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Indispensable, Interdependent, and Invisible: 
A Qualitative Inquiry into Library Systems 
Maintenance

Ruth Kitchin Tillman*

Over thirty years after such systems were first developed, the Integrated Library Sys-
tem underlies most operations of an academic library. Yet in the literature, its day-to-
day maintenance is often reduced to a list of tasks. Through interviews with sixteen 
system maintainers, this study attempts to develop an experiential understanding of 
its maintenance. Findings suggest that most maintainers find such work meaningful 
but face barriers when colleagues and administrators don’t understand what they do 
well enough to support it. This article proposes steps toward building a workplace 
where core maintenance tasks are recognized and supported.

Introduction
In their 2019 “Information Maintenance as a Practice of Care,” the Information Maintainers 
expand Russell and Vinsel’s 2016 definition of maintenance as acts that “sustain and repair 
people and things” to include “[acts that sustain] the interfaces we design to function between 
and among information systems.”1 Perhaps no role in the library fulfills this latter aspect so 
clearly as that of the person or team charged with managing the Integrated Library System 
(ILS) and maintaining its many connections to library, institutional, and vendor systems. When 
listing the roles of library IT workers in 1994,2 Tim Lynch named “maintainer” first among 
the six he identified. Yet in the nearly thirty subsequent years, little research has been done on 
maintainers in the library. 

This research project into library systems maintenance began with a presentation at the 
2019 Maintainers III conference on the maintenance implications of replacing a decades-old 
“classic catalog” with a Blacklight or VuFind-based public catalog. The conversation it gener-
ated suggested the need for deeper inquiry into the experience of maintaining library systems 
at academic institutions.3 This article focuses on what has been traditionally known as the In-
tegrated Library System or ILS,4 because it remains core to the operation of academic libraries.

The ILS is the site of acquisitions, catalog record and item maintenance, and circulation 
management. It provides data to the library’s public catalog or discovery system and can be 
queried for statistical analysis of item use and overviews of holdings. Despite its centrality to 
the work of the library, its maintenance is rarely discussed in the literature of the profession. 

*  Ruth Kitchin Tillman is the Sally W. Kalin Early Career Librarian for Technological Innovations at Penn State 
University Libraries and the product owner for Discovery; email: rkt6@psu.edu. ©2023 Ruth Kitchin Tillman, 
Attribution-NonCommercial (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/) CC BY-NC.

mailto:rkt6@psu.edu
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


122  College & Research Libraries January 2023

Yet an incomplete understanding of ILS maintenance is an incomplete understanding of the 
very thing that keeps the library functioning.

In this article, maintenance is defined to include regular system upgrades, updating system 
settings, addressing bugs and issues, upkeep of integrations with other institutional systems, 
and minor tasks to improve user experience or support existing functions. The latter type of 
work spans maintenance and innovation,5 but when it consists of bringing existing systems 
into alignment with expectations and work already being performed, it aligns closely with 
other areas of maintenance included here. The term “library systems maintainer” is used here 
because not all maintainers are librarians, and to emphasize that those in this role also support 
interoperability between the ILS and some or all other technical systems used in the library.

Literature Review
The literature of library systems work consists primarily of retrospectives of system setup 
or migration, speculations on future innovation, and surveys gathering data to define job 
requirements for the educational needs of a systems librarian.6 Even Ojedokun, Olla, and 
Adigun’s highly concrete retrospective on seven years maintaining a Koha system returns in 
its analysis to the subject of implementation.7 Yet a literature of systems maintenance can be 
assembled by identifying recurring themes across retrospectives and survey-based research.

Emerging from this literature is the need for the library systems maintainer to understand 
the operation of the library and the university as a whole. In 1996, Eric Morgan described 
systems librarianship as “the art and science of combining the principles of librarianship 
with the abilities of computing technology.” Xu and Chen8 found that while library direc-
tors believed that systems librarians would benefit from library school courses on computer 
software and system or database design, systems librarians themselves overwhelmingly 
identified “Organizing information” and “Reference,” followed by studying the ILS itself, as 
necessary preparation for their work. Similarly, Guinea9 and Tyson10 describe the importance 
for systems librarians of knowing all major functions of the library, and how these functions 
interact with each other in order to make the best system-wide decisions.

