competencies in terms of how skills are 

changed/enhanced on the part of library professionals and users; 3) innovation in terms of what forms 

of innovation processes are important and the extent to which they are participatory or not; and 4) co-

creation in terms of whether and how public libraries are becoming oriented towards co-creating value 

of/with users. 

 

1.1 Purpose and Scope 
Based on the literature review and the overall purpose of the Grant the case studies explore, what 

public libraries as living labs tell or illustrate relative to new open institutional structures for co-creation 

and co-innovation of public library services, herein: practices, structures and outcomes. The case 

studies put emphasis on how these institutional structures address individual and public values (and 
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resolve conflicts between them), hence also analyzing how co-creation, co-innovation, experimental 

methods achieve legitimacy in the context of public library services.  

 

All cases apply the same case protocol as guide line for the research. Since the research is conducted 

within a qualitative paradigm, there is room to adapt the protocol to the contextual factors of the 

specific case under scrutiny.  

1.2 Case selection criteria 
Based on the preceding literature review, four general case selection criteria have been identified: 

public value creation, processual learning services, space-place services and democratic engagement 

services. These are presented below as continua between two poles that need to be represented to 

varying degrees in the cases included. 

 

1) Public value-creation: the focus of the library is mainly long-term (cultural and social) public 

value creation – the focus of the library is mainly here-and-now public value creation (such as 

offering interest/hobby-based services or responding to specific citizens’ needs) 

2) Processual learning services: Services are social innovations that address community 

challenges, or they are domain-specific innovations and related to the library’s core activities. 

3) Space-place services: the library space evolves as library-led with the library as driver of 

innovations – the space is community-led with the community as a driver of innovation 

4) Democratic engagement services: citizens have decision-making power in innovation 

processes – citizens are mainly informing innovation processes  

 

To ensure and visualize how the case studies are positioned within the four continua a spider web 

diagram is applied – see figure 1.  

 

Figure 1: case selection criteria dimensions 

 

 
 

Library A    Library B   Library C 



 

Horizon Europe Project LibrarIN 

HORIZON-CL2-2021-HERITAGE-01-02  

 

 

[Case report: Petite Bibliothèque Ronde-France] Page | 9  
LibrarIN -101061516 — HORIZON-CL2-2021-HERITAGE-01-02 

 

Library A: It has developed a detailed long-term strategy of public value creation focused on 

developing domain-specific service innovation (e.g., reading and education). Patrons have limited 

influence but inform in the innovation process through focus groups, observations and surveys. Library 

development is mainly driven by library professionals, especially management. 

 

Library B: It utilizes a more informal approach of public value creation that is oriented towards short-

term challenges in the community. It is driven by community and community spirit as a “cultural 

house” where people come for various reasons. They focus social innovations and development of 

cultural experiences to improve the community experience, and active citizen participation. 

 

Library C: It has developed an innovative long-term strategy for creating public value. The policy aims 

for libraries are to be places where citizens are supported in their aspirations and needs to grow, learn 

and be inspired. Using design thinking, the library works with citizens to bring about change through 

co-creation. This methodology promotes citizen ownership and engagement with libraries. 

 

La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (an associative library serving Clamart and other cities in the Ile-de-

France Region) is selected as a case of Library C. 

 

N.B. all cases will have characteristics from each of the three categories. 

 

1.3 Methodology and data overview 
The case studies are conducted as qualitative research since the objective is to obtain deep insight on 

the phenomenon, public libraries as living labs, guided by ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions. In short, a case 

study aims to explore and better understand a contemporary phenomenon within its real-world 

context (Yin, 2014). The methods applied in the case of La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde are in-depth 

interviews, documentary studies and a two-day observation session (including informal discussions 

with employees, some children, parents or external partners).  

  

One researcher has been responsible for conducting 3 interviews, with 2 informants. The interviews 

lasted approximately either half an hour (2 persons during the observation session) or 1,5 hours (online 

interview with one person). Not all verbatim were transcribed on a computer because it was not 

possible to record the discussions during the observation session. A semi-structed question guide was 

applied, leaving room to go in the direction of the conversation and the themes raised in the context 

of the specific interview.  

 

To explore the organizational discourses on citizens/children, public value and co-creation, and to add 

to the contextual understanding of the informants’ insights, 21 documents of various types have been 

analyzed. The data set, interviews and documents, was subsequently analyzed using a thematic 

analytical strategy. For an overview of data see table 1. 
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Table 1: Data overview 

 

Type of data 

 

Case organization: La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (The small round library, for 

children), Clamart (Paris region) 

In-depth 

interviews 

 

1   library manager M1 

1   library employee E1 

1   external partner P1 

Observation 

session 
(informal 
discussions and 

short 
interviews) 

4   library employees E1, E2, E3, E4 

2   external partners P1, P2 

2  parents A1, A2  

2   children C1, C2 

Documents 

 

1. La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. Lire et s’éveiller ensemble. Un guide pour lire avec 
les bébés. Illustré par Junko Nakamura (Flyer). 

2. La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. A Clamart, la bibliothèque associative dédiée aux 
enfants de la naissance à 12 ans (Flyer). 

3. La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. Programmation. Septembre 2024 (Flyer). 

4. La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. Programme petite enfance. 0-3 ans et plus. 
Lectures et ateliers d’artistes. Septembre 2024/Janvier 2025 (Flyer). 

5. La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. Toupies dans la mousse. Une pièce de théâtre écrite 
et interprétée par La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. Représentation du 2 juin 2024. 

Auditorium Charles-Aznavour. Septembre 2024 (Booklet). 

6. La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. Rapports d’activité. 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021, 2022, 

2023.  

7. Collectif (2021). Bibliothèques, écoles, centres culturels. Quand le numérique se 

fait médiation. Retour d’expérience pour le jeune public. La rOnde. La publication 
de La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. n°2, janvier. 

8. Collectif (2018). A quoi servent les bibliothèques ?. Bibliothèque(s). Revue de 
l’Association des Bibliothécaires de France. n°92-93.  

9. Jacquet, A. (ed.) (2017). Bibliothèques Troisième lieu (2e édition). Association des 

bibliothécaires de France. Médiathèmes. 

10. Agence quand les livres relient. Dans la salle d’attente… Lire ensemble à la 
PMI. (Undated). Available on: https://lirealapmi.fr/wp-

content/uploads/2023/02/Lire-a-la-PMI-05.pdf  

11. Thurnauer, G., Patte, G. & Blain, C. (2006). Espace à lire. La bibliothèque des 
enfants à Clamart. Paris : Gallimard. 

12.  Merklen, D. (2013). Pourquoi brûle-t-on des bibliothèques ? Villeurbanne: 

Presses de l’ENSSIB. Collection Papiers. 

13. Manuélian-Ravet, M. (2018). Ouvrir un espace littéraire aux bébés ?. In Agence 

quand les livres relient. Les tous petits, le monde et les albums. (pp. 177-183). 

Paris: Editions Erès, 1001 BB : Les bébés et la culture. n° 154. 
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14. Niles Maack, M. (1993). L'Heure Joyeuse, the First Children's Library in France: 

Its Contribution to a New Paradigm for Public Libraries. The Library Quarterly: 
Information, Community, Policy, vol. 63, n°3, pp. 257–281. 

15. La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde webpage: www.lapetitebibliothequeronde.com 

16. Cité de l’architecture webpage. La bibliothèque pour enfants de Clamart ou 
l’évasion architecturale et littéraire. On : 
https://www.citedelarchitecture.fr/fr/CiteDeLArchiChezVous/la-bibliotheque-

pour-enfants-de-clamart-ou-levasion-architecturale-et-litteraire 

17. Guijarro Arribas, D. (2020). Trois institutions pionnières de la promotion du livre 

jeunesse français : la Joie par les livres, la section française de l’IBBY et le CRILJ, 

1960-1980. Bulletin des bibliothèques de France (BBF). 1. 

Online:  https://bbf.enssib.fr/consulter/bbf-2020-00-0000-023 

18. La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. Wikipédia. Online : 

https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Petite_Bibliothèque_ronde 

19. Meyer, C. (2011). La bibliothèque des enfants de Clamart fait le pari du 

numérique. Documentation et bibliothèques. Vol.57. n°2., pp. 90-100. 

20. Ezratty, V. & Valloteau, H. (2012). La création de l’Heure Joyeuse et la 

généralisation d’une belle utopie. Bulletin des bibliothèques de France (BBF). 
1.pp.45-49. 

21. Le Centre national de la littérature pour la jeunesse, héritier de La Joie par les livres. 

Source : web page of the BnF (national library of France). URL : 

https://cnlj.bnf.fr/fr/page-editorial/propos 

 

 

2 Case description 

 

“Autumn 1965: in the low-rent housing estate of La Plaine, in Clamart, children crowd in front of a 
surprising building that has just emerged from the ground. The library La Joie par les livres opens its doors 
and inaugurates a unique story in France. For the first time, thanks to the will of a sponsor and the audacity 
of a team of architects, a library has been built for children, which will revolutionize youth reading and 
become the place of the most innovative experiences. Librarians from all over the world, writers, artists, 
publishers, photographers, all have taken the path to Clamart at one time or another to participate in the 
adventure or to be inspired by it. Listed in the inventory of Historic Monuments, the library of Clamart is 
both a monument of 20th century architecture and a true lighthouse for children's literature.” (Thurnauer et 

al., 2006. Doc. 11. Translation of the back cover). 

 

The Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (PBR) analyzed for the LibrarIN project is the inheritor of the original 

library called La Joie par les livres (Joy thanks to books). One of its ambition is to promote the innovative 

initiative launched in 1965: an original architecture linked to the Brutalism Movement (Concrete 

Architecture); a library specifically dedicated to children (and not a space for children in a library for 

adults); a library financed by a private sponsor (Anne Schlumberger, a family of industrialists) in the 

heart of a working-class district of Clamart; a place to develop the autonomy of children and to 
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facilitate their access to books and other types of culture. Although the original building was classified 

as a historical building by the Ministry of Culture in 2009, it closed its doors in 2017 and must be 

renovated and adapted to new safety and accessibility standards for people with disabilities. While 

waiting for the reopening, the Petite Bibliothèque Ronde welcomes children and their parents in a 

commercial premises not far from the original library, between housing and shops (see photos on page 

1). This section aims to describe the changing geographical and institutional contexts of the PBR, an 

associative library which attempts to preserve its originality in a context of growing political interest in 

children's literature in France. 

