Report of the ALCTS Technical Services Managers in Academic Libraries Interest Group Meeting. American Library Association Midwinter Meeting. Atlanta, January 2017

The ALCTS Technical Services Managers in Academic Libraries Interest Group meeting at ALA’s 2017 Midwinter Meeting had 33 attendees present.  Following the format used in recent years, meeting attendees had the opportunity to select one from among the seven round table discussion topics that the interest group’s planning committee members identified, prepared, and facilitated.  Attendees were allotted 50 minutes for discussion, after which representatives of each round table reported summaries to the full group.  Several of the summary reports generated questions from members of the full group.  The meeting concluded with a call for volunteers to serve on the interest group’s planning committee, as well as a call for a volunteer to serve as Vice-Chair following the meeting at ALA Annual 2017 in Chicago.  Special thanks go to the facilitators and planning committee members who provided topic ideas and led the discussions, as well as to the note takers and to those who reported on the table discussions to the full group.  Summaries of the discussions found below denote some of the concerns and ideas academic library technical services managers have at present.

Table 1. Evidence Based Acquisition Programs: Are They Really a Viable Alternative to DDA and Traditional Collection Development? (Facilitator: Peter Spyers-Duran, University of Central Florida)

Due to a small number of participants, this table merged with Table 4, and did not discuss evidence based acquisition programs at the January 2017 Midwinter Meeting.

Table 2. Collaborating with Systems Departments (Facilitator: Caryl Ward, Binghamton University)

The group discussed several issues concerning the collaboration of departments frequently referred to as “Technical Services” and “Systems.”  The first was whether or not there was disconnect between Technical Services and Systems.  From a Technical Services perspective, the relationship with the library’s Systems department can seem strange or even adversarial.  Unfamiliarity with terminology and workflows can make interactions seem like the other is an outsider.  Though the work performed by each of the departments is often complementary, the workplace culture of people with a library science background sometimes differs from that of information technology.  One participant described a different model that promotes interaction, one in which some Systems work is physically located and performed within Technical Services.  However, the group agreed that there are general differences between the two departments and these differences can cause communication problems.

The second and third discussion prompts asked whether Technical Services staff interact with Systems department staff other than to ask for help when something stops working.  Conversely, do Systems staff stay away from Technical Services unless they are specifically invited?  The group observed that asking for assistance could be personality-based:  some staff members are comfortable asking and some expect managers to initiate problem solving.  Technical Services staff members might look for a signal that it is acceptable to approach Systems staff.  Systems staff do not always understand the nature of Technical Services workflows so they may not respond until Technical Services staff make the problems clear to them.  

When asked how to change the culture of reluctance to interact, members of the group commented that Technical Services staff should be informed about when it is acceptable to directly approach Systems staff and when they must go through a supervisor.  Some areas need to know more about technology than others do, and it is important to recognize who needs detailed information.  Hiring for aptitudes in these areas can help with this process.  Supervisors should communicate with their staff about various technological problems likely to occur and affect Technical Services, and the appropriate action to take.  The discussion group suggested the example of departments where managers permit time-shifted schedules.  Technical Services staff who begin work earlier in the day than their supervisors should be expected to possess a degree of technological competency.  If staff identify a problem is identified that inhibits the ability to do work, particularly one that affects others like a network connection issue, they should know who to contact to get the problem addressed and be empowered to do so.  Experience with problem solving and reinforcement that staff made the appropriate contacts will set the stage for future positive communication.  

The facilitator asked the discussion group about communication styles and terminology between Technical Services staff and Systems staff, particularly in the use of jargon and acronyms.  Closer physical proximity can help both departments to acquire the language necessary to communicate efficiently through repetition in context and explanation when needed.  E-mail can be an effective method to communicate about problems with Systems staff, particularly if they are frequently away from their desks.  If the problem is easily explained, and will possibly reoccur, a record of the event and its resolution can be helpful to speed future resolutions.

Technical Services staff can speed problem solving when they know about technology in use in their department and who in Systems is responsible for maintaining it.  If a Technical Services staff member has a corrupted save file in a bibliographic utility client, asking the person whose primary duty is server administration is not the best use of his or her time.  As our technology becomes more interrelated, however, a problem that presents in one system may actually have a root cause in another system.  A problem with latency in the integrated library system or library services platform might actually result from a network connectivity problem rather than a database functionality problem, and depending on the size of the institution, different people may be responsible for these areas.   The discussion group suggested a visual picture indicating who performed which functions and who was responsibilities for what would be ideal. 

