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The Technical Services Managers in Academic Libraries Interest Group, a part of the Association for Library Collections and Technical Services (ALCTS), met at the 2015 American Library Association Annual Conference to provide the participants an opportunity to meet with a diverse group of colleagues in small group discussions at roundtables.  The roundtable topics reflected the varied kinds of duties and responsibilities with which technical services managers and their staff now handle on an everyday basis:
Table 1:  Institutional repositories: who, what, when, where…why?
Table 2:  Are there resources for which it is appropriate to rely on a discovery layer rather than a catalog?
Table 3:  Technical Services managers as project managers
Table 4:  Qualities and skills of Technical Services leader today vs. ten years ago 
Table 5:  New products/tools that challenge the tools/talent of Technical Services today
Table 6:  The sudden acquisitions librarian: what do I do now?  
Participants chose a table based on a topic and were encouraged to let the conversation flow in a direction most useful to them.  Each roundtable discussed their topic for about an hour then reported out to the larger group a summary of their discussions.  Multiple tables’ reports suggested a growing need for rapid adaptation within technical services departments as they continue to take on new roles and provide new services.  While the challenge of finding flexibility in procedures and workflows to meet these needs acts as a driver for some managers, diminished staffing levels, entrenched institutional culture and one-way paths of communication can quash momentum and turn what should be an opportunity to explore new skills and tools into an unpleasant work environment.  The summaries in this report hint at some of these problems.  Special thanks go, as always, to the note takers and reporters at each table as their work is incorporated into the text below.

Table 1: Institutional repositories:  who, what, when, where…why?

Of the five discussants at this table, three reported that their institution does maintain an institutional repository and had done so for between three and eight years.  Two of those repositories run on open source software while the third makes use of a proprietary, hosted solution.  The other two participants work at institutions without a repository but were interested in learning about them.  For those with repositories, the driving factors behind either establishing a repository or considering establishing one were varied.  One participant noted that their institution used the repository to promote the work of its faculty, students, and associates as a part of their bid to become a comprehensive university.  By demonstrating the quality of work produced by these groups it is hoped that the institutional reputation will grow and broaden the appeal of the school beyond its current regional boundaries.  Another participant, from a smaller private institution, confessed that peer pressure played at least a part in establishing their repository; ‘they’ have a repository, so we should as well.  The repository was intended to house pre-publication manuscripts (pre-prints) but getting the faculty, which is primarily science-oriented, to submit to both the institutional repository and the already established disciplinary repositories to which they are accustomed has been a challenge.

This point led to the next area of discussion: the types of content in the existing repositories. In addition to the pre-prints, at the smaller private institution the repository holds digital projects and theses and dissertations.  This school also has digitization capabilities and utilizes them to capture recital recordings, charts, fold-outs and other non-text items which may not be included in the digitization services provided by an outside vendor.  A larger public university hosts theses and dissertations from its campus proper and two of the four-year campuses from its system, faculty pre-prints, the student newspaper, and newsletters and reports produced by the university.  At one mid-sized public university, faculty and student papers, student journals, undergraduate projects, graduate projects and masters’ theses feature predominantly.  Also included are the faculty monographs produced by the school’s library-based open access press which runs on the repository software and papers of the region’s Native American tribes.  This latter group of material is included not because of an association of the tribes with the university but as part of a community relations initiative.  While preserving and making accessible this kind of material is important, it represents a kind of mission creep which may be seen at other repositories hosting non-institution related materials.  It is this kind of expansion of the mission that can tax the keepers of the repository which are often technical services departments, at least in part.  

The final discussion point at this table examined this and other issues with institutional repositories.  These were wide-ranging issues covering topics from cataloging work to philosophical questions about embargoes.  Particularly noted were:  the difficulty of providing authority work for music titles; the quality of metadata, especially that created by the submitters; the inability to check the completeness of holdings of theses and dissertations when formal lists are not available; preservation of electronic documents when there is no mandate for deposit in the repository; and questions about embargoes on theses and dissertations.   One area of concern not usually an issue for technical services departments is the impact of the repository on foot traffic.  How good, one participant wondered, should the digital surrogate of an item held in a special collection be?  At what point do people stop coming to see the original?  

Table 2: Are there resources for which it is appropriate to rely on a discovery layer rather than a catalog?

All nine participants of this group reported using a discovery layer on top of the catalog at their institutions.  A broad variety of systems were in use and all have the staff to support the discovery layer.   At some institutions, one staff person, often the e-resources librarian, makes the decision as to what should be included in the discovery layer while a cross-departmental team is the model used at other libraries.   Yet others may have a decision tree workflow in order to determine what kinds of resources to include only in the discovery layer.