 

From an architectural point of view, the children’s library in Clamart is well known throughout the 

world for its “unusual form” which, in the 1960s, disrupted “the traditional solemnity of library 

architecture” (Doc. 16). The architect Gérard Thurnauer and other innovative architects from L’Atelier 

de Montrouge, influenced by the modern architecture of Le Corbusier and with international 

experience, worked for two years to invent “a child-sized building” in collaboration with the private 

sponsor, Anne Schlumberger, and a librarian, Geneviève Patte, with extensive experience acquired in 

particular at the Internationale Jugendbibliothek München and the New York Public Library. The 

building of the library La Joie par les livres is made up in nine nested concrete cylinders surrounded by 

a garden (Thurnauer et al., 2006 - Doc. 11). “Not visible from the street and accessible only on foot, 

with the entrance hidden between two cylinders, this library is intended, for the children aged 4 to 14, 

to be” an “anti-monument”, “a place of refuge rather than a modern temple of culture” (Doc. 17). The 

interior spaces were designed to facilitate the free movement of children, even if some “safe spaces” 

were dedicated to quiet activities, such as reading, or to younger children (E1). The furniture was also 

adapted for children, designed by Alvar Aalto (Finnish) , Harry Bertoia (American) and Charlotte 

Perriand (French). This innovative library model will inspire numerous initiatives in France but also in 

other industrialized or even developing countries. Finally, this “anti-monument” was classified in the 

inventory of Historic Monuments by the Ministry of culture in 2009.  

 

However, the library La Joie par les livres, renamed La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde in 2007, is not only 

an urban symbol of culture and modernity in a working-class garden city designed by Robert Auzelle, 

a famous architect and urban planner. The association La Joie par les livres, founded in 1963 by Anne 

Schlumberger to carry out the Clamart youth library project, was also a pioneering structure for 

building a collection of children's books at a time when children's literature was considered, in France, 

as a minor literary genre (without value). The three librarians of La Joie par les livres, including 

Geneviève Patte who became director of the library, initiated a network of librarians, publishers, 

teachers, researchers, in France and even internationally, to promote the quality of children’s books 

and other resources (comics or audiovisual documents). In collaboration with the National Association 

of French Librarians, the association La Joie par les livres created a critical review of children's literature 

in the (French speaking) world while the library hosted exhibitions, for example with the International 

Youth Library in Munich (Germany) in 1967 (Guijarro Arribas, 2020 - Doc. 17). In the 1980s, the 

association La Joie par les livres was also a pioneer in France in exploring and selecting digital 

resources, software and computers, also helping children to maintain a critical mind. In a second step, 

at the beginning  of the Internet in France, the library recruited a multimedia mediator and created in 

2002 one of the first multimedia departments among French libraries (Meyer, 2011 - Doc. 19). 
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From the point of view of the services offered to children, the library La joie par les livres is famous 

throughout the world (USA, Japan, etc.) for its innovative teaching methods based on children’s 

empowerment and openness to the diversity of the world. Librarians were in fact introduced to the 

methods of “new education” (with French leaders such as Célestin Freinet) in the library called L’Heure 

joyeuse (Happy Hour), the first French library dedicated to young people (Guijarro Arribas, 2020 - 

Doc. 17). Created in 2024 not far from the Sorbonne University, L’Heure Joyeuse was “offered to the 

City of Paris by the Book Committee on Children’s Libraries”,  an American fund created to help 

European countries after the First World War (Ezratty & Valloteau,2012 - Doc. 20). In the 1920s-1930s, 

this library experimented with methods well-known in Anglo-Saxon countries, such as a scientific 

organization of collections (Dewey classification, professional skills for librarians) but also social 

innovations (an exception in French libraries at that time): direct access to shelves; opportunity for 

children to choose the books they want to read; learning through reading but also through leisures; 

story time (imported from the USA) and active participation of children through theatrical activities, 

creation of exhibitions or newspaper, and so on. The inaugural speech of L’Heure joyeuse in 1924 

assigned the library a role in promoting peace through the opening of minds and considered that “the 

library of all is the essential organ of the modern city” (Ezratty & Valloteau,2012 - Doc. 20). Forty years 

later, Anne Schlumberger discovered in the United States the role of children’s libraries in 

neighbourhoods and she negotiated with the City of Clamart the creation of a children’s library, on 

land  made available by the City (Doc. 15). The organization and the role of the library La Joie par les 

livres were inspired by the pioneering experience of L’Heure joyeuse. In the late 1960s, the library even 

experimented with involving children to help librarians. At the same time, the association/library La 

Joie par les livres has set up training courses for children's book professionals. This professional training 

function, added to the critical editorial policy and the documentary conservation of children’s 

literature, led the association La Joie par les livres to open a documentation centre in Paris in the 1970s,  

supported by various ministries. In 2008, this centre was integrated into the National Library of France 

(BnF) under the name of National Centre for Children's Books (Doc. 21). Paradoxically, this national 

recognition of the experience of La Joie par les livres will lead to a divergence between the future of 

the association and that of the Clamart library, the latter being renamed La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde 

(PBR) in 2007. 

 

Nowadays, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde has three main missions relating to three types of audiences: 

1) the cultural awakening of young children (0 to 3 years old) through reading books; 2) the artistic and 

cultural education for children aged 4 to 12, particularly with artists (musicians, playwrights, writers, 

painters, filmmakers, etc.); 3) and more recently, the public of young people under judicial protection 

or in penitentiary centres (M1). Although children and teenagers are at the heart of the service offering, 

the adults responsible for these children (parents, childminders, teachers, educators, etc.) are 

intermediary users insofar as they are not specialist in children’s literature and have fewer relationships 

with artists or other cultural partners than La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. The annual programme 

designed by the PBR team “is completely free and accessible to all, around events, meetings with artists 
or workshops in collaboration with different partners and cultural facilities in the Île-de-France region. 
Thanks to its collection and these partnerships, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde makes books a gateway to 
a diversity of artistic expressions” (PBR web page - Doc. 15). For specific public such as “prevented 

audiences” (prevented from leaving prison or closed educational centers), dedicated programmes are 

co-created with the educators in charge of these young people under judicial protection, but the 
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principles and methods of PBR projects are the same as for other audiences. Meetings with an artist, a 

cultural work or a creative process are not intended to train children in creating or staging a dramatic 

work, for example. The PBR’s mission is to start by reading books and then help children imagine other 

forms of cultural expression around language (Doc. 2, 3, 4). For example, PBR librarians, with their 

cultural partners, can help children create a story, imagine a dance show, an exhibition or a theatrical 

performance (Doc. 5). The second mission of La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde is to train the adults 

responsible for these young people to amplify the impacts of the innovative methods promoted by the 

PBR library. 

 

With 12 employees in 80 m2, the question of space and place is fundamental for the PBR library. 

Following the move from the historical building (over 600 m2) to smaller premises (80 m2 for activities 

or 115 m2 adding a single office for 6 employees), the capacity of 35 to 40 children/people was reduced 

to 10 during the Covid-19 lockdown, for health reasons. The single room made available to children 

and educators or parents is too small: during activities, children are very active, moving, sitting on a 

chair or armchair, lying on a carpet and rolling on it to daydream  during a musical session, for example 

(observation session, September 2024). Educators must carry out activities while controlling the 

children's behavior, to avoid conflicts, to prevent them from going out into the street, to prevent very 

young children from hurting themselves with an object. Space is also quickly running out for traditional 

librarian functions such as managing orders and deliveries of books and other materials (E1, E2, E3, 

E4). In a children’s library, you also need space for strollers and children's snack. There are not enough 

tables for the older children to do their homework while the younger ones are in drawing or reading 

workshops. And finally, space is lacking to organize training sessions with adults and welcome these 

trainees in good conditions (M1). It is therefore not surprising that the PBR reports speak each year of 

a hurry to reintegrate the renovated historic building of the children's library in Clamart (Doc. 6). 

 

However, moving to new premises also has an advantage in terms of location:  

“The location of the venue, on the ground floor of a corner building on a busy street, has given new 
visibility to the association’s long-standing practices. In the past, you had to enter the library to 
find out what was done there and how, but now you just have to walk past. This is very reassuring 
for a public that usually does not dare to cross the threshold of libraries, often due to a feeling of 
illegitimacy. This has greatly contributed to the renewal of the public. Even though we had to 
introduce ourselves to those who did not know the library at all, the place spoke for itself, thanks 
to its opening onto the street” (Doc. 6 - Activity report 2019, p. 5). 

 

The debate is open because of the characteristics of space and place. On the one hand, the adults who 

were used to it found themselves cramped in a smaller space and stopped coming, while regular 

children now have to cross streets with heavy traffic and therefore no longer have their parents’ 

permission to come alone on foot when they want. On the other hand, families who no longer 

frequented to the historic building returned: “The unreturned books were thus able to be reintegrated 
into the library collection. Coming to the new space no longer represented the same act of activism as 
going to the original library.” (Doc. 6 - Activity report 2019, p. 6). New audiences are now coming to 

discover the PBR activities presented on posters in the windows or visible from outside when passing 

in the street. Conversely, this visibility from the street could put off adolescents, especially since there 

is no room for the isolation so dear to these age groups (M1, Doc. 6). 
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As an associative library, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde is not a “public service” in the sense of “services 

financed solely by public funds”, such as an administration. Grants originally came from private 

partners in the 1960s, then public funds from local authorities supplemented the budget for activities 

offered to children. Other funding was found in a third phase through calls for projects (from ministries, 

etc.): the PBR library is now in competition with other institutions, from the public service or the third 

sector, in application of the New Public management model. As the PBR director points out:  

"From an economic point of view, we are absolutely not representative of the vast majority of 
libraries in France because we are an associative library. Yes, there is public funding but it is a 
minority compared to our total budget, particularly in terms of local funding. For example, for a 
budget of €500,000 to €580,000 per year, the local territory subsidy is €75,000. Private funding is 
quite significant because we are still supported by the historic patrons of the Children's Library of 
Clamart. Which is unique: you have almost no other example in France. I think this type of 
cooperation is incredibly valuable because it frees us from a certain number of contingencies" (M1).  
 

The lack of space in the new library forced PBR librarians to invent “off-site” activities in schools, 

nurseries, closed educational centres, and even with public libraries. The library “as a place” was 

initially dedicated to the neighbourhood around the library building. Nowadays, the geographical area 

of interventions has expanded to other cities and even to different regions of France. According to the 

PBR director: 

“What ultimately makes this type of approach interesting is that, as the territories are never quite 
the same, even if there are recurring and converging themes, we can always find in each project a 
certain degree of experimentation and innovation. What perhaps makes us unique is that we 
operate only in this way, unlike regional book and reading agencies, which are mandated for 
specific missions. For us, for a specific mission as in the case of the judicial protection of young 
people, it is rather we who will imagine projects which seem to us to make sense and who will find 
the partners to carry out them. And I don't think there are many structures in France who do this 
kind of thing. At least not in the public reading sector” (M1). 

 

In summary, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde is a particular case study in France because associative 

libraries are not a widespread model, given the number of public libraries in all territories thanks to 

public policies in favor of reading and books. The PBR library is also unique for its innovative service 

offering and co-creative pedagogy. 