The closing discussion addressed technology migration and the opportunities it presents for collaboration between Technical Services and Systems.  Major shifts in infrastructure like integrated library systems or library services platforms often require people from multiple departments working together to complete a migration.  When everyone is learning together, egos take a back seat, and experts can emerge from unexpected areas.

Table 3. The Role of Technical Services in Discovery Systems (Facilitator: Shannon Tennant, Elon University)

The participants at Table 3 discussed how Technical Services departments affect and are affected by discovery tools.  Public Services and E-Resources departments often drive the process of choosing and implementing a discovery tool.  Sometimes these groups think that a discovery tool will have no impact on Technical Services.  This view fails to take into consideration the changes to upstream work that can occur with a significant shift in public display and functionality, particularly if the discovery tool becomes the only user interface to the library’s resources. 

There are several potential impacts of a discovery tool on an Acquisitions department.  The way that staff search for materials can change significantly if they are accustomed to working with an OPAC interface.  Discovery tool vendors generally design them for, as the name suggests, “discovery”, which is different from known-item searching.  Discovery typically involves keyword searches against numerous databases, one of which is usually the library’s bibliographic data, which return large results sets that are then faceted down to an acceptable number of results.  By contrast, Acquisitions staff are usually searching for specific titles and control numbers like ISBN or ISSN, which are indexed separately in traditional OPACs.  Collection Development policies such as those regarding the display of owned, provided, or “free” content in the public interface may have to be adjusted to account for the results that come from including other databases besides the library’s catalog.  Discovery tool searches may artificially inflate database usage statistics, requiring alternate measures of usage to help make collections decisions.

There are potential impacts on a Cataloging department as well.  One such impact is the greater exposure library bibliographic data in a discovery tool interface can make cataloging errors much more apparent than in a traditional OPAC.  Once these are identified, they tend to generate clean-up projects that can take much of a Cataloging department’s time.  Depending on the nature of the discovery tool in question, the workload might shift to more work on master records and less on local cataloging.  This could provide some opportunities to redeploy catalogers’ expertise on other projects. 

Many libraries have discovery teams or advisory boards that include representatives from Technical Services.  These Technical Services representatives need to advocate for the department when they are included in these discussions, however.  Understanding of Technical Services work can be infrequent among those outside the department, as can the potential benefits and expertise Technical Services staff provide.  Nor do they always understand the potentials and limitations of the data.  Technical Services staff need to make sure their colleagues understand the issues and time involved to make some projects work.  As one discussion participant said, “We have a small staff and a big database.”  

Other issues discussed include the impact of discovery tools on branch libraries.  Law and medical libraries, for example, have specialized collections that could affect scoping.  Also discussed were the challenges of discovery tool implementation in a consortial environment.  Sometimes records in a consortial catalog are not truly shared in that they might not have extensive local data.  Some consortia have their own systems staff who may not communicate effectively with the participating libraries’ staff.  One useful resource mentioned was the Ohio State University Libraries white paper on the principles of discovery.[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  https://library.osu.edu/document-registry/docs/737/stream ] 


Table 4. Formalizing the Way That We Select, Purchase, and Gain Access to Streaming Videos (Facilitator: Melinda Reagor Flannery, Rice University)

Table 4 discussed the various methods libraries use to bring streaming videos to their users and looked for commonalities.  All of the institutions represented at the table did provide some level of streaming service, though the amount and commitment to them varied, as did their use.  Most used vendor-based hosting, but a couple of institutions hosted their own streaming videos.  Vendors identified included Swank, Alexander Street Press, Kanopy, and Films on Demand.  Another variant identified was the ability of some vendors to host streaming content created elsewhere.  If an institution has video content and the rights to stream it, some vendors can provide a hosting platform for it.  A participant suggested that some library services platform vendors might be able to host streaming video as well.  Some participants reported that they have a policy not to support one-off streaming video locally.

Purchasing and licensing streaming video content were issues for the roundtable participants, though between the two, they considered licensing the more problematic.  Some videos can be acquired as a combination DVD + streaming model, others are standalone.  A participant noted that vendors do not often competitively price streaming access with DVD equivalents.  The variability of licensing agreements leads to complex and time-consuming workflows.  Licensing agreements frequently must pass through multiple departments within a library, and to institutional legal counsel in many cases.  Depending on the institution, the legal counsel may have greater or lesser tolerance for variability in license agreements, which can further slow the process.  This is particularly problematic in situations where libraries selected streaming options precisely because the technology permits rapid access to a user population.

