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Presentation Notes
JA:
Hi, my name is Judy Ahronheim and this is Karen Reiman-Sendi. We both work at the University of Michigan, supervising people whose jobs involve helping users get to full text resources when the automatic system isn’t working properly. We’ve found that working together provides a synergy that is a great improvement over just one of us working alone and we’d like to tell you about it.

The electronic resources environment found in academic libraries has become incredibly complex.  Providing support and troubleshooting for electronic resources requires a wide variety of skills and knowledge, more than can reasonably be found in any one person. Collaboration between public services staff and technical services specialists can leverage the differences in staff skills, resulting in an improved experience for users. Using computer help desk software, we’ve developed a team approach to responding to problems users encounter when they try to access and use the Library’s electronic resources.�
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Local e-resource 
environment

Troubleshooting 
processes

Recommended 
troubleshooting 
skills

Q&A
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Today we’d like to give you a short description of the electronic world in which we are providing service, show you the processes and tools we use in troubleshooting and communicating with one another, talk about the skills needed in various areas of problem resolution and give you a chance to ask us questions and talk with one another. OK are you ready?



PER YEAR PER MONTH

 134,259 current unique 
e-serials

 211, 779 e-serials 
including closed entries 
and duplicate holdings

 3,274,883 e-book 
sections downloaded

 9,195,922 articles 
downloaded

 190 avg monthly 
problems reported via 
SUMMON to reference 
staff

 104 avg monthly 
problems reported to 
Technical Services
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The Library collection is large, which means that we deal with a really big volume of e-transactions.
Last year we counted more than 130,000 unique e-serials in the collection. That count rises to over 200,000 if you include closed entries and duplicate holdings. We don’t keep a separate  count of e-books in the collection, but we know that last year over 3 million e-book sections were downloaded. During that same period, more than 9 million journal articles were downloaded.

As a result, even if problems are a small percentage of the total transactions (typically 2 problem reports per thousand searches), we can expect to see a high volume of problem reports. And we do. Public Services staff receive on average every month about 200 reports from our article discovery service, and this doesn’t include other outage reports, typically sent to email reference addresses  or reported by other library staff (not through the general reference service).

Technical Services receives a monthly average of 104 problem reports, many, but not all, coming via the Public Service desks.   So we’ve had a lot of practice dealing with problem reports. While your volumes may be smaller, the practices are still relevant when applied on a smaller scale.

How does this problem reporting process work?







 “I can’t get the full 
text of this article!”

“I followed the link to 
this database, but I 
got back a message 
that I’m “forbidden.” 
What’s up with 
that?”
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As a person who provides help at our public service desks and via our online reference services, I can confidently say that our users of our online content are usually very successful in finding what they need.  However, given the number of resources we have and given the variety of methods our users can connect to those resources, most problems are not found by library staff.

In most cases, the problem reporting and resolution process starts with the patron. The user finds a citation, locates it in our materials/subscriptions/etc, and follows a link. When that link doesn’t work, in many cases, the user reports the linking problem to reference staff. The presenting problem report usually begins with the statement “I can’t get the full text!” That reporting step to reference staff could be face-to-face, could be online via IM service, could be an email to the reference service. I want to mention that the step taken by many users to report a linking problem is not one taken by everyone who encounters an issue. Given the research behavior of some undergraduate students (where they are doing some last minute searching for citations), a user may find a bad link and not report it, but rather will just keep looking for another possible source.



Replicate/Report
Determine 

affiliation/Check 
library account

Check 
computer/Internet 
issues

Refer/Visit Library
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No matter what method users choose to report the problems they encounter, reference staff employ some basic steps to resolve that problem.  While I don’t have exact figures, I know from personal experience and some data points that most of the online problem reports from users come to our email reference service, where a pool of 15 reference staff respond daily. 

There are steps we use to assist users and I want to briefly recap those:
We conduct an interview to fully understand the issue (is this about *how* to connect or is it really an access issue?). We remind many users to connect to our resources via the library’s web site, ensuring proper authentication to our licensed content.
We attempt to replicate the problem on our end, with our equipment. If replication is possible then we share the problem report with Tech Services after we try to find an alternative source for the user. Because we have many aggregators we may be able to get to the content the user wanted via another vendor or access point. If that isn’t possible, we often suggest other resources that fulfill the same need or are similar enough for the user’s assignment. If replication isn’t possible, then we assume that the problem resides with the user’s library account.
We determine the patron affiliation. There are many cases when the user thinks they should have access, but their affiliation prevents off campus or out-of-the-library access (e.g. alumni). Working with circulation services staff, we can resolve the affiliation issue by correcting library account or confirming that user shouldn’t have access. For those users that do not have the proper affiliation, we try to offer alternative resources or services.
If the user account is fine, then the problem likely exists with the user’s computer or Internet access method. It could be that they are using a browser that is incompatible with the library resource OR that their location has a firewall that is preventing credentialed access. It’s important to note that many vendor’s mobile apps are not compatible with our library resources, so we try to ask a variety of questions to nail down any possible computer, browser, or Internet access issues.
If we still can’t collaboratively solve the user’s issue because of a local configuration problem, we refer them to campus IT help or to just come to the library to use the resource.

Bottom line, this portion of the troubleshooting process fits naturally into what reference staff do – we focus on question negotiation, alternative resources, meeting users’ needs, and exploiting a teachable moment in terms of library resources, access and technology.