 

In the next section, empirical findings, it will be clear that the specific status of the library, an 

association financed by private patrons and then with the support of public funds, is a key to 

understanding either the pioneering activities in term of co-innovation, since the 1960s, or the 

relations with local authorities or other public institutions in the Paris region and elsewhere in France. 
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3 Empirical findings 

In this section the empirical findings are presented under the following eight overall themes:  

 

1) How the objective and legitimacy of the public library are understood; 

2) How co-creation and co-innovation is both understood and outlived, 3) The role of and 

competences needed by front-end employees; 

3) The role of users/citizens in co-creation/co-innovation; 

4) The role of other stakeholders (private actors, communities) in co-creation/co-

innovation; 

5) The role of public libraries as innovation intermediary/network enabler; 

6) How public value is understood; and  

7) Success criteria for citizen engagement and co-creation. 

 

3.1 How the objective and legitimacy of public libraries are understood  
 

The legitimacy of La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (PBR) is questioned every year even though the 

objective of the children’s library has been clear since it opened in 1965 under the name La Joie par les 

livres (Joy through books). This paradox is due to the fact that La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde is an 

associative library and not a “public” library in the sense of a library financed by public funds 

(institutions such as a City or a Metropolis or a Department or a Region or by the Ministry of culture). 

But La Joie par les livres (1963-2007) and then the PBR (since 2007) assert the public legitimacy of the 

children’s  library through various arguments (M1, Doc. 6):  

1) Originally, in the 1960s, there were no libraries dedicated solely to children in France, apart from the 

pioneering example of the L’heure joyeuse (Happy hour) library, created in Paris in 1924 with the 

support of American funding.  

2) The associative library for children (La Joie par les livres, then the PBR) is a “public” service in the 

sense that the services (books, workshops, events) are entirely free and accessible to all, that is to say 

to children and their parents or childminders.  

3) The association La Joie par les livres was a precursor of public reading policies for young people in 

France and the eponymous library located in the garden-city of La Plaine in Clamart was a place for 

experimenting with relationships between children and artists around the reading of children’s books. 

4) The experience accumulated by the association became so specific that La Joie par les livres was 

subsidized by the State (1972) then attached to the Ministry of Culture (1997). In 2006, the association 

Les amis de La Joie par les livres (new name - Friends of Joy through books- and new statutes in 1972) 

was dissolved. In 2008, the former La Joie par les livres became the National Centre for Children's 

Literature, a department of the National Library of France (BnF). The best pieces from the collections 

and some of the librarians were transferred to the BnF, a political recognition of the know-how and 

specific skills of an association launched with the help of private funds (Doc. 21).  

 

Another paradox is that this national recognition has separated on the one hand the role of the 

association in the field of children's literature and on the other  the future of the Clamart children’s 

library. A period of political uncertainty has opened because this library exists in parallel with municipal 
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libraries and media libraries. Between the end of subsidies and attempts to close the children’s library 

in 2006 then in 2017, the legitimacy of this associative library was denied even though it offers a 

valuable and free service to disadvantaged children in this neighbourhood. The problem was solved in 

three steps: 

1) a new association called La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde was created in 2007; 

2) the new associative library was mandated by the City of Clamart to manage the historic building; 

3) after moving into new private premises in 2018, the PBR focused on “recreating the dialogue” 

between the association and the new intercommunal establishment (Vallée Sud-Grand Paris) which 

became competent in matters of libraries by delegation of power in 2016 (new map of local authorities 

after the Law NOTRe in 2015). 

 

The construction of the legitimacy of the PBR could be interpreted as a process of co-innovation that 

mobilizes different actors such as the leader and staff of the PBR, the board of directors of the 

association whose members activate their own networks, public institutions that regularly call on the 

expertise of the PBR to launch new projects around books and children’s literature (M1, Doc. 6). Since 

2018 and especially after the COVID pandemic, the PBR’s legitimacy strategy has been based on a 

spatial expansion of its catchment area, from the very local space (the neighbourhood) to the Ile-

deFrance and other regions of France and even to certain libraries around the world. Impact indicators 

make the social and territorial impact of the PBR visible to stakeholders and public institutions due to 

its growing reputation (see details in subsection 3.8).  

 

3.2 How co-creation and co-innovation are understood and outlived 
 

Co-creation and co-innovation have been at the heart of the legitimacy of La Petite Bibliothèque 

Ronde since its opening in 1965 in Clamart. Library staff or documents dealing with the history of the 

PBR do not spontaneously use these concepts but what is described to talk about services and 

relationships with children and external partners often involves a process of co-creation or co-

innovation. Inspired by the children’s departments of American libraries, Anne Schlumberger, the 

French patron behind the Clamart children’s library association, wanted to create a library where 

children would not only be passive consumers of books but would also be involved in creative activities 

in order to discover “the diversity of the world” through books, the arts and other cultural activities. 

This ambition was particularly important in a working-class neighbourhood where children did not 

have easy access to “art and culture” in an emerging suburb devoid of cultural facilities. The association 

La Joie par les livres (Joy through books) was  founded to give birth in 1965 to the “historic” library also 

called “La Joie par les livres”. Artists were regularly invited to work with children and teenagers in the 

Clamart library, designed as “a place to live” for the children of the neighbourhood  and “a testing 

ground for all approaches to reading” (Doc. 21). 
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VIGNETTE 

 

An American photographer at the library La Joie par les livres (1980s)  

Tana Hoban is an American photographer and children's literature author. Living in Paris since the 

1980s, she invented children’s books with photos, an innovation at the time given that publishers and 

experts in children’s literature were convinced in the 1970s and 1980s that: “Children need clearly 

identifiable and colorful images. The photo hinders their imagination” (Doc. 7, p. 75). Upon her arrival 

in France, Dana Hoban collaborated with the children’s library in Clamart and with other libraries in 

France.  

 

In the second issue of La rOnde, the PBR review, Geneviève Patte, who was director of La Joie par les 

livres from 1965 to 2001, then honorary president of the PBR, explains her personal relationship with 

Tana Hoban, the specificity of the books created by this artist and the design process used during the 

creative workshops with children. The main objective was to help children and adults to share their 

experience of observation and learning, or rather “learning through observation”. Observation is 

essential even for small children. Books with photos and often without words, but sometimes in black 

and white, are essential for children’s development, according to Tana Hoban. For the artist, it is 

necessary: 1) to take the time to contemplate, especially with children who turn the pages of a book 

too quickly; 2) to help children, particularly from disadvantaged areas of Clamart, to observe their 

immediate environment through photography. 

 

During creative workshops at the children’s library in Clamart, Tana Hoban proposed a “co-creative” 

method: 1) she explained her work to the children using her photos; 2) she offered children creative 

session to explore shapes, colors or other concepts; 3) with Polaroïd cameras, the children had to take 

pictures in their personal environment but thinking about what they see and want to show; 4) In the 

next step, Tana Hoban helped the children to think critically about their work. By taking children’s 

questions into account, Tana Hoban has changed the way children look at the world, but also the way 

adults, especially librarians, imagine children's creativity. According to Geneviève Patte, the 

workshops were: “a wonderful encounter between a true artist and the children of our city. I have 

always loved the deep humanity that she showed in her relationships. She knew how to trust children 

and took them seriously” (Doc. 7, p.80). Thanks to the creative workshops, the disadvantaged children 

of this new suburb south of Paris, but far from the cultural offerings of the Capital, have gained self-

confidence through the discovery of their own environment, another perspective, more curious and 

open, on what they experience every day. 

 
Source: Doc. 7  (Translation in English of the special issue title:  “Libraries, schools, cultural centres. When digital becomes mediation. 
Feedback for young audiences”, in  La rOnde. The publication of The Little Round Library. n°2, January 2021. Paper on: With Tana Hoban, 
learning to look, by Geneviève Patte, pp.73-80). 

 

Since 2007, the association La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (PBR) has succeeded the former 

association/library La Joie par les livres but it continues the same social mission based on “co-creation” 

with children and artists. But how can reading be considered as a co-creative activity that produces co-

innovation? By inviting artists to share a moment with children at the PBR or during “off-site” activities, 

the goal is not for children to become playwrights, theater directors or short film makers. These are 
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not courses given by artists but creative workshops to give free rein to the children’s imagination, in 

order to produce “something”, whatever the quality of the production. It is a shared moment of 

discovery, exchange, physical contact with musical instruments, telling your life story to your friends 

while making a drawing inspired by the story told in a book, and so on. It is a time of learning by doing 

or discovering the local environment, creating superhero costumes with a comic book artist and 

discovering that with this disguise, it is easier for children to talk to adults of the neighbourhood and 

try to help them, sometimes (Doc. 7). A co-creative semester gives children time to invent their own 

game based on storybooks (Doc. 5). As children gain self-confidence through these co-creative 

activities, artists rediscover children’s spontaneity and must find the right balance between what they 

can expect from such a workshop, “neither too much nor too little” (M1). The role of the PBR team is 

to foster relationships between artists and children thanks to the expertise accumulated since the 

1960s at the Clamart children’s library.  

 

In the field of information and communication technologies (ICT), La Joie par les livres has been a 

pioneering association since the 1980s. The goal was not only to allow children from a disadvantaged 

neighbourhood to discover computers, Arcade machine or other video games, but to help them 

understand the usefulness and limits of these tools (Doc. 7, Doc. 19). The association’s staff (La joie par 

les livres then the PBR since 2007) also tested different software to share this expertise with educators, 

librarians or other professionals who were not at all, at that time, trained in the use of these new 

technologies with children. After the PBR moved to smaller premises in 2018, there was no longer 

enough space to dedicate a corner of the single room to computers and the Arcade machine. At the 

same time, many professionals have become aware of ICT, software or social networks, through other 

public or associative institutions. Considering these new conditions as well as the accelerated evolution 

of digital technologies, the PBR team decided to move from technological skills to digital literacy to 

help children in the new world of smartphones and social networks. Workshop activities may provide 

an opportunity for a child to write a message on the PBR blog and children spontaneously ask to use 

the laptop under the supervision of a mediator (observation session in September 2024). It is not only 

an fun activity but also a way to improve children’s digital literacy while promoting mastery of the 

French language. In summary, the field of ICT and digital literacy is an opportunity to innovate but in 

two different ways: 1) by creating and sharing collective expertise with the children of Clamart and 

French professionals working with children; 2) by promoting a methodology using digital devices to 

foster children’s creativity. Digital tools (laptop, digital camera, virtual reality headset, etc.) do not lock 

children into individualized imaginary digital worlds but are only “media” promoting artistic and 

cultural co-creation between children with the help of artists and the mediation of PBR staff.  