Licensing access to streaming videos can lead to the exclusion of various user groups.  For example, licenses often do not cover adult learners unaffiliated with the campus and do not permit such unaffiliated learners to view many streaming videos, at least from off-campus.  In another instance, one license specified that no guests could be in the classroom during viewing, though the library deemed this clause impractical and struck it from the agreement.  Discussion group participants noted that changes to the license agreement might occur later in the process, at times after the vendors grant the initial access.  This sometimes occurs for individual purchases:  a library might purchase a video first and negotiate the license later.  The roundtable also considered public performance rights and their associated costs an issue.  The costs for acquiring public performance rights can be prohibitive for many institutions.  The rights themselves also tend to vary by vendor and by the content of the work.  A documentary might have different public performance rights than a feature film.

The roundtable participants indicated that they all load records into their integrated library systems or library services platforms.  MARC records are the major vehicle for streaming video content promotion, but there may be other opportunities for discovery tool integration.  They noted that providing access to currently available content takes considerable time and effort.  Some vendors change the content of their packages on a frequent basis, and daily updates in the discovery tool are needed to accommodate videos added or subtracted in this way.  Different discovery tools have different facility loading records.  The quality of vendor-supplied records also contributes to the variability in workflow and discoverability. 

The roundtable discussed providing streaming videos in the context of other audiovisual materials, including earlier delivery formats.  Participants mentioned apps designed to locate streaming content like CanIStreamIt.  Many still have VHS, some of which do not exist in newer formats.  Deg Farrelly (2016) has done some interesting work is being done on the issue of Fair Use in cases where DVDs are not commercially available for VHS content.  Libraries often use Amazon for purchases.  A few schools have undertaken systematic replacement of VHS with DVDs, where commercially available.  One institution has a policy not to buy BluRay.  Libraries can push access outside to students and faculty through their personal subscriptions to services.  Some have used Netflix in this way, with in-house documentation, one-time-only.  This prompted a discussion of whether it is worth passing this cost onto the students by having them create accounts on third-party sites, or if it is the responsibility of the campus to provide the content its instructors assign.

The discussion concluded with vendor preference criteria and accessibility concerns.  The consensus among the participants was that they choose broadest affordable packages and fulfill local requests.  Concerning accessibility, some universities and the state of California require ADA-compliant standards for purchased materials.  With video, this generally means closed captioning for the hearing-impaired.  Audio description for the blind is extremely expensive and not widely available.  A vendor participant also included foreign language issues and other barriers as a focus of interest.  

Table 5. Creating a Technical Services Vision from the Larger Library Vision or Mission Statement (Facilitator: Elizabeth Bridges, Texas Wesleyan University)

Table 5 sought to tie Technical Services to the library as a whole through formal language.  When asked how many institutions had vision or mission statements written specifically for Technical Services, none of the participants indicated that their institutions had, but most felt they needed it.  Each institution did have a mission statement for the library as a whole, though many felt the statements were too long and unmemorable.  One participant said the main points of his institution’s mission statement was People, Collections, Services, and Spaces.  The group felt that Technical Services as a unit touched on all of these aspects of the library and that we should make others aware of this, but was not sure how best to articulate, given the breadth of work done in Technical Services.

The discussion group participants shifted their focus to the vision statement.  Having a vision statement for Technical Services is important so we know how important we are and what we need to do, and to make that known to others in the library and university.  When asked how we want to see ourselves, and what we see Technical Services being able to do for libraries and patrons in the future, participants gave several responses.  We do not want others to see us as only “behind the scenes” but as partners in serving users.  We want to be more responsive to Public Services’ needs:  when Public Services approach us with a problem or request a change in procedure, we should be nimble enough to address it.  The needs of our users, particularly students, are changing and Technical Services needs to be able to adapt to them.  Participants identified facilitating searching as a major area for aspirational improvement.  A goal for realizing this vision might be to make searching so easy that extensive bibliographic instruction on the use of the catalog and other library-controlled databases is not necessary.  This might involve working on our OPACs and discovery tools to improve the ease of their use and the relevancy of their results.  One participant listed Natural Language Searching as part of a possible component of that goal.