Understanding library operations supports maintainers in the challenging work of man-
aging interoperability between the ILS and many other systems. Its earliest mention comes in 
Epstein’s 1983 identification11 of fundamental interoperability needs between software vendor, 
terminal manufacturer, modem/multiplexor manufacturer, and telecommunications provider. 
By 1999, systems directors interviewed by Lavaginino12 describe interoperability concerns 
between multiple software packages in a networked environment and between database pro-
viders and ILSes. Breeding’s 2006 “Knitting Systems Together”13 reflects the desire to create a 
seamless user experience even as maintainers find themselves managing more systems and 
dependencies than ever before, many entirely under someone else’s control.

These shared maintenance environments increase the need for strong communication and 
collaboration skills.14 Tyson describes “networks and contacts” as “the new systems librarians’ 
tools of the trade.”15 These networks and contacts include others at the institution, peers in the field, 
and the vendors from whom one licenses systems. In comparing the technical support expecta-
tions and experiences of librarians maintaining both open source and proprietary ILSes, Singh 
learned that half of survey respondents contact technical support four or more times a month.16 

The field has done an excellent job of documenting systems maintenance tasks. These quan-
titative approaches do not provide a clear picture of qualitative experience. When publications 
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have focused on maintainer experience, they have been the reflections of individual maintain-
ers. This study takes an approach that is both broader than the individual, seeking to identify 
shared experiences and patterns, yet also sensitive to the qualitative nature of the experiences 
it seeks to describe. As everyone in the library is affected in some way with the systems being 
maintained, this article has been written for a broad audience of academic library workers.

Methodology
Rationale 
In seeking a different way of understanding the work, this project uses qualitative research 
methods, combining a deductive approach to grounded theory17 with a phenomenological 
inquiry.18 The research instrument (see appendix) used open questions developed from top-
ics identified in the literature review. Grounded theory’s flexible inquiry, where themes and 
hypotheses emerge from the data through coding, review, and analysis, was then used to 
construct themes from the interviews representing shared elements in the performance of 
library systems maintenance work.19 These themes form the core of the article and identify 
research questions that could be investigated through larger-scale surveys.

Recruitment
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained from Penn State University in June 
2020, and interviews were conducted in June and July 2020 and January 2021. Participants 
were recruited directly to ensure at least two interviewees were included from different in-
stitutions currently or recently supporting20 each of the five main commercial ILSes in use 
at academic institutions in the US over the last decade: Aleph, Alma, Sierra, Symphony, and 
Voyager.21 Participants were identified through existing relationships, online library direc-
tories, and requests to department heads to provide contact information for the person or 
persons responsible for maintaining the ILS. Workers at twenty institutions were contacted, 
and representatives of thirteen institutions agreed to participate. In two cases, because of 
shared responsibilities and interest in the interviews, more than one person at an institution 
was interviewed for a total of sixteen interviewees.

The sixteen participants came from thirteen universities in the United States. Eleven of 
these universities are classified under Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Educa-
tion as R1: Doctoral Universities – Very High Level of Research Activity; the remaining two 
were classed Doctoral/Professional. Eight were public institutions and five Ivy+ institutions. Of 
the public institutions, three (all R1s) provide ILS support to one or more smaller institutions.

Participants supported the five main commercial ILSes being used in academic libraries. 

TABLE 1
ILSes Used in Academic Libraries

ILS/LMS Number of Participants Vendor
Aleph 4 Ex Libris
Alma 5* Ex Libris
Sierra 2 Innovative Interfaces (III)22

Symphony 3 SirsiDynix
Voyager 2 Ex Libris
* In two cases, participants had significant experience maintaining a legacy ILS23 (one Aleph and one Voyager) 
before migrating to Alma.
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Participants had a wide range of experience, from recent graduates to longtime professionals. 
As table 2 shows, while the number of years participants spent maintaining the ILS var-

ied widely, they generally had additional years of experience working in other library roles. 
Notably, only one of the four participants who had spent three years or less maintaining an 
ILS worked with Alma. That person held a newly created position, while the other three were 
replacing longtime maintainers of legacy systems (and Sierra).

