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SPEC
SUPPORTING EFFECTIVE LIBRARY MANAGEMENT FOR OVER TWENTY YEARS

 Committed to assisting research and academic libraries in the continuous improvement of management 
systems, OLMS has worked since 1970 to gather and disseminate the best practices for library needs. As part 
of its committment, OLMS maintains an active publications program best known for its SPEC Kits. Through 
the OLMS Collaborative Research/Writing Program, librarians work with ARL staff to design SPEC surveys 
and write publications. Originally established as an information source for ARL member libraries, the SPEC 
series has grown to serve the needs of the library community worldwide.

WHAT ARE SPEC KITS?

 Published six times per year, SPEC Kits contain the most valuable, up-to-date information on the latest 
issues of concern to libraries and librarians today. They are the result of a systematic survey of ARL member 
libraries on a particular topic related to current practice in the field. Each SPEC Kit contains an executive 
summary of the survey results (previously printed as the SPEC Flyer); survey questions with tallies and 
selected comments; the best representative documents from survey participants, such as policies, procedures, 
handbooks,  guidelines, websites, records, brochures, and statements; and a selected reading list—both in 
print and online sources—containing the most current literature available on the topic for further study.

SUBSCRIBE TO SPEC

 Subscribers tell us that the information contained in SPEC Kits is valuable to a variety of users, both inside 
and outside the library. SPEC purchasers use the documentation found in SPEC Kits as a point of departure 
for research and problem solving because they lend immediate authority to proposals and set standards for 
designing programs or writing procedure statements. SPEC Kits also function as an important reference tool 
for library administrators, staff, students, and professionals in allied disciplines who may not have access 
to this kind of information.
 SPEC Kits can be ordered directly from the ARL Publications Distribution Center. To order, call (301) 
362-8196, fax (301) 206-9789, email <pubs@arl.org>, or go to <http://www.arl.org/pubscat/index.html>. 
 Information on SPEC and other OLMS products and services can be found on the ARL website at <http://
www.arl.org/olms/infosvcs.html>. The website for SPEC is <http://www.arl.org/spec/index.html>. The 
executive summary or flyer for each kit after December 1993 can be accessed free of charge at the SPEC 
website.
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Executive Summary

Introduction
In 1994, when the survey for SPEC Kit 211 

Library Systems Office Organization was conducted, 
the growing  popularity of the Internet/World 
Wide Web and advances in information technology 
were starting to cause dramatic changes in library 
systems functions and organization. Systems 
offices were managing far more than the traditional 
library management systems, bibliographic utilities, 
databases, and networks, including a myriad of 
new Internet-based services and resources. The 
overwhelming trends were: more staff for the 
systems office, more hardware and software to 
support, more resources in electronic format, and 
more library services delivered to remote users. The 
environment had begun to change from mainframe 
to client-server architecture, from stand-alone to 
networked, and from independent to integrated. 
The 2002 survey was designed to investigate the 
changes in research library systems operations since 
1994 and identify some of the directions of future 
trends.

Today, change and growth in the number and 
types of library information technologies and 
digitized resources continue unabated, as evidenced 
by the advent of new interoperability standards 
and protocols; the proliferation of digital image, 
text, and audio collections; and the move toward 
seamless patron-initiated electronic services and 
resources. The survey’s results show that systems 
organization, staff, and functions have changed 
markedly to meet these increased demands. The 
results and respondents’ comments describe trends 
and challenges that may affect library systems 
operations and research well into the future. 

Survey Results 
 This survey was distributed to the 124 ARL 

member libraries in June 2002. Seventy libraries 
(56%) responded to the survey. A large majority of 
respondents confirmed that their libraries employ 
staff dedicated to operating, maintaining, and/or 
servicing computers and networks (100%), library 
Web sites (94%), library digital services/projects 
(93%), integrated library systems (ILS) (91%), and 
other information technology initiatives (83%). 
When the library does not employ dedicated staff, it 
is most often in the area of ILS management, usually 
because the library either participates in an ILS 
consortium or shares management responsibility 
with departments other than the systems office. A 
few respondents noted, as well, that responsibility 
for library Web sites and digital projects is either 
shared or falls into the purview of other library 
departments. 

Organization and Administration
Fifty-eight of the responding libraries (83%) 

organize systems-dedicated staff in centralized units 
and twelve (17%) distribute these staff across their 
organizations. In separate comments, however, 
a few respondents expressed concerns about the 
centralized/distributed dichotomy of the question, 
stating that another model might include a complex 
combination of the two types. These concerns will 
be addressed in the conclusion of this report. 