To conclude the roundtable discussion, the participants attempted to create mission statements “short enough to fit on a t-shirt”.  Some of the statements were:  1) “Providing Relevant Results”, 2) “Increasing Relevancy”, 3) “Empowering Discovery”, and 4) “Bridging Students to Resources”.

Table 6. Change Management and Reorganization in Technical Services (Facilitator: Teressa Keenan, University of Montana)[endnoteRef:2]  [2:  Special, special thanks to Justin Chrysostom, Catalog Librarian at the Muir S. Fairchild Research Information Center at Maxwell Air Force Base, for his major prose contribution to this section.] 


Obstacles to organizational change include the technical hurdles of implementing new technologies, as well as institutional roadblocks like internal resistance.  This discussion identified recurring issues involved with introducing new technology, ideas, and processes to Technical Services departments.  This roundtable also suggested ways to help overcome or mitigate these common obstacles to efficient and effective change.

A significant source for reorganization problems is the transition to a new ILS.  As a fundamental piece of infrastructure to Technical Services, librarians and staff members in this area spend much of the day nearly every day working in it, and changes to it are frequently disruptive.  One discussion participant reported their institution’s migration to a new cloud-based ILS and the difficulties associated with that transition.  The main complaint was the lack of adequate training provided by the new system vendor.  Initial instruction on the new system in the form of vendor efforts to “train the trainers” fell short in both quality and quantity.  As a result, department heads are still working to learn the system, and subsequent in-house training has suffered.  The library gained some new flexibility because of the ILS change, but at the cost of significant, and perhaps otherwise avoidable, “growing pains”.

Besides technical problems, library staff can also be resistant to change.  A roundtable participant from a smaller library reported difficulties with some long-term staff being very “set in their ways” and resistant to change.  With change, new skills were required from this staff, and significant handholding was required despite existing documentation.  Compounding these problems was the manager’s own resistance to change:  There was hesitancy to restructure or eliminate positions because of long-term bonds and familiarity.  Management did not want to be seen as cold by imposing the burden of dramatic change on staff (or letting them go) as they were nearing the end of their careers.  The table concluded that, despite these understandable and relatable reservations, this personal element has to be set aside in order for management to be most effective.  When faced with the statement, “We’ve always done it this way”, a helpful trick to initiate change can be the question: “Why?”

Participants also identified resistance from one’s own institution as an obstacle to change.  The work done in Technical Services is often behind-the-scenes and the department itself can often be out of sight.  When there is a perception that everything is on Google or just keywords, it can be difficult to convince an administration for continued (or greater) investment in critical areas.  When faced with perceptions like these, it is essential that Technical Services have a plan in place to advocate for itself robustly and continuously.   One example was an archiving project suffering from a discovery problem:  Archivists were using their own vocabulary for classifying photos without consulting Technical Services.  Customers could not find any of the materials until Cataloging demonstrated their value by applying their own expertise to the records. 

Branding can also play a role in advocacy.  The name “Technical Services” can seem opaque and jargon-y to someone not intimately involved in the department.  Participants suggested simple name changes as an easy way to make the Department more accessible and better convey the value they already bring to the organization.  For instance, “Cataloging” could change to “Cataloging and Metadata” to take advantage of a more appealing term.  Alternatives to “Technical Services” were “Access Services”, “Content and Access”, and “Access Support” among others.  One example of a name change included a library rebranding itself as a “research center” and dropping the word, “library”, from its name.  As a result, it avoided cost cutting measures directed at libraries and remained open while others closed.
 
Revisiting and applying management best practices can overcome or mitigate some of these other problems.  Fundamentals of corporate and retail management are highly applicable and libraries can implement them very effectively at the departmental level and across an institution.  There is a tremendous amount of literature available, both for management in general, and for libraries specifically.  There is also a need for effective leadership, and the table was quick to point out a clear distinction between management, leadership, and the need for a right balance of both.

For almost every problem, communication was the consistent solution.  It was the table’s experience that initiating successful change was heavily dependent on effective and continuous communication in and between library departments.  Managers must make staff aware that change will be taking place, of course, but they must also know why the change is taking place for more effective buy-in.  Staff must feel like they are part of the process, and they should be included in as much of that communication as possible.

Involving other departments in the change process increases transparency, breaks down barriers to understanding, and encourages buy-in across the organization.  Communication can take the form of interdepartmental cooperation and cross training. Holding regular monthly meetings can allow otherwise disconnected departments to compare notes, share news and information, and head off conflicts.  Getting everyone on the same page and out of their silos in these ways can help everyone gain a better understanding of what they do and how each department affects the other.  It is a great way to help refocus and regroup on shared mission and goals in the midst of disruptive change.