While personal demographic information such 
as gender was not collected during the interviews, it 
became apparent when coding the data that women 
raised the subject of negative affective impact more 
than men. To confirm this hypothesis, participants were 
contacted during the writing of this article with a re-
quest for gender demographic information. All but one 
participant replied, and participants’ email responses 
are represented as “female,” “male,” and “nonbinary.”

Unless gender appears to have a specific bearing on an issue, the neutral “they” is used 
when referring to individual participants below.

Interviews
Interviews were arranged with each participant through email and conducted over Zoom, using 
the research instrument that can be found in the appendix of this article. The primary set of 
interviews took place in June and July 2020. Several additional interviews were conducted in 
January 2021 when a gap in representation of experience level in Voyager ILS administrators 
was identified. Audio and VTT (transcript) files were downloaded from Zoom and stored in 
a private Box directory, and recordings were deleted from Zoom. 

Coding and Analysis
Interviews were coded in NVivo using an open and iterative approach. While cleaning up the 
automated transcription, recurring topics and themes, such as “amount of time spent work-
ing” and “lack of control over vendor choices” were identified. These were recorded in a text 
file, which became the initial codebook. Interviews were then coded line by line, and new 
codes were added as needed to express a concept. Codes were organized hierarchically where 
appropriate. NVivo’s node export was used to generate Word documents with the quotes 
for each area of coding, which were analyzed further in conjunction with the literature and 
summarized in a new document, along with illustrative quotations representing each theme.

Results
Five themes emerged from the coding: unpredictability, invisibility/time, collaboration, com-

TABLE 2
Years of Experience
1–3 years 4–9 years 10–19 years 20+ years

Years as a systems maintainer 4 8 4 2
Years working in libraries 0 3 10 3

TABLE 3
Gender of Participants

Gender Number of Participants
female 9
male 5
non-binary 1
no response 1
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munication, and affective impact. Just as few jobs can be broken into truly discrete tasks, none 
of these themes stands by itself. The fifth theme, affective impact, emerged in discussions of the 
four other themes. The order in which themes are presented below attempts to demonstrate 
how themes flow into each other, weaving together to create a fuller picture of the subject. 

Systems Maintenance is Unpredictable
When describing their regular maintenance work, most participants emphasized its unpre-
dictability. Because a maintainer’s primary job is to keep the system working, minor mal-
functions take priority over the long-term projects that provide the most visible evidence 
of their productivity. Each integration, modification, or enhancement becomes another area 
that requires monitoring and periodic maintenance. Most begin their day by checking on the 
outputs of overnight processes or “reports.” If a report failed or contained errors, they will 
need to investigate the cause and either fix it themselves or file appropriate support tickets. 
Issues may arise at any time:

It’s not always predictable, both in terms of the basic workload [and] which […] 
things are going to take a ton of time and effort. We’ve all had this experience 
where, from the outside some things look easy but they’re really hard. Some things 
look hard, but in fact they’re really easy.

Systems maintainers receive tickets, emails, chats, and phone calls throughout their day 
ranging from “the system is down” to “please upgrade [person’s] privileges in __ module.” 
These might derail days of planned work or be simple fixes, but even the act of monitoring email 
cuts into one’s capacity for focused work. Such work is never complete, only done for now:

Maintenance work will never go away. Maintenance work increases with external 
dependencies. Maintenance work doesn’t make a machine better, it just moves 
the marker a little bit forward.

