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Continuities
Technical Services Is Public Services
By C. Derrik Hiatt

Who are your customers? 
In the library world, there 
seems to be a dichotomy 

among staff: you are either in 
“Technical Services” or in “Public 
Services.” Even in organizational units 
with other names—Special Collections, 
for instance—we often think of the 
people in those units in similar terms. 
That is, they either work “with patrons” 
or else they do “back office” work.

This is a false dichotomy. No 
matter your role in the library, you are 
serving the library’s patrons by the 
work you do. I do not mean this only 
in the philosophical sense of cogs in 
the machine—that we all have a part to 
play in the library’s overall mission—
though that is certainly true. Instead, 
I mean to point out that the library’s 
patrons are the direct customers of 
technical services work.

Early in my library career, I heard 
co-workers (from both sides of the 
technical/public aisle) suggest that the 
principal customers of public services 
departments are the library patrons, and 
the principal customers of technical 
services departments are the public 
services employees. In other words, 
they said that the role of technical 
services is to provide public services 
with the tools necessary for them to 
serve the public. It seems, unfortu-
nately, to have a certain logic at first. 
Many in technical services units do not 
interact face-to-face with the patrons, 
so how can they be our customers?

But the notion is absolutely false and 
I encourage any reader who encounters 
similar statements to quickly correct 
the person who said it. I like to use 

the (grammatically dubious) statement 
at the head of this article: “Technical 
Services is Public Services.”

Serving Users Directly
Much of today’s technical services 

work requires direct communication 
with patrons to troubleshoot access 
problems with online library resources. 
This might be by e-mail or other online 
services, by phone, or even face to 
face. My library has an online form for 
reporting e-resource problems; those 
problem reports are sent by e-mail to a 
handful of technical services librarians. 
It is up to us to resolve the reported 
problem and respond to the patron. We 
might have to explain the problem to 
the patron, or find out what article they 
need and send them a copy. We often 
must follow up with the patron, having 
a series of e-mail exchanges, or perhaps 
a phone call.

Many of those reports we receive 
are quite vague (for example, “I can’t 
log in to the library database”). The 
source of the problem could be a server 
outage at the publisher’s site, an error 
in the library’s authentication system, a 
forgotten password, or any number of 
other possibilities. These problem reports 
require some back-and-forth with the 
patron to narrow down the exact problem 
and identify the source of the problem. So 
even though I work “behind the scenes” 
and usually do not work face-to-face 
with patrons, I have conducted numerous 
reference interviews via e-mail to help 
patrons use the library.

But even technical services personnel 
who are not in communication with 
library patrons are still serving those 

patrons directly. While library circu-
lation, gate counts, and reference 
transactions have steadily declined, use 
of online library resources is rising.1

Electronic journals have become the 
norm and electronic books may not 
be far behind. Adoption of discovery 
systems and faceted catalog search 
interfaces is increasing rapidly.2 The 
work produced by technical services–
the cataloging, the call numbers, the 
journal links, etc.—these are used 
directly by library patrons, most often 
without mediation. In fact, I think that 
most of the “public services” librarians 
I know would consider it a success if a 
patron learned how to use the library’s 
resources independently and never had 
to return to the reference desk for help. 
The work of technical services is to 
make it easier for the library’s patrons 
to find the content they need.

Changing Expectations
In the print-dominated climate of the 

past, it was easier to forget the direct 
connection between technical services 
work and the library patron. It may 
also have been easy for the technical 
services librarian to hide behind the 
process. Print materials take longer 
to arrive and then must go through a 
series of steps to become ready for 
patron use. When asked when a new 
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journal subscription would be avail-
able, a serials librarian could simply 
shrug and tell the reference librarian, 
“We’ve placed the order; now it 
depends on when the publisher decides 
to start sending the issues.” But now, 
nearly immediate access is possible and 
expected, and there are many potential 
points of failure. So the serials librarian 
must be able to investigate and explain 
why access is not working and know 
whom to contact to get it working. The 
electronic environment has made our 
connection with the patron-customer 
more immediate and more apparent.

A Public Services Attitude
Viewing the library’s patrons as the 

direct customer of technical services 
work means approaching that work 
with a public services attitude. Such an 
attitude will lead to a focus on the user 
experience and on “saving the time of 
the reader.”3 The technical services 
librarian can contribute much to the 
user’s interaction and overall experi-
ence with the library.

Share Your Expertise: Even though 
I work in a back office, I am not 
confined there—physically or philo-
sophically. Technical services staff are 
in a position to provide explanations of 
what makes the library resources tick. 
Earlier this week, I helped a reference 
librarian answer a faculty member’s 
questions about using e-books for a 
class. My familiarity with the e-book 
platform allowed me to clarify some 
of the details and explain some of the 
caveats that would apply to course 
use of library e-books. I have learned 
to try to translate e-resources jargon 
into terms that reference librarians and 
library users can understand. The level 
of success in those attempts may vary, 
but remembering who my primary 

customers are helps me get out of the 
back-office mindset and try to see 
things the way they see them.