Sixty percent of respondents report that the 
organizational structure of the systems office 
has changed since 1994. More than half of the 
centralized units (32, or 55%) have reorganized; 
all but two of the distributed organizations 
have changed. The explanatory comments offer 
many detailed and disparate reasons for that 
change. Whether the structure is centralized 
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or distributed, there are some common factors 
among the explanations. New units were created 
to handle evolving systems-related areas (e.g., 
digital library projects and multimedia services). 
Computer support changed from centralized to 
local units, and vice versa. Workloads increased 
(e.g., management of library information technology 
moved from a nonlibrary unit to the library systems 
office). Systems-related functions shifted to other 
departments (e.g., responsibility for the ILS moved 
to technical services). Institutional or departmental 
priorities were revised. 

Respondents who identified their systems 
organizations as distributed were asked to describe 
them. The descriptions include a complex variety of 
schemes that seem to mirror the complicated array 
of services handled by the organization. Four typical 
structures emerge from the comments: the library 
systems unit is responsible for the ILS; there is a 
separate unit that supports digital library activities; 
library Web site management responsibility is 
shared by staff in all library units; a separate unit 
manages desktop computers, public workstations, 
and/or microcomputer labs (e.g., a workstation 
support staff member dedicated to individual 
library units). Over time, the trend seems to be that 
when a new service is introduced, a group of staff 
who has the necessary skills is organized to manage 
the activity. As the systems-related activity becomes 
more commonplace and additional staff become 
familiar with it, some tasks are being distributed to 
other people/units across the organization.

Name and Size of the Centralized Systems Unit 
Respondents who identified their organizational 

structure as centralized were asked to complete 
the survey. Three respondents who described 
their organization as a hybrid also completed the 
survey for the centralized aspects of their systems 
activity. Most names of the centralized units contain 
some variation of the phrase “library systems,” 
“information technology,” or “library information 
systems.” The units may be “departments,” 
“services,” “offices,” or “divisions.” A few units 
are “teams.” Other keywords in the names include 
“digital,” “electronic resources,” “computing,” 

“automation,” and “media.” While “library 
systems” and “systems department” have been the 
most common names since 1990, there has been a 
slight decrease in this designation and a dramatic 
increase in variations on “library information” and 
“information technology,” perhaps reflecting the 
broader range of services provided today.

The number of staff members (FTE) in the 
centralized units ranges from a minimum of four 
to a maximum of thirty, with an average of eleven. 
The overall increase in the number of systems staff 
seems to be continuing from the previous survey. In 
that survey, 75 respondents reported a total of 504 
systems staff in 1990 and 691 in 1994. In the current 
survey, 61 respondents report a total of 690 staff.

Titles and Reporting 
Titles for the head of the centralized unit vary 

across the responding libraries, but in minor ways. 
For example, most titles do contain one of three 
common key words, but only a few libraries use the 
exact same titles as any other library, i.e., “Head, 
Systems Department” (3), “Assistant University 
Librarian for Information Technology” (2), and 
“Director of Information Technology” (2). Changes 
in the most common titles since 1990 indicate that 
the level of responsibility of this position has been 
increasing. In 1990, the top three titles included the 
designation Head (38%), AUL (22%), and Librarian 
(13%). In 1994, Librarian dropped to 1% and there 
was an increase in both Head (39%) and AUL (29%). 
Manager joined the top three with an increase from 
7% to 13%. In 2002, Manager dropped to 8% and 
was replaced by Director, which jumped from 9% in 
both 1990 and 1994 to 23%. At the same time, there 
was a decrease in both Head (32%) and AUL (18%).

There has been a noticeable shift upward in 
reporting levels since 1990. At that time, 43% of 
the heads of systems offices reported to a dean or 
director of libraries, while 53% reported to an AUL. 
In 1994, 47% reported to a dean or director and 49% 
reported to an AUL. In the current survey, 60% of 
respondents report to a dean or director and 40% 
report to an AUL. This shift is another indication 
that the level of responsibility of the head of the 
systems unit has increased.
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Operating Budget
Eight institutions responded that budget 

information was not available; another eight 
reported that there is not a separate systems office 
budget. When budget information was provided, 
the figures varied widely from a low of $15,000 to 
a high of $3,500,000. The majority of the budgets 
are in the $300,000 to $700,000 range. Respondents 
noted, however, that items covered under these 
budgets could also vary widely. For example, while 
some budgets included salaries, special one-time 
allocations, and/or maintenance contracts, others 
did not. Clearly, the budget allocations for systems 
operations are as varied as the organizational 
structures for these units.

Location
Ninety-three percent of respondents described 

the library building as the place where systems staff 
work. The seven percent who reported otherwise 
listed locations ranging from a “Library Processing 
Centre” to an “office building near the campus.”