Another area of unpredictability which surfaced in the interviews was that of vendor-
mandated system updates. While legacy systems tend to update in large releases that can be 
scheduled, the field’s consolidation has led to few newer options. These are only available as 
Software as a Service (SaaS),24 which means one must work on the vendor’s timeline. For ex-
ample, Ex Libris pushes monthly updates to its Alma LMS and quarterly updates to the Primo 
front-end display. Maintainers must monitor product roadmaps, read release documentation, 
and understand the impact of changes on both technical integrations and tasks performed 
by other library workers. They must then determine how and to whom the change should be 
communicated, and whether they will need to update settings or write new code to ensure 
their colleagues are not negatively affected by the change:

You could have four months in a row with no updates that will really affect people. 
Then BAM, four months back-to-back of big features.

Even less predictable are the changes to external systems and how these will impact 
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one’s work. Several participants noted that vendors who provide MARC records and other 
regularly ingested data periodically change their data formats without updating the mapping 
they provide to libraries. Another needed to drop everything when their university announced 
changes to its authentication system. Supporting these changes may require anything from a 
couple days of tinkering to an intense, ongoing project that preempts other work.

If unpredictability is not recognized and incorporated into expectations for the position 
alongside more visible work, a maintainer’s everyday work may not be perceived as produc-
tive. As one participant noted, when one’s email is the place one receives reports from moni-
toring systems, support tickets, and direct emails from colleagues, watching one’s inbox is a 
fundamental part of the job:

It might look like you’re not doing anything. But if you’re not paying attention to 
your email, then [something] could come in and it’s important, but nobody sees it.

Systems Maintenance is a(n Invisible) Full-Time Job
As they outlined the challenges of unpredictable work, participants expressed a sense of ac-
complishment that comes from their skillset and track records in solving problems for oth-
ers. Because their work is most often visible when something breaks, however, they feel that 
coworkers, administrators, and even managers often have little idea of what they do with the 
rest of their time:

As long as everything’s running smoothly, no one thinks about us. …at some point, 
they forget that we’re doing a lot of work to keep everything running smoothly. 
Then you get your directors saying, “Okay, let’s start this new service and let’s 
start this and let’s do that.” It’s like, hang on, we are spending 60 percent of our 
time just maintaining and supporting what we already have.

When discussing issues of communication and capacity, three-quarters of participants 
noted that the frequent invisibility of their work leads to the perception that they have greater 
availability than they do.25 One participant, who works at a Midwestern Doctoral/Professional-
class university, shared that when the one-person system librarian role became a two-person 
team:

… it seemed to surprise people that there was so much more being done. I think 
most people were under the impression that the systems person can just handle 
all the behind-the-scenes stuff and keep things humming along smoothly.

Participants split about fifty-fifty26 on whether they regularly worked more than a forty-
hour week. Some occasionally work extra hours but are often able to take comp time in its 
place or keep the occurrences limited to a couple of times a year.27 Several who do not work 
overtime emphasized that they had enough possible work that they had to make the decision 
not to work overtime and that their institution would benefit from hiring another full-time 
person to do the work. A participant (quoted above) was hired into a newly created position 



Indispensable, Interdependent, and Invisible  127

and found their colleagues were surprised by the improvements in the system. Another had 
managed to cut back on overworking by prioritizing the critical work that they could accom-
plish in forty hours each week and recording all tasks that they were leaving undone. With 
the help of a supportive manager, this task list turned into a second position. When describ-
ing how their role had expanded over the past two decades, one longtime maintainer said:

…as the library world becomes more complicated and there’s so many new things 
you can do … EDS and Summon and ILLiad and SFX and CORAL and a million 
different new things and options. Part of system maintenance is making all these 
things work together and letting them talk to each other, sending data back and 
forth to each other.

Participants identified a lack of understanding of what it is that they do as a key contribu-
tor to the invisibility of their work. Communicating about technology can be time-consuming 
work and cut into one’s time to accomplish other things. Nor are such communications re-
quested. The sense that only technology workers can or should be familiar with technology 
can be damaging at all levels of the library:

I think most library administrators are not going to have come from [systems 
positions] right? So, if anything, I wish other librarians were more familiar with 
the way that the systems work together. …if I were going to ask people to learn 
more, that’s what I would ask.