On the whole, subscription or collection and PDA/DDA ebooks were deemed to be materials for which a catalog record may not be necessary.  The frequent movement of titles in and out of a subscription or collection and the cancellation of packages argue for using the discovery layer as the finding aid rather than the catalog.  Since the individual titles are discoverable by patrons through the discovery layer, why create and maintain records for these titles when access so frequently disappears?  A similar question can be asked of PDA/DDA titles; the titles are discoverable so is it worth the staff time to maintain catalog records of items not owned by the library?  Once a purchase of a title is triggered and the item becomes part of the collection then it can become part of the routine catalog maintenance.  As with material in an institutional repository, perhaps it is sufficient to pull the metadata into the discovery layer directly from the repository rather than duplicating effort by creating a catalog record derived from the repository metadata.  Certainly some libraries do consider the effort to have records in both the discovery later and the catalog, a view that may be tied to how the catalog is viewed.  Some consider the catalog to be an inventory, and official record, of the collection while the discovery layer is meant to provide access to subscribed, ‘transient’ content.  

The lack of a formal catalog record does cause some to hesitate, however, to committing to just using a discovery layer.  Accurate metadata is key to the discoverability of an item and there are times where the quality of vendor records is lower than is preferred thus creating a barrier for patrons.  The metadata scheme can also create problems; some discovery layers handle non-MARC metadata such as Dublin Core, Encoded Archival Description (EAD), or Metadata Encoding and Transmission Standard (METS) better than others.  Admittedly, libraries also have work to do in their handling of local data such as donor information and information related to a single copy of an item.

Both patrons and library staff can impact cataloging decisions.  Staff resistance to using and promoting a new tool can undermine the use of the discovery layer among patrons.  If usability studies show that patrons, for whatever reason, are using the catalog not the discovery layer to search then the importance of a true catalog record increases.  How users search for items must also come into consideration.  Difficulties with indexing and known-item searching impact the usability of the discovery layer.  Some libraries are trying to counter these problems with customizations or the creating of Google-like quick search boxes.  While improvements in discovery layers since the first releases have increased the satisfaction with their performance and increased their use, the consensus is that they are still not functioning as well as the catalog in some ways and so libraries are hesitant to abandon the catalog at this point.

Table 3:  Technical services managers as project managers

Project management is not a new concept in many fields but libraries have not necessary been early adopters of the model.  As technical services managers strive to be more efficient and effective they are increasingly seeking training in project management.  This group’s participants came to the session hoping to:

· Discover how librarians deal with managing projects in addition to regular job duties
· Find colleagues who might act as a support group as projects can be overwhelming
· Find tools that could be helpful in the coordination of a project’s steps and milestones
· Address human resources in an international context
· Identify how others are serving on request for proposal (RFP) committees—are libraries outsourcing RFPs or trying to utilize their existing internal resources?

These desired takeaways are representative of the types of projects now taken on by technical services managers: the retrospective conversion of government documents collections; the creation of an RFP for the migration to a next-generation library management system; deciding to outsource information technology needs and identifying a vendor; and implementing both a local system and an electronic resource management (ERM) system.  

The scope of these projects can require several different skillsets of the project manager.  Some of those skills are self-evident such as organizational ability, time management, and accurate record-keeping.  Other skills, however, are less obvious.  Project managers need to be or learn how to be persuasive.  Whether advocating for the project itself, the people on the project or for a particular workflow, project managers should be able to make their case to administrators, consultants, or ever their own team.   It is also necessary for the project manager to know how to manage people especially if the participants on a project under their direction are not normally direct reports.  For projects involving RFPs, technical writing skills and/or an ability to understand legal language are important.  Traditional project management training doesn’t necessarily encompass this latter ability so managers are often left reliant on an institution’s legal counsel for guidance, a reliance that can be troublesome if counsel doesn’t understand the sometimes unique needs of a library.  It can also be useful to have a familiarity with project management software, including Basecamp, MS Project, SharePoint, Jira or Tom’s Project Planner, though some tools come with a relatively steep learning curve that may be more of a hindrance than an asset.

While ideally a library would have a project management librarian who has been trained in these skillsets and tools, none of the participants work in a library that carries such a position.  It was pointed out that having a non-librarian as a project manager could be a good idea as that person may not have preconceived notions about library projects and the personnel involved.  On the other hand, one participant mentioned their library had hired a project management company which resulted in the library adopting a tool that most participants did not want. 