 

In summary, with children, co-creation is of course not an implementation of a design thinking process. 

Nor with artists, because they are accustomed to different forms of creative work. However, the role 

of the PBR team is to promote the development of co-creative activities, by curating the programme 

of activities according to the annual calendar (from September to June, then a cultural summer) and 

to be mediators between children, parents, childminders, artists, educators and other participants in 

the creative workshops.  
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3.3 The role of and competences needed by front-end employees/public service 

staff in co-creation/co-innovation 
 

The Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (PBR) employs 12 people in 2024 (part-time and full-time, on 

permanent or fixed-term contracts for one-off events). Following the library’s move to smaller 

premises in 2018, the new director reorganised staff roles by assigning specific responsibilities such as 

communication, early childhood, cultural action, ICT, heritage and mediation. However, in this 

associative library confined in a space that is too small, there is no division between front-line 

employees and other types of tasks, except perhaps for the animators with temporary contracts and, 

of course, the director who devote more time to management and external relation tasks. Some 

employees, not trained in traditional library professions, live in this working-class or poor-migrant 

neighbourhood and have easier contact with families far removed from “art, books and culture”. Trust 

between families and these facilitators is created by the fact that they “can meet each other on the 

street in their daily life” (E4) and sometimes because they share the same social and ethnic community. 

Regardless of the skills of the staff, the bay windows of the new premises - located on a shopping street 

since 2028 - open the library to the curiosity of passers-by who can more freely discover the activities 

offered by the PBR. Music at a string quartet concert, for example, is a “temptation” for parents who 

are intimidated by cultural activities to enter the library more spontaneously (E1, E2). Thus, the 

librarian’s skills in cultural activities or library management are important, but relational skills (soft 

skills) are also very useful for reassuring parents who then allow their children to visit the library.  

 

To defend its role in a French context more favorable to public libraries than to associative libraries, La 

Petite Bibliothèque Ronde positions itself as a pioneer in terms of services provided to children in the 

areas of reading, art and culture. To do this, it must remain at the forefront of children's literature, 

technological development and innovative teaching methods, in order to test them and then pass 

them on to childhood professionals. This is the case, for example, in the areas of digital tools, paper 

theater (Kamishibai) and reading to very young children, or even interventions with young people 

placed under judicial protection. The following paragraphs will illustrate the skills to be acquired and 

shared to promote co-creation and co-innovation with end-users, intermediate users or external 

partners.  

 

Since 2007, for example, the PBR has chosen to explore the role of digital tools in cultural mediation 

(tablets, then augmented reality, video editing, blogs, etc.). This expertise is put at the service of the 

children who frequent the library but also of the schools with which the PBR works. For library 

facilitators, however, the challenge is to cope with the increasingly rapid evolution of technologies. In 

addition to the costs of purchasing hardware and software (online), new skills require cognitive and 

practical investment on the part of the facilitators (tests, possible uses with children, etc.). This cost of 

acquiring new skills, which is difficult to assess, is nevertheless fundamental to enabling the PBR to 

fulfill its digital mission. By selecting digital applications and uses, children can develop their creativity 

and not remain passive as simple consumers of digital applications (El Bourbaki & Schaeffer, in Doc. 7, 
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pp. 11-17)1. For video games on CD-ROM in the 1980s (the era of the La Joie par les livres library) or for 

resources on digital tablets since the 2010s, library facilitators had to train by themselves, on the job, 

and test the tools, in the absence of books or training adapted to children. However, the facilitators 

participated in study days and workshops with other librarians from different French regions to explore 

how to use these digital tools to encourage reading, creativity or exchanges between children and their 

parents. The Association of French Librarians (ABF) has also encouraged this acculturation, by creating 

a commission on (video) games and an associated Facebook page which allows 6,000 librarians to 

share their skills and experiences (N. Perisse, in Doc. 7, pp. 18-23). 

 

In the field of early childhood, the challenge is to make professionals and parents aware of the role of 

reading in the awakening and curiosity of babies: although babies are of course not able to read or 

even understand stories, experiments and academic research have shown that babies are actually very 

attentive to the rhythm of the stories (Doc. 4, 10, 13). To help babies and their parents, in accordance 

with the PBR's mission for children, librarians intervene in maternal and child protection centres (PMI), 

a Departmental service providing assistance to parents in social difficulties. But the objective is to raise 

awareness among PMI employees so that they can take over from the PBR. Training sessions are then 

organised in co-creation with early childhood professionals so that they can become independent. The 

same goal and methodology are applied by the PBR team to raise awareness about the role of arts and 

culture in children’s development. “There has been a huge amount of work on our part in recent years 

to integrate early childhood professionals into artistic and cultural life, how to help them better 

understand this theme, bring in and welcome artists, use books in their daily professional lives, etc.” 

(M1). In summary, the PBR’s mission is to hire professionals (part-time and full-time) with different 

skills in order to fulfill its missions. This range of experience and skills allows the PBR to contribute to 

raising awareness among childhood professionals (nurseries, PMI, schools, etc.) of the importance of 

cultural and artistic awareness of children through books and reading. 

 

In the field of young people under judicial protection, the Petite Bibliothèque Ronde had to acquire 

new skills in 2024 according to these “realities that we discovered, that is to say that we had never 

worked with the institution of Judicial Protection of Youth until last January. It took us time to fully 

understand this context of intervention, to meet the different categories of staff, to also immerse 

ourselves in the experiences of others than us in other French regions, who were able to carry out such 

projects, in the Provence-Alpes-Côte d'Azur Region, in Normandy or in Brittany” (M1). The challenge 

was to understand the legal context, the organisation of closed centres and the role of culture and 

reading in such institutions. This type of user was so different from the usual PBR audience - (early) 

childhood and not teenagers in social breakdown - that the PBR librarians had to learn the specificities 

of cultural mediation in closed centres for 13-15 years old or for 16-18 years old: 1) the needs of these 

young people are different; 2) each type of establishment has specific services offered to adolescents; 

3) the staff is different; 4) the local partnership is also potentially different (see sub-section 3.6). 

Although the PBR librarians have recognized skills in cultural mediation through book reading, these 

                                                

 
1 Doc. 7. Translation in English of the special issue title:  “Libraries, schools, cultural centers. When digital becomes mediation. Feedback for 
young audiences », in  La rOnde. The publication of The Little Round Library. n°2, January 2021. Paper on: What digital technology at The 
Little Round Library today and in the future?, by Fouad El Bourkadi and Roxane Schaeffer, librarians at the PBR. pp.11-17.) 



 

Horizon Europe Project LibrarIN 

HORIZON-CL2-2021-HERITAGE-01-02  

 

 

[Case report: Petite Bibliothèque Ronde-France] Page | 22  
LibrarIN -101061516 — HORIZON-CL2-2021-HERITAGE-01-02 

 

skills are potentially ineffective in the complex context of closed centres for young people who are 

older than the usual library audience and even further removed from reading. Deprivation of liberty 

requires that books are perceived differently by young users than in a school or a nursery. The PBR 

team also discovered that adults who work in closed centres with these young people are not as open 

to reading and culture as a childminder or a teacher who takes the initiative to collaborate with the 

Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. In the case of closed centres, both end users and intermediary users must 

deal with the policies that ministries propose or even impose on them. PBR librarian had to reconsider 

their skills in reading mediation with young people who are not at all interested in books - and 

sometimes young people in revolt against their situation - but they also had to reimagine the process 

of co-creation with intermediary users, that is to say the adults in charge with these young people (see 

sub-section 3.4).  

 

In summary, thanks to the specific services of the PBR (reading to young children, cultural mediation, 

etc.), the skills of the employees are not only dedicated to traditional skills. Adapting to new services 

and co-creation processes has been at the heart of the associative library’s missions (La Joie par les 

livres, then the Petite Bibliothèque Ronde) since 1965. If new skills are needed, as for closed centres 

for the Judicial Protection of Youth, the PBR library mobilizes its internal and external partners to 

organize workshops or to invent a new training offer.    

 

3.4 The role of users/citizens in co-creation/co-innovation 
 

The documents describing the various cultural activities of the PBR as well as the observation session 

(September 2024 in Clamart) show that adults (librarians, parents, academics) must change their 

minds on the “role of users in co-creation or co-innovation”. Induced by the expression “the role in”, 

especially if the users are children, adults might imagine that they are experts (on books, video games, 

creativity, etc.) and must help children participate in the creation of new services. Indeed, even if 

children are naturally open to curiosity but are sometimes reluctant to make efforts to engage in 

“creative activities” rather than playing as usual (fun, leisure), the testimony of the PBR librarians 

reveals that they are often surprised by the children’s ability to “play the game” of co-creation or co-

innovation (E3, P1, P2). Sometimes, the activities imagined by adults fail to engage children, but if 

these adults are willing to follow the ideas and imagination of children, librarians are surprised by the 

unexpected but qualitative and creative results of children’s output (Doc. 5, 7).  

 

In the case of digital tools, the PBR is described as an “experimental laboratory observed by the entire 

profession” (El Bourbaki & Schaeffer, in Doc. 7, p. 11). It is an “innovation laboratory” were users 

(children, parents, librarians, other professionals) come together to experiment with new digital 

devices and invent new uses. For example, librarians co-created with children a charter of “good 

practices” to avoid consumption habits consisting of playing only videogame for a long time. For 

librarians, the questions were: 1) Are videogames “cultural artifacts” that have a role to play in a library 

?; 2) How to use videogames or other digital devices to encourage the desire to read books ?; 3) What 

are the methods to help children improve their creativity and development through digital services ? 

(Perisse, in Doc. 7, pp. 18-23). Inspired by the recommendations of academics and the French Higher 

Audiovisual Council (CSA) or the World Health Organization, the charter co-created with children was 
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a way of using digital devices differently depending on the age of the children, within the PBR library. 

While La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde was located in the historic building (over 600 m2), the rules were 

only based on the time each child spent with the digital tools (short sessions, not always the same 

device, not just to play a game, etc.). After moving to a smaller space (80 m2), these rules were 

discussed with the children, especially the teenagers, to change the organisation: some days for the 

little ones, other days for the teenagers. But the librarians’goal was also to empower young people by 

giving them the role of explaining to younger children why a video game is interesting or not. 

Considering the increasing important role of digital devices in family life, the PBR charter was also an 

opportunity to “open a dialogue with children and their parents” to promote a safer and more creative 

use of digital services, in favour of child development and relationships between children and their 

parents (El Bourbaki & Schaeffer, in Doc. 7, p. 12-13). 