As the participant quoted above indicates, the lack of familiarity many library workers 
have with the systems they use every day means many administrators don’t understand a 
vital service that keeps the library running. Others noted that when a colleague understands 
elements of a system, they write more helpful tech support tickets and come up with more 
feasible ideas for improvements. These benefits underscore the collaborative nature of systems 
maintenance work.

Systems Maintenance is Collaborative
While those with titles like “systems librarian” or “systems programmer” are often perceived 
as the one person who maintains the ILS, the work of systems maintenance is collaborative. 
Solving everything from minor bugs to network outages often requires communicating with 
or requesting assistance from internal and external colleagues. Support work that does not 
require significant access to the system itself may be distributed throughout the library. A 
(designated or informal) point-person often troubleshoots their coworkers’ issues with the 
ILS before the system maintainer gets involved. They may even file tickets on behalf of the 
department. Such work requires developing an understanding of the ILS as it affects one’s area 
of work and other skills such as writing a good support ticket. ILS maintainers can improve 
this decentralized support system through regular communication with the point people.

To receive the support they need, systems maintainers develop a network of contacts 
across the institution and at vendors.28 In some cases, library IT provides primary support and 
acts as intermediary between the maintainer and the institutional IT. In others, the maintainer 
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has built their own relationships with the campus technologists who manage everything from 
enrollment data to server allocation to user authentication. When seeking support outside the 
library, several participants described the importance of relationships with individuals. In a 
university IT context, this allowed the individual support contact to learn the specific func-
tions of the library and the eccentricities of library systems. One participant described their 
institution’s shift from a dedicated person in university IT to a ticketing system as leading to 
very inconsistent levels of support received.

Vendor support, or the lack thereof, was a consistent pain point in the network. Partici-
pants felt they could not rely on the vendor to solve bugs in the ILS in a timely manner. Most 
expressed a level of dissatisfaction with the support they received. A particular theme was that 
of a ticket languishing for weeks in the tier-one support queue before escalation to someone 
who would fix it.29 One participant expressed frustration that only one vendor technician 
responds knowledgeably to their tickets:

So, when it’s [him] I’m very happy. When it’s anyone else, I feel like I know more 
than you do about your own systems. …I feel bad saying that but…

Several spoke about the importance of the relationships they developed with individual 
support workers. Some directly apprised this person of submitted tickets:

…it’s not just “who can I email?” it’s “I need to call up so-and-so and we’ll get to 
the heart of the matter.”

Two participants described what can happen when such relationships do not exist. Upon 
beginning their positions, each discovered a backlog of serious, though not catastrophic, tick-
ets in their (different) vendor’s system. These tickets were not only unresolved but had no 
response or indication whether they had been resolved in subsequent releases.

Others paid for enhanced service levels from their vendor or for direct access to the code 
so that someone local could fix it instead, or used institutional power to schedule meetings 
with higher-ups at the vendor to discuss unaddressed tickets. A participant who also supports 
Ex Libris’s Summon discovery service referenced a frequent practice of emailing the Summon 
listserv when submitting a ticket as an attempt to enforce transparency about issues they were 
experiencing. However they noted that this was less productive for their ILS, despite it also 
being an Ex Libris product. 

One assumption made in this interview’s design was that participants received and pro-
vided some support through listservs. However, only two participants said that this avenue 
was important to them. For both, it became important just after migrations to Alma. One 
noted that “there are always going to be things that another library is going to understand 
a lot better than a vendor will get, no matter how hard the vendor’s trying.” Two others 
described peer support networks that had developed with others using the same legacy ILS. 
The three reasons participants gave for not regularly engaging with listservs were the lack 
of helpful answers when they had a question, that the vendor could access their backend 
and fix the code (and should because they were paid to), or a team at their own institution 
could solve most issues. While collaboration is a core element of systems maintenance work, 
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listservs and cross-institutional support play a smaller role in collaborative communication 
than anticipated.