Table 4:  Qualities and skills of Technical Services leader today vs. ten years ago

Along with project management, change management is one of the skills needed by today’s technical services managers.  As technical services departments evolve in both name and duties, managers must be able to help staff transition to new positions, new workflows, and new tools.  One key to successful change management is keeping staff involved by cultivating those who are on board with the changes, being cognizant of career paths for staff who may not have or be able to adopt the skills necessitated by the changes as well as for those who are willing and able to build new skills.  Rewriting position descriptions or writing position descriptions for new jobs can help guide staff members and keep them involved in the process.  Of course, open lines of communication are paramount in easing anxiety about change.

Motivational skills are useful for both everyday work and as part of change management.  How do you motivate seasoned staff and keep them engaged in change?  One way is to get one person on board in the department and let them advocate the change to others.  Often a divide, perceived or real, between professional and paraprofessional staff can create immediate resistance to an idea. By finding an advocate who is also a peer to those who are likely to resist change the manager can avoid the time and effort it may take to get staff to listen.  Motivating individual staff members in their everyday work can be accomplished by encouraging their growth, using their position description to help their career development.  

It is important, the participants felt, that technical services leaders both follow trends in the field and be a visionary.  They should consider the needs of their department.  Are there skill sets among staff that could be utilized to meet those needs?  If change needs to happen, how effective would the staff be? What training is needed to improve the department?  Following trends to be aware of what is and is not working for others and asking these kinds of questions can assist in larger reorganization projects.  Two examples of such projects given were from the University of Notre Dame where interlibrary loan (ILL) and acquisitions have merged.  As part of that merger, titles and labels were disassociated from staff names and positions in order to distribute the work more evenly.  This distribution was enhanced by cross-training staff.  At the University of Minnesota Libraries reorganization in 2013, the technical services department was split between two divisions; acquisitions and e-resources became part of a new division called Content and Collections while cataloging moved to the Data and Technology division.  

Table 5:  New products/tools that challenge the tools/talent of Technical Services today

Technical services departments have a long association with technology and a track record of using that technology to solve problems.  This group discussed some problems they were facing with their libraries and solicited solutions and work-arounds.  As one participant noted, though, sometimes the solutions can create new problems in their own right.

The first problems addressed were challenges associated with shrinking staff and the need to retool staff.  Most technical services departments have seen staff reductions through attrition or layoffs and few are being allowed to replace those staff members.  In some cases reduction in staff is not detrimental to the department as automation and outsourcing may fill the gaps.  In other cases, however, the skeleton crew left in the department is overwhelmed by the backlog of tasks left by their former colleagues and new work continually piling up.  Some solutions offered were to make use of shelf-ready materials from vendors, using tools such as MarcEdit for batch editing of records, turning to e-resources and patron/demand driven acquisitions to reduce workloads, and simply letting some things, such as claiming of serials, go.  Retooling staff may be part of the solution to shrinking staff but may also be needed as shifts in the format of collections occur.  As the print materials budget increasingly shifts to e-resources, staff need to be retrained and/or reassigned.   It can be difficult, however, to motivate staff especially when they are long term employees.  One suggestion was to utilize self-paced tutorials to help those staff learn new skills.  One library had success using Lynda.com to teach support staff the basics of Word and Excel so they could handle other duties.

Both electronic resources and print resources present ongoing problems for technical services managers.  E-resource management can be a particularly thorny issue to tackle as the sheer volume of resources continues to grow.  One participant from a large academic library noted that they do not use an electronic resource management system.  The immediate solution offered was to get one as while no system is perfect, these systems do take a large burden off staff and can be sanity saving when it comes to journal management and the near-continuous changing title set of some collections.  While many serial titles are now available in electronic format, print serials do still exist and must be managed.  As noted in the case of shrinking staff numbers, some duties related to serials, such as claiming must simply be abandoned. Restrictions on the electronic journals prohibit full access to patrons from other institutions but most do allow for the ILL of articles.  Submitting an ILL request for articles from missing issue on patron request is often more efficient than trying to acquire a copy of the issue.  Saving time staff spend on print materials may also be found by utilizing shelf-ready services from a monographic vendor.  This savings can be obviated, however, by mistakes on the part of the vendor.  While not always within the technical services manager’s power, the contract of a vendor which is not performing to standards should be terminated and another solution found.