Staff Education and Training
Most, although not all, of the responding libraries 

have at least one staff member with an M.L.S. in the 
systems unit. Many have multiple staff members 
with an M.L.S. degree, with one library reporting 
six. Five libraries report having no staff with the 
M.L.S. degree in their systems unit. Numerous 
respondents mentioned staff with master’s degrees 
in technology-related subjects. At least eight systems 
organizations have one or more staff members 
with a Ph.D. As expected, several libraries employ 
staff with degrees in computer science, ranging 
from technical certification to bachelor’s degrees to 
master’s degrees. A small number of respondents 
employ staff with only a diploma or associate’s 
degree. In addition, one M.B.A. and one J.D. were 
reported.

Respondents indicated that on-the-job training 
and software or hardware vendor-sponsored 
certification/training were the most used and 
most effective ways for staff to gain their technical 
expertise. Other methods were relied upon as 
well—such as undergraduate and graduate degree 

programs, and workshops sponsored by the parent 
institution, library, or professional association—
but were found to be somewhat less effective 
in gaining the technical expertise in question. 
The survey results seem to provide support, 
however, for the remarks of one respondent, who 
noted that appropriate academic education and 
professional training are valued components in 
gaining an overall foundation of knowledge in most 
professional assignments. 

Results show that only 25% of the respondents 
expect librarians to have the same level of technical 
expertise as other professionals in the systems 
office; a clear majority (75%) indicated that they 
do not have such expectations. In explaining why, 
most respondents described distinctions for work 
assignments allowing for specialization between 
librarians and programmers/technologists. For 
example, some respondents noted that higher-level 
or day-to-day technological functions, such as 
server administration, programming, and network 
management, were assigned to technologists, 
whereas librarians were expected to have more 
library management or administrative skills, 
applications expertise, and a strong foundation of 
general technical knowledge. A few respondents 
indicated that librarians were the technical 
overseers, collaborators, generalists, or coordinators 
on the teams. The emphasis on specialization in 
some of the comments, however, seems to indicate 
that in a number of the libraries, all professional staff 
are expected to contribute differing levels and types 
of technical expertise. The expertise depends more 
on the requirements of a particular job assignment 
or project than necessarily the degree held by the 
staff member. 

Changes in Unit Size and Systems Office Staff
Survey respondents were asked whether 10 

systems office factors had increased, decreased, 
or remained the same since 1994. Overwhelming 
increases are seen in the number  of computers and 
equipment maintained, networked library services 
offered, software products supported, and budget. 
Moderate increase has occurred in the number of 
both male and female staff employed. The continued 
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proliferation of computer applications, emerging 
technologies, and massive growth of the Internet 
and World Wide Web are perceived by many of the 
respondents as the catalysts behind these changes. 
Increased user expectations and easier access to the 
new technologies, according to most respondents, 
has resulted in a new, broader vision of service with 
a focus on Internet delivery of Web-based services. 

Staff turnover rates are perceived to have 
stayed relatively stable since 1994, in the majority 
of cases, with librarian retention slightly higher 
(72%) than other systems professionals (61%) and 
nonprofessionals (64%). The stability is attributed, 
in most remarks, to the downturn in the broader 
technology job marketplace (e.g., the “dot-com bust” 
was mentioned by more than one library) and/or 
strong staff commitment to libraries. Some sites that 
had higher turnover rates attributed it to better pay 
and competitive opportunities in the nonlibrary job 
market. 

Systems Office Responsibilities
Between 1994 and 2002, every major category 

of systems-related activity increased. Significant 
increases are reported in the number of systems 
offices handling Web-based interlibrary loan 
requests (2 vs. 35), wireless networks (2 vs. 25), 
electronic reference systems (2 vs. 23), electronic 
reserves (5 vs. 37), digitization and/or imaging (6 
vs. 35), intranets (11 vs. 47), and library Web site 
interfaces (22 vs. 51). Some of these increases are 
attributed to the fact that the technologies were 
newly developed since 1994. The next highest 
increases are in library Web site management, 
computer lab maintenance, electronic resource 
licensing, and cooperative ventures. A relatively 
consistent number of libraries continue to be 
responsible for the ILS, hardware/software 
purchasing, microcomputer repair, and applications 
implementation. 

While many libraries are taking on 
responsibilities for digitization/imaging, e-reserves, 
wireless networks, and e-reference, a significant 
number of respondents noted that other library 
units or departments share these responsibilities. 
The same is true for electronic resource licensing 

and electronic reference. The parent institution’s 
computer center is most often responsible for e-
mail administration, WANs, wireless networks, and 
other network backbone support. There is a modest 
amount of outsourcing, mainly for microcomputer 
repair and training.