Systems Maintenance is Communications Work
The amount of internal and external collaboration required by this role underscores the de-
gree to which systems maintenance requires investing time in interpersonal relationships 
and communications work:

…people don’t necessarily think about the difficulty in communicating something 
… complicated and technical to an audience who needs to understand what is 
happening and the broad outlines of why it’s happening but who isn’t interested 
in and doesn’t have the background to really get the full technical details [and 
doesn’t need them]. 

When asked how much time they spent on communication, responses ranged between 
10 percent and 25 percent of a person or team’s time, with some noting a significant in-
crease if meetings and messages about project work were added to maintenance-specific 
communication. Several noted that documentation work should also be considered com-
munication, as it is a site of effective communication about common tasks and issues. One 
participant found significant communication and time spent fostering trust was often 
required to “get others on board” with larger maintenance tasks such as automated data 
cleanup or batch removal of expired accounts. When describing how they spent their time, 
another explained:

There’s just so much customer service. I kind of hate that phrase but being a good 
colleague and doing that internal customer service is [a critical] part of mainte-
nance work.

When a systems maintainer or team neglects interpersonal work and communication, 
it may damage the relationships that are necessary to successful maintenance work. One 
newer systems maintainer described the barriers that had formed between an in-group who 
had been maintaining the system for decades and everyone else. When replacing a retiree, 
they felt hostility from other members: “uncomfortable to be around, like I am clearly not 
wanted. Here, you two would rather just talk to each other, [that] kind of thing.” Another 
newer maintainer described part of their early work as coaxing colleagues back into engag-
ing with the system and with them as its maintainer. Talking and listening was a first step 
to rebuilding trust:

[Even] if [my] answer was no, they were at least beginning to email. [I became] 
someone who cared about them enough to say “You’re right that is important. 
I’m going to work for you.”

From “customer service” to “caring,” communications work included an affective ele-
ment that was intensified by unpredictability and the sudden visibility of often invisible work.
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Systems Maintenance Has Strong Affective Elements

It sucks because I’m responsible for it, but I don’t have any control over it.

A thread that weaves throughout the previous four themes is the strong (and often nega-
tive) affective consequences of these experiences. This was the only area of the interviews 
in which an apparent gender gap emerged. Women were more likely to describe a negative 
affective burden of being the public face of things one could not control. Specifically, when 
talking about the inability to depend on timely support from vendors or the limitations of 
hosted software one cannot configure, half of female participants described negative impact 
on emotions, mood, or self-perception. One of the female participants reflected:

[a delay in vendor response] really impacts our unit’s reputation within the library 
but also our library’s reputation within the university.

Several women who support legacy systems mentioned the stress of an anticipated 
increase in such interactions post-migration, when they would still be learning how to use 
a new system and have less control because it was Software as a Service. Of the male and 
nonbinary participants, only one male participant described anything comparable. Another 
male participant noted that he’s found his colleagues generally understanding that the delay 
is being caused by the vendor, not him. Because of the small sample size in these interviews 
and because only half the female participants described this impact, the apparent gender dif-
ference is suggestive, but more research is needed. Are there other factors involved, such as 
an expectation that the women will do more communications work? Does the gender variance 
still emerge when someone else is responsible for library-wide communication?

Migration and anticipated migration had a mostly negative affective impact regardless 
of gender. When discussing the possibility of migration from their ILS to Alma or FOLIO, all 
but one legacy ILS maintainer brought up concerns about how this would impact the service 
they could provide. “[Coworkers] got really used to having a mature system for 12 years” 
said one, who worried that people outside the systems department were unprepared for the 
many complications of a migration. Even when colleagues are understanding, such changes 
demoralize workers. A participant who had migrated from a legacy ILS to Alma several years 
before described the stress and sadness of feeling they transformed overnight from a skilled 
worker who solved colleagues’ problems (a point of pride and part of a strongly positive af-
fect toward their position) to a beginner.