Finally, patron expectations are shaping how technical services departments function.  In this age of instant search results via web search engines and near instant delivery of products by Amazon, patrons expect the same kind of service from their library.  It is important to communicate to patrons when they should expect services and materials in order to reduce patron dissatisfaction.  It is also important, however, to hold vendors accountable to supply timelines to which they have committed.  When possible, a change in staffing models may assist in serving patrons more efficiently.  More than one library has moved to providing late night reference and technical support as well as having a librarian on-call.  Online ticketing systems and trouble report forms will also speed problem resolution.  One library has patrons fill out an online form when they have a problem with e-resources.  The form automatically fills information for the patron, such as patron type, based on their ID and other necessary data in order for the problem to be investigated promptly.  While not a perfect solution, it does give the patron the feeling that they’ve made an immediate report and someone is working on the resolution of the problem.  


Table 6:  The sudden acquisitions librarian: what do I do now?  

A long-awaited wave of retirements in the profession has begun, opening positions to new librarians as well as experienced librarians who may be looking for a change.  Few of these librarians, though, were trained in any way to be an acquisitions librarian leaving that person to learn the job on the job and often asking, “What do I do now?”

While cataloging is for the most part prescribed, acquisitions, this group agreed, is almost all exceptions and one time situations.  There is always something new, requiring these technical services managers to fly by the seat of their pants and be creative in their solutions.  Sometimes reaching out for help is the best path.  One participant, a member of the vendor community, asked what vendors could do to help these new acquisitions librarians.  Answers included breaking down barriers between e-resource types and being more proactive about pushing out statistics on e-resources so that they are available at least through a portal rather than requiring the librarian to ask for those numbers.  It is also important for vendors to be responsive when an outage occurs.  Everyone understands that researching the problem can take a little time—is the problem a broken link?  Was the invoice not paid?  Communicating that the research is being done, though, helps the librarian know someone is on the case and that their trouble report didn’t just get lost in cyberspace.  To turn the conversation to the other side of the issue, one librarian participant asked the three vendor participants what the librarians could do to make things easier.  One suggestion was for librarians to consider setting an office hour, a one-hour block once a week when the vendor could call and be sure not to be interrupting.  Another suggestion was for the librarians to be responsive in the same manner they expect from the vendor.  Ignoring emails and phone messages from vendors is detrimental to the relationship between both sides and can lead to delays on the vendor end because critical information is missing.  

The conversation next turned to the skills needed by new acquisitions librarians.  Many of the skills mentioned were the same as discussed in the other groups such as project management and change management but also included budgeting, knowledge of licensing, the ability to write clear documentation and create sustainable procedures, and carry out workflow analysis.  While these latter tasks can be quite time consuming neglecting documentation and allowing things to run “as we’ve always done it” can be detrimental to the department and will eventually have a negative impact.  Other skills cited as desirable were the ability to run effective reports in the integrated library system (ILS), a basic understanding of cataloging, and interpersonal skills.  The somewhat stereotypical image of a technical services librarian is that of someone who would rather work in a hidden location getting practical things done than interact with people.   Interacting with vendors, administration and random members of the public who call and offer your library the collection of “rare” books sitting in their basement all require the ability to work with a variety of people in changeable situations.  Add on top of that the need to manage a staff with their own unique personalities and interpersonal skills become as important as technical skills.

Another unexpected skill mentioned was public speaking.  Talking to faculty, administrator, internal audience for events such as training, and the general public can all be required of an acquisitions librarian.  It is important to be able to project a confidence in your own skills and knowledge to be effective. Also recommended were having an elevator pitch, presentation skills, and the ability to make your case off the cuff in ten to fifteen minutes.  These skills can also be brought to bear when dealing with tensions between an acquisitions department and a legal or purchasing department.  Often the unique needs of licensing and purchasing are not understood by those outside the library.  The ability to explain why the library needs to pay several million dollars for serials not yet received or the need to pay across a fiscal year can make an acquisitions librarian’s life much easier.

The final topic addressed brought the conversation back around to documentation of procedures.  The question posed was what level of documentation is appropriate?  Is an overview enough?  Should documentation be a step-by-step guide?  What do you do with exceptions?  Once written, where should documentation that covers the life cycle of a resource and involves several departments be kept?  How often should documentation be updated?  While every situation is different, one participant recommended reviewing documentation at least once a year in order to ensure it is up to date.  As to the level of detail, it was suggested that the procedures be detailed enough that if someone new to a task (but not the library) had to take over that task suddenly, they should be able to complete the work with little or no assistance from their manager.  The final thought offered before time for discussion ran out was as it was noted at the start of the conversation acquisitions is more exceptions than rules, it’s impossible to document every exception a staff member may encounter.  “See your manager if you have problems or questions” becomes the rule of thumb in these documents.
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