 

In the field of very early childhood (0-3 years), La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde can intervene in nurseries 

but also in the waiting rooms of maternal and child protection centers (PMI) that are departmental 

services created after the 2nd World War to fight against social inequalities and exclusion from the 

earliest ages of a child's life. The PBR library has joined a pioneering network of associations and public 

institutions supporting, since the end of the 1970s, the artistic and cultural awakening of young 

children. The waiting rooms of PMI centres are strategic placess where “baby readers” can “meet with 

albums”, according to the association L’Agence quand les livres relient (The Agency when books 

connect), initiated in 2004 by a national bank. At a national level, the Ministry of Culture launched in 

2009 a programme called “Premières Pages” (First pages) to promote children's literature and reading 

among very young children and their parents, but also among early childhood professionals. In 2020-

2021, the Ministry of Culture declared “Reading a major national cause”. In this institutional 

framework, the PBR team participated to co-creative sessions with various partners from the network 

L’Agence quand les livres relient, in order to produce new resources in favor of “reading with babies” 

(Doc. 6 - AR 2022, p. 19). These stakeholders can be considered as intermediary users working in PMI 

centres, who have shared their experience and expertise in various fields such as health, social work, 

reading, culture, education, youth, childhood, etc. (Doc. 10, 13). 

 

At a local level, in Clamart and other cities in the Ile-de-France Region, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde 

works for end-users (children) but co-creation is actually experienced with intermediary users, i.e. the 

adults responsible for very young children (end-users) in various institutions. During the co-creation 

and co-innovation process, PBR expertise can be mobilized in different ways "to stay in line with the 
needs of professionals” (Doc. 6 - AR. 2018, p. 28). The intervention formats are: 

1) Taylor-made support for “the definition of a service project dedicated to the artistic and cultural 
awakening of very young children”. The steps of the co-creation process are: a) awareness-raising 

among childminders by the PBR team; b) taking into account the opinion of nursery professionals; c) 

coordination of planned exchanges with participating artists (Doc. 6 - AR 2023, p. 16 - Feedback). 

2) “Les Petits ateliers” (Small workshops) with small groups of intermediary users to adapt expertise 

to the needs of each childhood professional. The  “reading to babies” or kamishibaï (paper theatre) 

sessions “still generate a lot of expectation and demand” (Doc. 6 - AR 2022, p.18), especially after the 

Covid-19 lockdown, because Small workshops, with a few participants, allow intermediary users “to 
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think and exchange again with other professionals, to participate in what they considered to be “saving 

bubbles” far from the constraints imposed by the health crisis” (Doc. 6 - AR 2021, p. 6). 

3) On-site training to “respond to the requests of local authorities wishing to train their staff in reading 

to young children.” (Doc. 6 - AR 2023, p. 14). For example, the PBR library organized 16 training days 

throughout the department “at the request of the Seine-et-Marne departmental media library”: 

“theoretical reflections, led by the early childhood manager of La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde was 

combined to “practical times, with the help of artists and author-illustrators”. 

During these different types of interventions, the PBR team can analyze each specific action with the 

help of intermediary users and guest partners. If the librarians can better understand the reality of the 

work of early childhood professionals, the latter can acquire new skills in the field of artistic and cultural 

awakening of very young children. Co-creating services with intermediary users “makes theoretical 
concepts all the more concrete” and in return enriches the concepts and methodologies presented in 

more traditional training sessions with many participants (Doc. 6 - AR 2023, p. 17). 

 

In the field of young people under judicial protection, the co-creation of new services with users (the 

implementation of a library or book corners) in a closed educational centre actually concerns two types 

of users: end users (adolescents) and intermediary users (adults in charge of these adolescents). Co-

creation with end users is difficult because "young people are assigned to these closed and educational 
centers for six months, renewable. By the time we put something in place, the entire audience will have 

changed, so we will no longer be addressing the young people we were able to meet. On the other hand, 
what will not change is the adult team, and that is why raising awareness among adults and supporting 
them in taking into account the role of reading books is fundamental” (M1). With the intermediary users, 

that is to say the adults in charge of the teenagers, the co-creation process began with a discussion on 

the place of reading in education but also on “their own relationship to books and reading”. The PBR 

librarians discovered that "the educators of the Youth Judicial Protection Service often have a distant 
relationship with reading, because, objectively, they have very often had a very eventful school career. We 
were told that some educators could very well have found themselves in the same situation as the young 
people who are in closed educational centres". Thus, the first step for co-creation to be a methodology 

accepted by educators is discussion because there is “something to deconstruct in their relationship with 
reading and to books. (…) They need to talk to us about their own reality, because if we come and explain 
to them how they should work, it can't work. Therefore,  a balance must be found between relationships 
of professional expertise and relationships of collaboration” (M1). PBR librarians must explain the project 

“but without having a position of authority”, particularly because this is also a top-down policy proposed 

to closed centres by the Ministry of Culture with the agreement of the Ministry of Justice. Resistance 

is a barrier to co-creation so PBR facilitators must therefore explain how they work with institutions, 

how they help them to design then implement a new service with the internal staff, as well as with 

external partners, including local libraries around the closed centre. Because the Petite Bibliothèque 

Ronde mission is to offer its expertise and purchase books for the initial collection. Then the ideal 

solution is for local libraries to take over in the long term.  

 

The second stage of co-creation with educators from closed centres concerns: 1) the choice of future 

spaces to be dedicated to books; 2) the literary genres to be favored, based on the books that the PBR 

has presented to them, but also in accordance with the educational actions that they plan, in resonance 
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with the daily life of young people and that of educators; 3) the types of artistic interventions that 

would interest them, in connection with educational actions and the dynamics of partnerships in the 

local community. A first example of the divergence between the professional representations of 

librarians and educators in closed centres concerns the long-term management of book collections. 

“The third thing I wanted to talk about is the sacralization of the book: the teams we are addressing 

may not be at all sensitive to reading but, nevertheless, they are sensitive to the sacred character of 

the book. Even if, in the spaces dedicated to reading, there are books in very poor condition, or which 

are never read, or which are not at all suitable for the public of the center, they will not part with them 

because, for them, one does not part with a book. While the daily life of librarians is precisely to know 

which book to part with” (M1). The second example of divergence that emerged during the co-creation 

process concerned the importance of rules for educators and particularly for the directors of certain 

closed centres: accountability and respect for collective property, not returning a book is to the 

detriment of another person. In closed centres, rules are at the heart of education of young people 

under judicial protection. Educators are therefore reluctant to allow some adolescent to keep the 

books with them when leaving the centre and are calling for a strict system of monitoring the 

circulation of books. On the contrary, the project proposed by the PBR library, with the agreement of 

the Ministries via the Regional directorates of culture or justice, takes into account the fact that "these 
children are so far removed from reading that, if we create a constraining factor, we lose a certain number 
of good dispositions towards books. So we try to explain to the teams at the closed educational centers 
that we simply want the young people to get hold of the books and that if some never return them, that’s 
not a problem. Because the following year, we will make a new request for funding" (M1). Some directors 

of closed centres do not "really want to accept what they would tend to consider as a lax functioning. 
Ultimately, we have to succeed in finding a compromise acceptable to the different parties". The co-

creation process with intermediary users, who have a good knowledge of the young people they 

supervise and of the functioning of their institution, must therefore take into account the obstacles 

linked to the mental representations of the different actors involved in the project, including the 

obstacles of certain hierarchical levels. 

 

In PBR’s areas of expertise, children are the end-users for and with whom librarians and educators 

imagine new activities. But is it possible to consider this type of relationship as co-creation or co-

innovation? Some children engage in activities because “there are sweets and cakes to eat after their 
theatre performance” (C1) or because “I would like to convince my parents to come to the library” (C2) 

(Observation session in September 2024). They are probably too young to talk about the kind of 

involvment they have in activities. However, the PBR team took into account the difference of 

children’s engagement between two cultural seasons, “Story and Dance” (Doc. 5) and “The four 

Elements". The success of the “Story and Dance” programme was based on a strong investment in co-

creation with numerous external partners, too costly and too time-consuming to be reproduced for 

the following artistic and cultural season. The PBR team reported “a drop in attendance” for “The four 

Elements” programme which “did not seem to unite the children as much as hoped” (Doc. 6 - AR 2023, 

p. 10).  

 

From activity report to another, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde integrates new themes “based on lessons 
learned from recent experiences" (Doc. 6 - AR 2022, p. 18) and formalizes this experience in terms of 

training professionals. But training is not sufficient because there is a gap between the desire of 
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intermediate users to develop the artistic and cultural awakening of children and their own practices 

their reading practices in their daily lives, particularly of children’s literature. "It is much easier to work 
with nursery and primary schools (...) But why it works with some teachers (especially in secondary 

schools) and not others, I couldn't say” (M1). To promote the artistic and cultural development of young 

people throughout the year, in collaboration with public libraries, schools and even closed educational 

centres, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde works to strengthen relations with local authorities. 

Furthermore, since 2020 the PBR team has initiated “an inventory of the knowledge, skills and needs of 
the territory” (Doc. 6 - AR 2021). Based on feedbacks from childhood, reading, education professionals 

and PBR employees in 2023, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde is considering “an evolution of collective 
mediations in order to give more space to artists in the association’s programming”. Funding will be 

needed to set up more artistic meetings, linked to books and reading, “but also culinary design, body 
expression and live performance” (Doc. 6 - AR 2023, p. 10). As with many associations, the PBR’s 

activities in favor of books and reading are increasingly based on calls for projects linked to social issues 

(health, extreme poverty, exclusion, etc.) or a broader vision of culture. 

 

In summary, the engagement of users (children, parents, childminders, educators, etc.) in co-creative 

activities has been at the heart of the PBR’s mission since the 1960s. Children are naturally open to 

curiosity and participation in activities, even if, at the beginning of a workshop, they may be 

destabilized by the suggestion of an artist or another type of partner. Librarians play a  mediating role 

in helping children overcome their initial resistance. The observation session revealed that children’s 

curiosity and observation skills are surprising even if they do not seem interested in the cultural 

proposal. Adults may be even more reluctant to innovate, but PBR expertise aims to break down social 

and cultural barriers, or educators’ professional resistance to a creative offering. After this first step, 

the experience acquired during a workshop gives these adult users the desire to continue this co-

creative adventure through training sessions organised by La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. 

 

3.5 The role of other stakeholders (private actors, communities) in co-creation/co-

innovation 
 

Different types of stakeholders collaborate with the team of La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (PBR): 1) 

partners who regularly provide funds (historical private patrons or certain local authorities); 2) public 

or private institutions which award grants for specific activities within the framework of calls for 

projects; 3) institutions or local authorities that need PBR’s expertise to develop a new project for 

children; 4) artists or other cultural partners who assist PBR staff during children’s activities; 5) PBR’s 

membership in institutions for librarians (ABF), in a collective association for the national promotion 

of reading (Alliance pour la lecture), sometimes within boards of directors, or even as a representative 

of the International Kamishibai Association of Japan. The co-innovation or co-creation process can be 

different depending on each type of partner.   