Even when maintainers feel competent in their roles, the element of invisibility described 
above leads to incidents that harm their morale. Two participants mentioned that their insti-
tutions prioritized and praised highly visible developers, even when they had been an equal 
or primary contributor. As one said:

…nobody mentioned me, nobody mentioned the months that I spent working 
on this, and my direct supervisor still does not recognize that that work had to 
be done. Nobody ever knows that my work comes first and then the guy who 
worked on the website gets to do the cool thing that everyone can see.
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Several participants described the difficulty of sharing experiences that generate posi-
tive affect, such as pride in a very technical success. Most colleagues could only understand 
the success in very general terms, and they can only meaningfully celebrate within a very 
small group of people who are also familiar with the technology. In such a context, a drop in 
complaints could feel as significant as a commendation:

It does feel like some of the biggest impact. I love that. The best thing I’ve ever 
heard is that you don’t hate me.

Discussion
This research suggests that the greatest challenges faced by library systems maintainers are a 
general ignorance about the nature of this work and an unpredictable swing from invisibility 
to hypervisibility within the library. When the hypervisibility results from stress-inducing 
bugs that are outside their control, this hypervisibility leads to negative affective experiences, 
apparently at a higher-level among women. In some cases, the affective strain results from 
harsh communications from stressed coworkers. It can also be caused by the maintainer’s 
dissatisfaction with their inability to help others and questioning their own competence.

The interviews closed by asking participants what they wished colleagues or administra-
tors knew about their work. Answers—which built on the themes of unpredictability, visibil-
ity/full-time work, and collaboration—all came back to ensuring that workers have sufficient 
capacity to maintain and enhance the systems on which the entire library relies. Drawing on 
these themes, this article suggests necessary steps for developing a culture in academic librar-
ies that better supports all those performing maintenance work. 

Unless workers have sufficient capacity for both innovation and maintenance, projects 
that carry prestige among peer libraries will siphon time needed to support library opera-
tions, harming both patrons and workers. Strategic plans, job descriptions, and performance 
evaluations should consider that maintenance and incremental improvement are at least as 
important as innovation. Expectations should be set accordingly. 

Nor should such commitments be limited to technical maintenance. Support for main-
tenance must encourage language that re-envisions maintenance in the library as a shared 
task, on par with other work. Here, the responsibility for culture-building shifts from those 
with administrative power to library workers broadly. Not everyone can be a leader all the 
time, yet many workers throughout the library provide underlying support for both critical 
operations and cutting-edge experiments. Systems maintainers benefit from learning the 
functions of the areas they support throughout the library,30 but their colleagues may need 
administrative and cultural encouragement to develop reciprocal approaches, particularly 
for tasks far removed from their regular work. 

Such a shift could have transformative effects in planning and completing work but will 
also have its challenges. Communicating effectively about technology is a time-consuming 
process. Those proactively sharing about their work may face an underlying presumption from 
non-technologists that it will be too complex for them to understand. System maintainers might 
support this by dedicating some time to coming up with high-level explanations of core work 
that gradually improve others’ comprehension of the systems. Such communication could be 
supported by the practice of naming how workers inside and outside the library contribute 
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to the success of its operations. Individuals should be encouraged to identify their own roles 
as a maintainer, whether of LibGuides, budgets, patron records, or a subject collection.

Learning more about the systems one uses and how they interact with each other gives 
one grounding to identify improvements one hadn’t previously known were possible. It 
may also contribute to a better understanding of the collaborative nature of such work and 
to setting more realistic expectations of what the maintainer can and can’t control. For new 
initiatives to be successful, one must take into account that every new system, integration, or 
project added brings with it more maintenance tasks and possible points of failure in addition 
to the ones already in place. Recognizing the time needed to maintain existing systems and 
integrations is key to setting achievable goals for projects throughout the library. Nothing is 
no-maintenance or set-and-forget. 

Limitations
Because these research interviews were carried out during the summer of 2020 and in January 
2021, both the participants and researcher were working under the strains of the COVID-19 
pandemic. This likely lowered the number of invitees who felt they had the capacity to par-
ticipate.