Challenges
The top systems challenge libraries report is 

management of expanded, new, and more complex 
services—such as digital resources delivery, wireless 
networking, and supporting distance users—along 
with a simultaneous lack or reduction of staff and 
funding to support these services. Other commonly 
listed challenges include hiring, training, and 
retaining staff with the necessary range of skills; 
personnel cutbacks and inadequate funding for 
salaries that leads to turnover and too-heavy 
workloads for remaining staff; management of 
digital initiatives; network management; technical 
training for staff; implementation of a new ILS; 
integration of technologies; and maintenance of 
electronic resources, links, and licenses.

Evaluation
All of the responding libraries are involved 

actively in the evaluation of their systems office 
services. Most use a variety of techniques. A 
majority track Web site usage (77%) and the number 
of service calls and hardware/software installations 
(74%). About half conduct user and staff surveys, 
including using the LibQUAL+™ instrument. 
Interviews and focus group sessions are used by 
slightly fewer than half. Other forms of evaluation 
include downtime tracking, turnaround time on 
service calls, regular review of annual goals, and 
periodic retreats.

Respondents were asked to indicate their 
impressions about the quality of their library systems 
office performance with respect to nine categories 
of service. After indicating their expectations for the 
minimum level and desired level of service on a scale 
of 1 to 9, they were asked to rate their perception of 
their library’s actual performance level. On average, 
the respondents have fairly high expectations for 
both the minimal and desired performance level, 
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though providing training and imaging services 
seem to be somewhat less important than the other 
categories. Regardless, they did not give themselves 
high marks when asked to assess their own library’s 
performance on these tasks. As a group, the 
responding libraries rate their performance as below 
the minimum performance level in five of the nine 
categories—network installation and maintenance, 
hardware and software training, developing Web 
site interfaces, managing the Web site, and providing 
imaging and digitizing services. They collectively 
indicate that their perceived performance is above 
the minimum performance level for hardware and 
software installation and maintenance, developing 
and implementing new applications, supporting 
networked information resources, and supporting 
online library services, but in all areas the library’s 
performance falls short of the desired performance 
levels. Although the reasons for the poor self-ratings 
were not disclosed, the scores clearly indicate 
dissatisfaction with systems offices’ ability to meet 
their own service expectations.

Conclusion
Digital systems, services, and resources are 

proliferating, technology is becoming ever more 
accessible, and libraries are evolving to meet the 
resultant users expectations and demands. While 
the survey’s results clearly show that many libraries 
do maintain distinct systems units to handle most of 
this work, the authors observed that future surveys 
about the “systems office” and its likely organization 
may become more difficult to design and analyze as 
libraries are transformed by new technologies. Any 
assumptions, for example, about systems-dedicated 
staff members belonging to one division, centralized 
or not, must be questioned. At the very least, the 
boundary between what a “systems office” is (a unit 
handling library information technology) versus 
what a “systems office” usually does (information 
technology functions) is getting more blurred. 
For example, is a technical services department 
a “systems unit” if it manages the ILS? Is an 
instructional services librarian who writes Web-
based programs performing “systems” tasks? The 
assumed definition of the “systems office” is called 

into question as information technology continues 
to permeate libraries and reshape their strategic 
directions, services, and resources. 

Reflected more so in the respondents’ comments 
than in the actual survey statistics, many libraries 
are sharing their increasingly complex and 
growing technological workloads in collaborative 
ways—in large diffused units, in distributed 
models throughout various departments, or 
within consortia. In most cases, they are doing so 
to adapt to institutional pressures or meet heavy 
user demands as they simultaneously grapple with 
budget cuts and rapidly shifting priorities. For 
example, several libraries noted that the systems 
unit’s functions were dispersed into specialized 
systems teams or tiers of support, while others 
described the branching off of new technological 
projects or programs (e.g., the management of 
multimedia labs or digitization projects) into 
entirely separate units, sometimes having the same 
reporting lines, sometimes not. 

The conclusion of the 1994 survey mentioned 
that, as libraries became more dependent upon 
information technology, there was a corresponding 
need for more involvement from the systems 
office. The 2002 survey illustrates the extent to 
which the dependence on electronic information 
systems continues to grow, this time, requiring a 
corresponding need for increased involvement from 
many units within the library. Eventually, there may 
be no library service or resource without—at some 
level—a major “systems” component. Systems 
staff members and, increasingly, many other staff 
members must remain flexible, knowledgeable, 
and open to change as they help their libraries 
manage the new technologies and meet users’ needs 
successfully. 
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