 

The role of Type 1 partners is fundamental because they cover the operating budget (salaries, rents, 

other fixed costs). Since the 1960s, “historical” private stakeholders have supported associations (La 

joie par les livres, then La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde since 2007) over the long term, particularly during 

economic, political or health crisis. Local authorities may be included in this type of partner but the 
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partnership may evolve depending on changing political conditions. These private and public partners 

are actors in co-creation by mobilizing their networks to create new links between the PBR and future 

Type 4 partners such as artists and cultural foundations, or Type 3 partners such as public institutions 

that may need the PBR expertise. What is remarkable in the long term is that Anne Schlumberger’s 

descendants have continued her patronage work with the Clamart children's library, but also with 

other institutions that support reading or artistic creation. Long term support for these networks is a 

valuable tool for the PBR. 

 

The role of Type 2 partners is complementary to that of Type 1 actors. But the co-creation process is 

“limited” to the way in which the PBR and Type 3 or Type 4 partners construct their project file in 

accordance with the standards expected in the call for projects. For example, cooperation with new 

stakeholders was initiated by national incentives programmes such as: 1) reading to promote language 

proficiency (French), but also to discover the languages and culture of families from different 

countries; 2) children’s literature to combat extreme poverty in certain families, in cooperation with 

early childhood professionals (Doc. 6). To illustrate the approach, the "Premières Pages" (first pages) 

operation supported by the Ministry of Culture is interesting. On the webpage dedicated to the 

methodology proposed to candidates, it is indicated that any local community can participate in the 

operation by submitting a project to the Ministry of Culture. However, the project must be supported 

by a library in coordination with partners involved in child protection centres, nursery schools or any 

structure welcoming very young children. Projects should focus on raising awareness of reading and 

books to familiarize children aged 0 to 3 and their families with the importance of openness to cultural 

activities in child development. The Ministry of Culture invites candidates to contact the advisors of 

the DRACs (regional directorates of cultural affairs) to set up a project, as well as other institutions 

such as the  BnF (National Library of France), the  association “Quand les livres relient” (“when books 

connect”, a programme initiated by a bank, the Crédit Mutuel Foundation for Reading) or the 

A.C.C.E.S association (Cultural actions against exclusions and segregations, which leads projects 

between libraries and early childhood services). Through calls for projects, the Ministry of Culture - 

sometimes associated with another ministry - encourages different actors to join forces to co-create 

innovative projects for children, through the promotion of book reading. By building a project and then 

implementing actions, the expertise of each type of professional is shared to co-innovate in the service 

of child development, even if he or she cannot yet read. 

 

Even though the role of Type 1 or 2 partners is useful for finding some Type 3 or 4 partners, the PBR 

team (staff and manager) has the main role in the co-creation phase of the projects, discussing with 

the Type 3 partners (such as primary schools, nurseries, public libraries or, more recently, youth 

education centres under judicial protection) to understand: 1) the specific needs of these (new) 

partners;  2) the resources they can mobilize internally or those that the PBR can make available; 3) the 

steps of the project for children, their parents or childminders; 4) the implementation of activities in 

collaboration with artists and/or educators; 5) project evaluation, to compare outcome and impacts 

with the real cost (time spent, PBR association salaries, external services, material for creative 

activities). To illustrate this case, let us take the example of the PBR’s more recent action with specific 

audiences, that is to say young adults “under the control of justice” (aged from 13 to 15 or 16-18) who 

have a “problem with law” but are not yet in prison (M1, Doc. 6). In 2021, the DRAC of Ile-de-France 

(Type 2 public actor) - in collaboration with the Ministry of justice - requested the PBR to promote the 



 

Horizon Europe Project LibrarIN 

HORIZON-CL2-2021-HERITAGE-01-02  

 

 

[Case report: Petite Bibliothèque Ronde-France] Page | 28  
LibrarIN -101061516 — HORIZON-CL2-2021-HERITAGE-01-02 

 

reading of children’s literature among young people supervised by a regional penitentiary centre (Type 

3 actor). The first objective was to create a collection of books adapted to these young people as well 

as to train the centre's staff in mediating relationships with young people through books. The books 

were purchased in particular thanks to a grant from the Crédit Mutuel Foundation for Reading (bank, 

private Type 2 actor). To co-create this innovative service, the PBR worked with other stakeholders, 

such as the National Book Centre (BnF, children literature), the association Le Labo des histoires (The 

lab for stories: insertion through creative writing) or La Ligue de l’enseignement (secular popular 

education movement), that is to say Type 4 stakeholders who are more experienced than the PBR in 

understanding the needs of this type of young person. In 2023 and after two years of experimentation 

with different Type 4 actors (artists, authors, publishers, librarians, etc.) and even with users (young 

prisoners and their families), the PBR participated in the creation of a guide for actors involved in the 

book chain to develop actions in favour of minors in the hands of justice.  

 

To illustrate Type 4 partners, let us take the example of the relations between the PBR and an 

orchestra in the Paris region. During the observation session at the PBR premises, on a Sunday in 

September 2024, the activity proposed to the children was to discover classical music through the 

intervention of a string quartet. The four musicians belong to an independent orchestra of 80 

musicians (independent because it is not attached to a public institution or a place dedicated to musical 

training). This partnership is justified differently depending on the person interviewed. From the point 

of view of the person responsible for the orchestra's educational and social activities, the mission of 

this orchestra is to perform classical music but also “make people discover music differently” (P1). Her 

job is to find mediation actions with, for example, schools or a library like the PBR. In this case study, 

she applied for a call for projects from the association “Echanges et bibliothèques” (Exchanges and 

libraries) whose mission is to organize meetings around books and cultural leisure activities. Once the 

grant has been awarded, she (P1) must find musicians interested in the mediation activity, in 

agreement with the orchestra’s section leaders. Then, she must organize the workshop with the 

partner, in this case the PBR of Clamart. From the perspective of a PBR staff member, the partnership 

has also been facilitated between this orchestra and the PBR which are supported by the same private 

patron: “It is therefore an exchange of good practices. And the collaboration with this orchestra allows 

the PBR to offer children a very high-level proposition. The musicians have a very explanatory, very 

educational approach to music and they have a repertoire that fits well with children's literature” (E1). 

This partnership is therefore mutually beneficial. As an illustration, the interview about the role of the 

orchestra was interrupted by a dialogue between a librarian (E3) and P1 about the photos to be taken: 

“Can I have the musicians’ permission?” (E3). “No problem, we created a Facebook event to promote 

this activity at the PBR today” (P1). “Perfect. Can you contact the PBR communications officer to make 

the link between your Facebook page and ours?” (E3). This partnership is indeed mutually beneficial:  

for children to discover classical music (see sub-section 3.4); for musicians who “have a place for 

musical training since they do not have a designated room in a cultural institution” (P1); for both 

partners who can, via social networks, report to their financial partners (Type 2) on the proper use of 

subsidies (see sub-section 3.8). 

 

Relationships with Type 5 partners can be illustrated by the evolving role of the PBR within the ABF 

(Association of French Librarians). As a member of the ABF Youth Commission, the PBR shared the 

results of an international survey conducted on the impacts of health lockdowns (COVID-19) on library 
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attendance. Linked to the recognition of its specific role in children’s literature, a PBR representative 

was elected to the ABF Youth Commission in 2022 (Doc. 6). In 2023, the PBR library even represented 

the ABF within the Commission for Aid in the Development of Reading for Disabled Audiences of the 

Centre national du livre (National Book Centre in the BnF). This step could be interpreted as an 

institutional legitimacy of the PBR as an actor working with different partners for the development of 

children through reading and other cultural activities. The PBR’s actions are not only dedicated to the 

Clamart community but its expertise extends to the Ile-de-France region and even to other regions 

thanks to networking. This is a fundamental difference from a public library, which must serve the 

inhabitants of its local environment.   

 

In summary, this analysis has presented five types of stakeholders to better understand their specific 

role in co-creation and co-innovation. But we must not forget that this division into categories hides 

the systemic partnership between actors linked in networks nested at different scales. From project to 

project, new collaborators can be mobilized to provide subsidies and/or expertise. The position of the 

PBR in the networks depends on the leadership it takes, or not, in a project.  

 

3.6 The role of public libraries as innovation intermediary/network enabler 
 

Without partnership, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde would not exist and would not be able to offer 

activities or new services. Private partners and some public partners have supported this associative 

library since the 1960s. Various external partners regularly participate in creative activities and 

workshops to complement the skills of PBR staff. Thanks to its unique expertise, the PBR library has 

extended its partnership to different public institutions and to other cities and regions. 

 

As developed in sub-section 3.4 (users), digital devices and services are specific resources offered by 

La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (PBR) to children who attend the library. But these specific skills are also 

shared with external partners, particularly since the move from the historic building to shorter 

premises: the lack of space for activities in the PBR library is a barrier but also an opportunity for 

librarians to experiment with new ways for providing services but also to co-create innovative activities 

with other professionals (teachers, artists, childminders, librarians, etc.) for and with children too. 

Digital tools and applications play an increasingly important role in teaching methods, but teachers 

often do not know how to use them. PBR librarians do not deliver a “service as a product” but work 

with each teacher who engages in a collaboration to co-create a tailor-made solution with the children. 

The activities are not “multimedia workshops” to learn how to use digital tools but “creative 

workshops” for children to discover reading and cultural activities through digital services and devices 

(Perisse, in Doc. 7, p. 19). The PBR library is not a “game library” (to borrow a game just to play) but a 

resource centre where children can discover new skills: 1) Playing videogames and using other digital 

applications are public missions to combat digital and social inequalities; 2) Culture, arts or reading are 

tools to help children and their families, especially if there are migrants and they are not familiar with 

French institutions. 

 

In 2016, for example, a project with a nursery school was an opportunity to collaborate with an artist 

and with teenagers (11-12 years old) from a secondary school in Clamart. Young children invented a 
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story with the help of an author-illustrator. Then, the teenagers had to transforming the story invented 

by the youngest into an e-book, using digital software with the help of PBR librarians. An exhibition in 

the PBR library and an event with the artist and all the children involved in the project were organized 

to give more value to this experience. From a teachers’ point of view, the PBR library is also a resource 

centre offering training sessions on the use of digital devices in teaching methods. Information, 

experiments, discussions, feedback are the method invented by PBR librarians, step by step, according 

to the needs of teachers or other childhood professionals. PBR services have gradually evolved, from 

technical resources to the role of digital skills in cultural mediation. More recently, the importance of 

“tinkering” (Do it yourself/DIY, hacking, trial and error) has been promoted to enhance creativity and 

imagination (El Bourbaki & Schaeffer, in Doc. 7, pp. 11-17). 