In some cases, more than one person from an institution was interested in participating. 
An attempt to balance these factors was made by ensuring that all major commercial systems 
currently in use were represented by at least two maintainers at two separate institutions. 
Any analysis of such rich interviews is also limited by the format in which it must be com-
municated. Although the five themes identified above capture the core of these conversations, 
many insights had to be left out of this analysis. 

Additionally, participants came primarily from R1 institutions and are thus not repre-
sentative of maintainers at all colleges and universities. Subsequent research should involve 
a survey developed from the themes in this work to explore their resonance with the experi-
ences of system maintainers broadly. 

Conclusion
Maintenance work can be rewarding. Handling an unpredictable challenge, whether by learn-
ing a new skill or drawing on years of experience, can lead to a deep sense of accomplishment. 
It is often done behind-the-scenes but also deeply collaborative. At the best times, this leads to 
strong bonds with team members and creates a network of peers who recognize and appreci-
ate one’s successes. It can lead to strong affective responses, which may be positive, such as 
when one is the face of a success or an improvement that has made colleagues’ lives easier. 

The concerns participants expressed—having sufficient time to handle all their work and 
others not understanding that their varied tasks combine to make a full-time job—arose not 
from the work itself but from colleagues not understanding the nature of their work. This has 
consequences from not being recognized for one’s contributions, to feeling judged as “lazy” 
by coworkers,31 to being overloaded with projects by higher-ups who did not recognize the 
time commitments required to maintain current systems.

Maintenance work is not prestigious, yet it keeps the library going. It is the author’s 
hope that this research will lead others to inquire into types of maintenance that support their 
workplaces. Only together can we build a culture in which maintainers are duly recognized 
alongside innovators.
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Appendix
Research Instrument 
My research project, “Labor, Maintenance, and Library Systems” (study ID STUDY00015392) has 
been determined to be Exempt research by the Penn State IRB. Your participation is voluntary, and 
you may decide to stop at any time. You do not have to answer any questions that you do not want to 
answer. You can also ask me to turn off Zoom recording for an answer.
 
I’ll reference this email and confirm your verbal consent during our call. The call will be recorded 
and transcribed using Zoom software, and then I will complete the transcription and delete the Zoom 
recording. I will retain the transcription in my institutional OneDrive folder for coding and possible 
quotations. If you have any concerns about that, we can talk about alternatives. I am including a list 
of the questions I plan to ask, along with possible follow-ups.
 
If you have questions regarding your rights as a research subject or concerns regarding your privacy, 
you may contact Penn State’s Office for Research Protections at 814-865-1775.
Q1. How long have you supported library systems?
Q2. What system do you currently support?
Q2a. How long have you supported that system?
Q2b. Did you support any systems before it? If so, were you involved in the migration process?
Q3. What do you consider core maintenance activities of your position?
Q4. What do those core maintenance activities look like throughout an average month? Do 
you find yourself working overtime to keep up with them?
Q4a. What do they look like over the course of a year?
Q4b. What do you think core maintenance activities would look like if your department had 
your ideal staffing level?
Q5. What does maintaining interoperability between library systems look like for you? (e.g., 
ILS and OPAC, ILS and KnowledgeBase, etc.)
Q5a. How much time do you estimate that you spend on interoperability concerns?
Q6. What does getting external support look like for you (e.g., putting in tickets with vendors, 
posting to listservs, reaching out directly to peers)?
Q6a. How does availability (or lack thereof) of external support impact your ability to main-
tain library systems?
Q7. Do you provide external support to others in similar roles, such as answering listserv 
questions and assisting peers?
Q7a. How much time would you estimate you spend on providing such support?
Q8. How often do you communicate with those outside your department about issues of systems 
maintenance (responding to tickets, warning of upgrades, planning minor improvements, etc.)?
Q8a. Do you find yourself communicating with the same people over and over or with a wide 
sampling of the people who work in the library?
Q8b. Do you rely on or communicate with people outside the library (e.g., campus IT)?
Q9. What do you wish that more administrators or strategic planners knew about library 
systems maintenance work?
Q10. Is there any aspect of library system maintenance that you expected this survey to cover 
but was not discussed?
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