Check Your Work: In my previous 
job, when I supervised periodical 
check-in, we always trained staff to 
check their work as the last step of 
the check-in process. In other words, 
the final step was to look at the hold-
ings display to make sure the new 
addition shows up correctly. Perhaps 
the primary reason for this step is to 
catch errors early on, when they are 
easiest to correct. But it also taught 
me to be focused on how the catalog 
record looks to the end-user. The 
habit stuck. Now, whenever I update 
a database URL or add a journal to 
our link-resolver knowledgebase, I 
take a moment to make sure the link 
works or that the journal really did get 
added correctly. The ability to check 
your work may vary among different 
systems and online products, but a 
public services attitude will lead the 
technical services librarian to take a 
moment and make sure any changes 
actually work, and that they will make 
sense to the end-user.

Advocate for Users: One thing that 
focusing on service to patrons means to 
me is that I try to be involved in vendor 
product development. Online resources 
continue to evolve, and many vendors 
look to their library contacts to help 
with product development. Doubtless 
most of those vendors will also engage 
focus groups of students, faculty, 
and other end-users, or find other 
ways of seeking feedback from those 
groups. But rarely will that feedback 
be from the users at my institution. 
If I want my customers’ voice to be 
taken into account, I must take advan-
tage of opportunities to participate in 

that product development process. I 
consider this to be a duty I owe to the 
patrons I serve.

“Extreme Customer 
Orientation”

In the book When Digital Becomes 
Human, author Steven Van Belleghem 
praises the “extreme customer orienta-
tion” of several companies.4 He names 
Amazon’s customer service policies, 
Evernote’s decision not to charge for 
the basic app, LinkedIn’s refusal to sell 
customer data, and other examples, to 
illustrate extreme customer orientation. 
Says the author:

Many companies already use the 
phrase “customer orientation” unjus-
tifiably or incorrectly. I know of no 
company that would not claim to 
be customer-oriented. But very few 
of them actually practice what they 
preach. . . . It is only by an extreme 
focus on the customer that the fine 
words can actually be transformed 
into hard reality.5

One of the steps Van Belleghem 
offers for achieving an extreme 
customer orientation: 

The back office no longer exists—
everyone works for the end 
customer! . . . Every department has 
an impact on customer relations. . . . 
Without everyone working together, 
it will not be possible to achieve the 
level of extreme customer orienta-
tion that is needed nowadays.6

In other words, there are no “public 
services” or “technical services.” We 
all serve the public. Whether you speak 
with them directly or if your only inter-
action with them is through the products 

(continued on page 10)
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Continuities
Technical Services 
Is Public Services

In the north eastern part of the 
North American continent we had 
a horribly cold and snow-bound 

winter. So I am reluctant in this lovely 
summer weather to spend time indoors 
doing research for an article. Therefore, 
this article, which you will probably 
read in the colder months, is devoted to 
information I received—or found—that 
relates to some “Interfaces” articles 
previously published in Technicalities. 

The Mystery of the  
Missing Edition

In my article, “The Changes in 
Cataloguing Terminology,” I described 
my search for information about the 
second edition of ALA Glossary of 
Library & Information Science.1 I 
had been sent the recently published 
fourth edition for review and I owned 
a copy of a previous edition, which 
was published in 1983. I naturally 
assumed this previous edition was the 
third edition though this was not stated 
anywhere in the book. The foreword 
in the 1983 edition referred to the first 
edition published in1943 with the title 
A.L.A. Glossary of Library Terms, and 
noted that the first work was regarded as 
preliminary; that two polls taken in 1951 
and 1954 about the need for a revision 
of the 1943 publication were inconclu-
sive.2 An extensive search in appropriate 
libraries failed to produce a copy or any 
knowledge of a second edition and a 
second edition was not listed in OCLC 
WorldCat or the Library of Congress 
(LC) online catalogue. The LC record 
did not list an edition statement for the 
1983 edition. (If LC had inside informa-
tion about the status of the book, would 

they not have added an edition state-
ment in square brackets?) An e-mail to 
Michael Levine-Clark, the co-editor of 
the fourth edition, produced the response 
that he was simply told the manuscript 
would be the basis of the fourth edition. 
I then wrote to the American Library 
Association (ALA), the publishers of 
the recent fourth edition, and received 
no response. Suddenly on April 16, 
2015 (almost two years later), Karen 
Muller, ALA’s Librarian and Knowledge 
Management Specialist, apologized for 
the delay and sent me a lengthy e-mail 
in response to my original query. 

The editor who handled the supposed 
4th edition has retired. One of the 
editors still on staff consulted the file 
and reported that there was nothing 
there to indicate how he determined 
that the glossary was the 4th edition. 
. . . I am holding a green copy of the 
1st edition, which has the following 
on the t.p. verso: “Copyright 1943 
by the American Library Associa-
tion, copyright renewed 1971 by the 
American Library Association.” The 
blue copy of [the] first edition I have 
is identical, down to the misshapen 
letters on the few pages I checked, 
suggesting that the plates used for 
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Interfaces
Summer Addenda
By Jean Weihsof your labors, the library patrons are 

your customers. Staying focused on 
that fact will improve the library’s overall 
customer service and help increase 
customer satisfaction. Technical 
services truly is public services.
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