 

If the PBR is an intermediary for innovation by enabling networking between actors or by promoting 

existing networks, the challenge for the PBR librarians is to find the right balance between co-creation 

with these actors and the specific skills that the PBR can bring to the network by supporting cultural 

projects. To illustrate this tension, we can offer two examples, in the collaboration with public nurseries 

and with closed centres for young people under judicial protection.   

 

In the domain of the youngest children (0-3 years), the Petite Bibliothèque Ronde has created a 

partnership with a nursery to work with childminders for a few months on an artistic and cultural 

awareness project. Here is the methodology: “We trained the teams, we brought in artists for mini-

residencies, we bought books and we provided books to the nursery. We chose these books a little, but 

the challenge was also to get the nursery professionals to choose them. That is to say, they had to 

meet with publishers, artists and booksellers beforehand. Finally, there was also a lot of design and 

conceptualization work, which was a prerequisite. We also tried to make the connection with the local 

media library” (M1). Thus, the PBR is not a library that lends books to public institutions but one that 

helps the professionals in these institutions to broaden their minds on the role of books and reading in 

education, in particular with children’s literature that is often, paradoxically, unknown to these 

professionals. The partnership does not offer a “producer to consumer” service (loan of books or 

purchase of books for the public institutions) but is a mean of “training” childhood professionals in 

nurseries or even in schools. The PBR methodology consist of creating a partnership between different 

“small worlds”, that is to say between childminders, teachers, artists, publishers, public libraries, etc., 

especially if they are not used to working together. The PBR is an intermediary library that uses its own 

networking experience to co-create and foster new networks between local communities and local 

institutions in the hope that this new network will survive on its own after the PBR project ends.  

 

In the domain of young people under judicial protection, the Petite Bibliothèque Ronde was chosen to 

create libraries or “reading corners” or other solutions in closed centres in the Ile-de-France Region. 

This initiative comes from the Regional Directorate of Arts and Culture (DRAC) with the agreement of 

the Regional Regional Directorate of Youth Judicial Protection (DRPJJ). This top-down policy has its 

origins in inter-ministerial protocols between the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Justice. 

Subsidies for libraries and cultural projects in jails already exist, but for adults. Why was the PBR library 

chosen for this innovative project? As the PBR director says: “Why us ? Because we can precisely be 

much more flexible in our organization and work with establishments that are very far from each other. 

We can make the link with public reading professionals, each time in the different territories, including 
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with independent bookstores or any other partner who could ultimately complete the reading offer on 

an almost daily basis or, in any case, regularly within these establishments” (M1). The PBR’s status as 

an associative library allows it to offer its innovative services in partnership in various territories, while 

public libraries are anchored to a political institution and a delimited administrative territory.  

 

What kind of co-creation and partnership process can be imagined within the framework of a top-down 

initiative proposed to local institutions whose professional practices with young people are far 

removed from reading and books? The initial experience of the PBR library is dedicated to (very) young 

children but absolutely not to young adults under judicial protection. In a first step, the PBR librarians 

discussed with the Regional Regional Directorate for the Judicial Protection of Youth to imagine some 

projects. As the PBR director says:  

“From the moment we go to the closed educational centers of the juvenile justice system located 
in Essonne, Val-d'Oise or other departments of the Paris region, we cannot work on a daily basis 
with these structures. We must therefore first work with youth justice professionals to get them to 
say how books are part of their professional practices. Which is not at all a given. But it is also 
necessary to make the link with the public libraries in their territory, either to rebuild links that 
existed but no longer exist, or to create links that never existed” (M1).  

 

In a second step, the PBR team drew on the experience of other institutions in various regions because 

it was necessary to understand the needs of this specific type of young people and the particular 

services to be created for them. In a next step, the co-creation process concerns not only the young 

people (they only stay for six months, renewable, in the closed centre) but also the adults who take 

charge of these “users/future readers” given the time needed to imagine, co-design and then 

implement such a project. "There are more and more projects on children's literature that are aimed at 
adults because otherwise it can't work" (M1). Adults are the prescribers of innovative services for young 

people (the end users) and if these adults have not understood the co-creative partnership approach 

and the role of books and reading in the development of young people - particularly young people in 

great difficulty and most often failing at school - nothing effective can be done. This is why trust 

between all actors involved in the project is important as well as the exchange between PBR librarians 

and external partners at different levels of decision-making and implementation.  

 

What is fundamental is “to create the conditions for a project to survive once we have done what we had 
to do and it is time for us to move on, because we cannot continue to work 50 kilometers from Clamart all 
the time. This is not viable” (M1). This involves “taking into consideration the needs expressed and, above 
all, the professional practices of each person” (M1) and, if possible, creating collaborations with the local 

public library to enrich the book collection initially created with the support of the PBR. At a local level, 

the partnership between the PBR and various cultural or social actors may be “a factor of territorial 
cohesion” but “As an associative library, we sometimes come across elected officials who are not 
necessarily convinced of our usefulness, even though a public reading network already exist. In our recent 
history, this has led to enormous friction between us and the local authorities of the city where we are 
located” (M1). Thus, the Petite Bibliothèque Ronde, as an associative library, engages in a partnership 

far from its local territory if, on the one hand, the projects are in line with its missions and statutes, 

and, on the other hand, respect the complementarity between the PBR and local structures. 
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The challenge of the partnership also lies in how PBR partners accept the gap between their own 

competences and the specific skills of PBR librarians. The co-creation of new services sometimes 

conflicts with the traditional training of childminders, teachers or youth offender educators. 

Resistance may emerge during the co-creation process or the implementation phase. Since the 

partnership also concerns public libraries located near a nursery, a school or a closed centre for young 

people under judicial protection, the Petite Bibliothèque Ronde must be carefull in its relationship with 

public librarians who might feel that the PBR project denies their own skills. As the PBR director said: 

  

“We did what we did, but there are many other things that can also feed into the professional 
practices of childcare assistants or early childhood educators in daycare centers because there are 
already actions being taken on the ground. The goal is also to show that one does not prevent the 
other, that we are there to highlight certain aspects of their reality but that we are not there to 
teach them their job”  
 
“And sometimes we have the feeling that we have the luxury of being able to anchor an action in 
the long term because, being an associative library, we have a little possibility of choosing our 
projects, which public media libraries cannot necessarily do. So, we must not create the feeling 
among librarians that we do things that are so particular that they could not do, or that it would 
ultimately deny their own skills or their own capacity to lead territorial projects of this or that scale. 
Finally, the challenge was also to get the Anthony media library, with which we worked on this 
project in Hauts-de-Seine, to not ultimately consider that we were an inaccessible example”. (M1). 

 

However, the head of the PBR does not consider the associative library as a service provider for 

nurseries or for closed centers for young people under judicial protection.  

"We consider ourselves a partner of the administration in the broad sense of the term and of each 
of the establishments because the books that we are going to buy and give to these establishments 
are part of the reading offer that will eventually be available (...) and we will be there next year to 
update this fund with other funding requests based on what has been achieved, what has worked 
in future projects, etc. (...) The fact of saying that we are a partner rather than a service provider is 
also because there is a work of reflection that must result in a very precise report to the Regional 
Directorate of Art and Culture (Drac) and the Directorate of Judicial Protection of Youth, to explain 
what the methodology was, what the dynamics and perspectives are. So there is a work of 
projection that is not insignificant for us. It is a very long-term work." (M1) 

 

On a larger scale, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde participates in a national collective called “Alliance 

pour la lecture” (alliance for reading) to support reading policies. The government has declared reading 

a “major national cause” in 2022. Regional and national meetings are organised each year to work on 

necessary social innovations, such as the training of librarians, services for people with disabilities, the 

fight against extreme poverty, the defense of cultural rights and multilingualism. The PBR is therefore 

a member of a national network made up with libraries, third sector associations, publishers, heads of 

association networks, representatives of the national book fair and the Ministry of Culture (M1).   
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3.7  How public value is understood in the context of co-innovation and co-

creation at public libraries 
 

What does public value mean for an associative library whose audience is made up of children and even 

early childhood? The evolutionary history of the library since its creation in 1965 is an indicator of this.  

 

- Originally, in the 1960s, Anne Schlumberger’s private initiative aimed to fill a gap in the library 

offerings, which were more geared towards adults. The aim was to create a library dedicated to 

children, and in particular to children who do not have access to art and culture due to the social status 

of their family and/or the lack of public cultural infrastructure in the emerging working-class suburbs 

south of Paris. Thus, public value at this original stage could be understood as “a right to culture and 

to reading books”, a service intended to fill social and geographical gaps.  

 

- In the 1960s and 1970s, the mission of the library named La Joie par les livres (Joy through books) was 

clear: fun, not just learning. Books and reading are a way to promote children’s development and self-

confidence. Artists were involved to activities to open children’s eyes to their environment and 

encourage them to “pay attention” to their neighbourhood, while they usually answer “nothing” to the 

question: “what did you see on the way to the library?” (Doc. 7). The second mission aimed to reveal 

to parents to role of reading books with their children, even the youngest ones, in improving the 

relationships between family members. Thus, public value could be understood as an essential 

mission of helping families with little “social capital” and too weakened by socio-economic 

problems. This mission of the association La Joie par les livres is still today the mission of the 

association La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde which took over from 2007 (Doc. 1,2, 6, 15).   

 

- In the 1960s and 1970s, the association La Joie par les livres also selected the best children’s books in 

a national context marked by the moralization of youth literature, on one hand, and by the 

professionalization of the (often voluntary) function of librarians, on the other. From an institutional 

point of view, the mission of La Joie par les livres was motivated by a strong criticism of the inadequacy 

of public policies supporting libraries dedicated to children’s literature. In line with the IBBY 

(International Board of Books for Young People) created In Switzerland in the 1950s with a pacifist 

orientation at the end of the war, the director of la Joie par les livres participated in this international 

movement (Doc. 17). Thus, public value could be understood as a mission for freedom, open-

mindedness and peace, in favour of future generations, that is, children.  

 

- The activist work of the associative library in favour of young people through children’s literature and 

the promotion of reading was gradually recognized by the French State and, paradoxically, between 

1972 and 1997, the status of the association evolved towards that of a public establishment (a process 

too complex to be detailed here). According to Guijarro Arribas (2020), this “progressive supervision 

of private institutions promoting children’s books” gave rise to the Centre for Research and 

Information on Children's Literature (CRILJ). Moreover, a BnF web page states: “The National Center 

for Children's Literature, a legacy of La Joie par les livres, is a specialized service of the Department of 

Letters and Arts of the National Library of France” with a large and valuable collection of children’s 

books since 2008 (Doc. 21). Thus, public value could be understood as the recognition of expertise in 
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children’s literature embedded in renowned national public institutions to promote the quality and 

usefulness of children’s literature on a national scale.  