Some have found incorporating an effective mentoring program an effective way to manage change and complications with knowledge management.  Mentorships can provide an opportunity to navigate disruptive demographic changes and better retain valuable “wisdom of the elders” before it is lost. 

A strong, clear, and supportable vision statement should support all of these ideas. It can be a lifeline to help regroup, reorient, and focus.

Table 7: Improving Technical Services Through “Self” Reflection: Attitudes, Abilities, and Actions (Facilitator: Nadine Ellero, Auburn University)

Table 7 took a more introspective approach to improving Technical Services.  The participants at this roundtable shared tips that they had learned over the years.  The facilitator focused on the works of Bolman and Gallos, and Patrick Lencioni to frame the discussion and provide some further reading to supplement existing knowledge.

Despite the best efforts of management classes in library school, not everything about being a manager is addressed through formal instruction; librarians learn some skills on the job and through experience.  One can improve relationships and overcome obstacles at work when one takes the time to reflect on them.  Making time to read something about management every day, even if it is only 10 minutes, can help improve knowledge and gain perspective.  Their work on reframing teaches the importance of reflection.  

Bolman and Gallos recommended that Technical Services focus on values.  Establishing a set of values can help to avoid conflict, and improve communication and understanding.  They suggested that a Technical Services department take the time to establish who they are, what they want to do, and determine the direction in which they want to go.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]Clear communication is an important skill for managers in general, but the roundtable participants had several specific recommendations.  Having a regular schedule helps to ensure that people are available at predictable intervals when a manager needs to share information.  One participant suggested stand-up informal meetings on a regular basis.  This tip from the agile development model is particularly useful in project-based environments with production schedules.  The frequency of the meetings, usually once a day, helps keep staff on the same page, and the stand-up format keeps the meetings brief.  Another avenue for communication is the “venting session”, as one participant described it.  This is best used in situations where problems have emotional causes or aspects.  The participant who offered this option suggested that managers let staff emotionally say what they want to say about an issue to achieve catharsis.  Once the emotional aspects have been aired, managers can address the rational aspects.

Lencioni writes that one cannot communicate too much as a manager; in fact, he recommends “over-communicating” as a practice.[endnoteRef:3]  Clarity in communication is key, and he identifies six critical questions to achieve it: [3:  Summary available at http://markconner.typepad.com/files/the_advantage.online.pdf ] 


1) Why do we exist?
2) How do we behave?
3) What do we do?
4) How will we succeed?
5) What is most important, right now?
6) Who must do what?

Clarity and repetition can help staff better understand what is happening in the department and what they need to be doing in it.  It also helps to counteract the negative effects of rumors and gossip.  Rumors can develop in the absence of clear information, and while there may be a good reason why managers do not share a particular item of information publicly, excessive secrecy can fuel the gossip.

Technical Services managers should create a safe environment, particularly when there has been a change in procedure or infrastructure.  Staff should know that everyone is learning together and that, during this time, there are no mistakes.  When one identifies an error, give feedback to support learning the correct way to accomplish a task, not to punish.  It is also important to praise staff when they are doing well.  Affirmation and validation can reinforce good habits.  Providing the opportunity for fun activities from time to time can improve morale.

Taking on the role of the empathetic listening “pseudo-counselor” may be helpful to helping others adjust.  Managers should be compassionate at their core and be good listeners.  Taking the time to check in with staff to see how they are doing can go a long way towards building trust and identifying underlying issues that may develop later.  These “people skills” take time to develop but worth the investment in the long run. 

A corollary to the ancient Greek aphorism “know thyself” is “the only person you can change is yourself.”  Some tools suggested to help “know thyself” are the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI)[endnoteRef:4] and the Gallup Strengths Based Leadership survey.[endnoteRef:5]  Understanding yourself and others will help to improve communication and allow others to learn your management style.   [4:  http://www.myersbriggs.org/my-mbti-personality-type/mbti-basics/]  [5:  http://strengths.gallup.com/110242/about-book.aspx] 

One can follow the Technical Services Managers in Academic Libraries Interest Group at its ALA Connect site at http://connect.ala.org/node/66147. 
Scott Phinney
University of South Carolina, Columbia, SC
phinney@mailbox.sc.edu 
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