 

- The evolutionary trajectory of the association La Joie par les livres has separated the future of the 

library on a local scale (the building at Clamart) and the work of the association in favor of a qualitative 

children’s literature on a national and even international scale. A dispute over the closure of the La Joie 

par les Livres library raises questions about what "public value" means in the case of an associative 

library. In 2006, a political decision led to the closure of the library building, owned by the local 

authority of Clamart. In 2007, a conflict arose with inhabitants, librarians and supporters of the 

children’s library, resolved by the creation of a new local association, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde, to 

manage activities in the historic building. In 2016, the historic building was eventually closed to study 

the feasibility of renovation work. A long political dialogue between the library, the new inter-

municipality authority responsible for the building and even with the Ministry of Culture led to the 

creation of a collective for the defense of the PBR library (Doc. 18). Even though the PBR association 

is now located in a temporary location and the political misunderstanding has been overcome, the 

debate on what is relevant in terms of “public value” seems to oscillate between “public services” 

(financed solely by public funds) or “services to the public” (private/public agreement).  

- The debate on the role of the PBR Library in Clamart, particularly in serving disadvantaged 

populations, does not only concern the intellectual or political world. In France, since 2000, bookstores 

and media libraries have been burned in socio-economically disadvantaged areas of large cities. 

According to sociologist Merklen (2013 - Doc. 12), 70 libraries were burned down in France between 

1996 and 2013, which calls into question the perception of the usefulness of public services by (young) 

residents. The Petite Bibliothèque Ronde has not escaped this kind of deliberate degradation, 

although it was founded to serve children in a disadvantaged neighbourhood. 
 

3.8 Success criteria for citizen engagement and co-creation (e.g. output, 

outcome, impact) 
 

The success criteria as described by the respondents and in the annual activity reports are very 

important to justify the role of an associative library in a city where citizens can also access different 

public media libraries. The activity reports of La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (PBR) justify all the 

activities offered to the public using direct and indirect indicators on the output, outcome and impact 

of the PBR. The audience can be children, their parents or childminders, but also teachers, early 

childhood professionals or librarians. This reporting carried out by the manager with the PBR team is 

a fundamental step in the life of an associative library which must prove the proper use of private and 

public funding and attract new public funds or private patronage. 

 

In terms of the services provided (output), the PBR provides quantitative indicators on number: 1) of 

books purchased but also the share of these books redistributed to the project partners; 2) of sessions 

offered to children and their parents or childminders in the PBR library ; 3) of creative workshops 

sessions for children over 5 years old; 4) of activities organized “outside the walls” (given the small size 
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of the PBR premises); 5) of external partners associated to PBR activities; 6) of training days by 

category (Small Workshops in the PBR library, training on site of a partner such as a library, a nursery). 

The number of services provided is a good indicator of success for the engagement of children, 

parents, and professionals because, if it is not the case, the activities are adapted the following year by 

considering the real needs of participants compared to the cost of each activity.  

 

In terms of outcome for the PBR library (number of people interested in the activities), quantitative 

indicators have been improved or built since 2018, that is to say since the move from the historic library 

building  to the new premises. The main indicators are annual attendance (number of visitors), the 

number of reader cards created, the number of documents borrowed (books or others). These three 

indicators are classic in the management of a library but for the director of the library and for the board 

of directors of the PBR association, these indicators were crucial in order to imagine the new services 

and the new organization imposed by the move to premises much smaller than before. For example, 

the drop in attendance between 2013 (9.186 users) and 2018 (5.559 users) was interpreted as the 

combined effect of a degraded historic building, political uncertainties about the future of this building 

and then the move to a new but smaller space. On the contrary, the rapid increase in the number of 

reader cards just after the reopening of the PBR library in 2018 was interpreted as, on the one hand, a 

curiosity effect and, on the other, a showcase effect of the new place, with two bay windows on a street 

corner, on the path between schools and housing. The COVID-19 pandemic was another transition 

phase during which quantitative indicators were tools to guide the future of the associative library by 

inventing new services and strategies to bring back former users and attract new audiences.  

 

Measuring impact of PBR services is event more crucial for an associative library which is in competion, 

in a certain sense, with public libraries in the same local area : the challenge is to “make a difference”. 

While traditional quantitative indicators are also a way of assessing the impact of the offer, other 

quantitative indicators have gradually been used in reports as evidence of the specific role of a 

children’s library. These new indicators result from an increase in the skills of certain PBR librarians, to 

redesign the website (with the help of an external partner) and be present on social networks 

(Facebook, Instagram, then Twitter/X and LinkedIn). The statistical analysis of the number of pages 

opened, the most viewed pages, the unique visitors, the most read posts, etc. are arguments given to 

private patrons and public partners to make visible the impact of their funding through the actions of 

La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde. Other qualitative indicators relate to the geographical dimension of the 

impact of the PBR association (neighbourhood, city of Clamart, other cities of the Paris urban region, 

France, other countries). The increasing spatial impact of the PBR is linked to its growing awareness 

through: 1) co-creation with professionals of tailor-made “on-site training”; 2) networking through 

seminars, conferences or membership in associations; 3) an increase in the skills of the PBR team to 

publish articles in professional journals and to launch the PBR journal (La rOnde). Quantitative 

indicators (such as the number of issues sold) are fewer in number than qualitative indicators which 

consist of listing, in activity reports, all new partners, professional users or geographical areas 

concerned. 

Thus, from 2018 to 2023, the challenge of the PBR was to develop new types of indicators in order to 

better understand the diversity of users (age, needs), the success of each type of service (Small 

workshops, Summer cultural sessions, “off-site” workshops, etc.). This growing effort to evaluate the 

output, outcome and impact of La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde is also linked to the application for calls 
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for projects to finance new activities aimed at new audiences: statistics and reports are required to 

justify the use of these subsidies. Thus, each year, the statistics are analysed to rethink the strategy of 

the next programme, by comparing the number of children or professionals who have benefited from 

PBR services with the evolution of the costs generated by the provision of these (new) services. If the 

commitment of children/parents/professionals is statistically assessed through their propensity to 

participate in the PBR activities or to borrow more and more books, co-creation criteria are to be 

identified through a careful reading of the activity reports or recent publications of La Petite 

Bibliothèque Ronde.  

 

4 Conclusions 

 

The empirical findings of the case will, as mentioned, enter into a cross-case analysis consisting of case 

reports from approximately ten European countries. As such the study at hand is part of a larger 

sample, which will delve into how libraries are transforming and which innovation dimensions are at 

stake. 

 

A preliminary analysis is presented in the figure below: the wheel of transformative change. The figure 

seeks to capture how libraries in their innovative efforts are stretched between navigating in paradox 

and competition prospectively, and between historical and emerging templates, or logics. 

 

 

Figure 2: The wheel of transformative change 
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To sum up the case analysis, La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (PBR library) can be positioned in this 

perspective as follows: 

 

Paradoxical transformations 

• Inspired in the 1960s by the practices of American libraries, the association La Joie par les livres 

gave birth to the children’s library in Clamart, a working-class suburb south of Paris. As French 

public libraries had a limited offering for children, La Joie par les livres has gradually become an 

expert in quality children’s literature. Its reputation paradoxically led part of the association and 

the librarians to be integrated into a specific department of the prestigious National Library of 

France (BnF).  

• If this expertise in children’s literature is now useful to all French libraries or readers, the future 

of the local associative library of Clamart has been called into question for several years, while 

local authorities have for their part developed new media libraries for residents. 

• To overcome this local paradox and the lack of work space in a library that is too small, PBR 

librarians have co-created new skills with various public and private partners in other cities or 

regions, at the service of the cultural awakening of children through reading books. 

 

Competitive transformations 

• La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (PBR library) has long been a unique and pioneering case in 

France, because it is rooted in a long experience of co-innovation, under the original name of 

La Joie par les livres. Although the associative library can share its skills and co-creative 

methods with public institutions, particularly public libraries, it could be perceived either as an 

actor of positive change or as a competitor that disrupts the traditional skills of public librarians.  

• Even if public funds tend to increase to support reading in the era of growing digital supply, 

libraries or other institutions compete with each other through calls for projects. While the PBR 

library’s survival depends on annual grants that are not always renewable, it could be seen as a 

competitor by other institutions. However, the PBR’s expertise shared in partnership for the 

benefit of various institutions responsible for children also relies on the PBR’s ability to mobilize 

public funds or those from private foundations. 

 

Historical templates 

• La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde (PBR Library) was created as an association on the initiative of a 

private patron with various partners. Such a library constitutes an exception in the French 

institutional landscape of public libraries. But it is also specific due to the audience (children) 

and the collaboration with artists for the cultural awakening of children. Since its origins, the 

PBR library is a traditional library, aiming to build a qualitative collection in children’s literature, 

but also an innovative library, experimenting with creative methods to generate interest in 

reading books. 

• The creation of a library exclusively dedicated to children, particularly in a working-class suburb 

with no local cultural offering, was at the heart of the library's history, but it is still part of the 

strategy for the future. The team of librarians hopes for a reintegration into a renovated historic 

building, thus becoming a "haven of peace " for the development of children, from populations 

even more disadvantaged than in the 1960s. The historic mission of the PBR is an argument for 
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remaining legitimate despite the competition from a growing cultural offering supported by 

local public policies in a neighbourhood undergoing gentrification. 

 

Emerging templates 

• Due to the move from the large historic building to a smaller space, awaiting renovation, the 

PBR library had to co-create a new “off-site” offering with external public and private partners. 

The traditional expertise of PBR librarians with children has become a valuable skill to share 

with adults in charge with children. 

• Due to the specific funding of its cultural activities, the PBR associative library is not anchored 

in a local territory. It is possible for the PBR librarians to work with institutions located in 

different cities or regions, and sometimes across the world.   

 

As a specific case study within the French institutional framework of public libraries, La Petite 

Bibliothèque Ronde is a pioneering example of an innovative library open to co-innovation with 

internal and external partners. The library was not just a building with bookshelves, but a place for 

children to live. Paradoxically, at a time when the concept of “Third place” is being promoted to 

transform libraries, open to all and for democratic engagement, the PBR library model could be in 

danger, finding itself in competition with public libraries experimenting with co-innovation and 

new services 30 years later than La Joie par les livres, which became La Petite Bibliothèque Ronde 

in 2007. 

 

 

4.1 Short note from the author 
 

It is important to stress, that the analysis is a here and now picture of the perceptions/experiences and 

understandings of one manager, a group of employees and some users or external partners. It was 

supplemented by documentary material as described in Table 1. 

 

There are many more interesting initiatives, activities and dialogues going that we have not embraced 

or only touched upon – as they did not fall under the focus of the study. We would like to thank all 

interviewees for their time and honest approach to our conversations. It has been a pleasure to dive 

into data and hopefully the report will do justice to the lived experienced. If not, the responsibility is 

ours alone. 
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