And just to remind us all, of the 200 or so reported access problems each month, about ½ are issues that can’t be resolved by reference staff and therefore, are forwarded to Technical Services staff for additional investigation. 





 Reproduce problem
 Review error message if 

any
 Respond to reporter
 Push to Outages kiosk 

(public notice)
 Identify cause
 Contact responsible 

party for correction
 Follow up as needed
 Report when fixed
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When a problem is handed off to Technical Services troubleshooters, we apply our own analytic skills to the problem. We try to reproduce the problem and begin looking for clues to what is impeding the normal flow of the information transaction. We also respond as soon as possible to the Public Services staff to let them know we have begun work on the problem. We know they are standing somewhere face to face with an unhappy user and want them to know we have their backs. We also push the outage information from our ticketing system to a public kiosk. Then we start to look for technical clues: in the error message, in the structure of the transmitted search or the URL, or in the proxy information. We make sure the request falls within what we know about our licensed holdings, we check to see if payments are up to date. Then we contact the people we believe are the responsible parties to request a fix or a correction, whether it is in our own catalog, in a vendor’s data, in the proxy server, in our financial system, or in our subscription agent’s processes. Because we speak the language of these people, we are able to give a very specific and technical description of the problem and often to make specific suggestions for remediation. While all this is going on, the data we enter to document our efforts is automatically pushed to the online outages kiosk. Public Services will check this page before reporting a problem to us. This keeps us from receiving a large number of reports or queries when a major resource goes down. Instead of responding to multiple requests, we can spend our time fixing the problem. 

We follow up to check on the progress of fixes we have requested and will be assertive if we feel actions are not occurring in a timely manner. We are polite, but persistent. When a problem is finally resolved, we contact the original reporter directly as well as removing the problem post from the public view.

In Technical Services, four staff members are assigned to this work, each one on call one week per month. The other three weeks they focus on following up on already assigned problems. This work amounts to between 25 and 30% of individual job descriptions, but staffers know that troubleshooting gets priority over all other assigned tasks. 

We’d like to give you a short walk through to show what this process looks like and introduce you to the tools we use.



Staff access 
FootPrints workspace 
where we can 
receive, initiate, 
route, track and 
manage “tickets” or 
problem reports.
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Underlying the general process Judy and I just described is a technology which allows an almost seamless workflow. I want to point out that we collaborated on troubleshooting e-access issues for many years, but our workflow included sending and receiving many email messages between individuals in both the Tech Services and reference units. It was hard to keep on top of all these emails. 

To improve the effectiveness of tracking on e-access issues, in support of our users and our colleagues, we developed workflow about a year ago that is supported by a web-based helpdesk and customer ticket management tool called FootPrints. This IT helpdesk software is available from BMC Software. This ticketing management tool is a campus resource, but library staff maintain the server where our library workspaces exist. Each library support area or unit has a workspace on this server where staff can receive, initiate, route, track, and manage problem reports, as well as send communication to library users and vendors.

You may have heard of other IT help desk or customer management applications: Zen Desk, Zoho, Solar Winds, Jira.
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The following slides are screen shots from our library web site and our FootPrints workspaces. 

Using the SUMMON-based library search engine to identify citations, users view a list of results. At the right of the results list, there is an indication of whether we have the full text access to the content or not. If we do have a subscription, clicking on the MGet It button will lead to that content. If that link doesn’t work, the user can report the problem by clicking on the “let us know” link.
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Which leads them to this form (created in Qualtrics). And why did we use an online survey software? Basically it is what we had at the time we moved to Summon and it allowed us to capture some data that could be sent as an email to our preferred email address. The form asks for some information about the problem they encountered and their contact information so that we can respond back to them about the reported problem. This completed form is then sent to reference services staff who monitor our FootPrints workspace.
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The data from the Qualtrics form is routed to FootPrints, where reference staff can view the problem, the citation link, and the user contact information, as well as some browser information that was captured by the Qualtrics form. We follow our troubleshooting steps – can we replicate it, can we get the citation in another way -- and contact the user. And, if like in this case, it is truly a linking problem we then route the report to technical services staff.
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With a few clicks the entire email thread is shared with technical services staff, still within the FP environment.  Assigned staff start their troubleshooting steps and record interactions with other library staff, vendors, etc. within the ticket. If reference services staff have completed the interaction with the user, then we close the ticket in our side of the FP workspace. If we still need to communicate with the user after handing off the problem to Tech Services staff, we leave the ticket in a pending status.
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In the technical services workspace, troubleshooters have access to the full correspondence between the user and public services staff and will begin to enter data that will later be used to report on the performance of particular vendors and to identify repeating problems that might respond to a more systemic approach to process improvement. A full record is made of actions taken and ticklers may be used to make sure progress is being made. This is where the staffer controls the push of data to the outages kiosk.
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The results of the work of technical services staff may end up here, our public-facing “library outages” web page at www.lib.umich.edu/outages. The information generated from the Tech Services FP workspace is pushed out to Outages, every 10 minutes. While some portions of this page are visible to all, some details are available only to authenticated Library staff. 

On this public page we can indicate what the problem is, what the resource is, if we know when the content or service will be available again. Technical services staff update this information as they work with service providers, vendors, library IT staff, etc.
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Additional information useful for library staff may be accessed from the public outages page ….




Link 
Resolver 
Vendor

Subscriptio
n Agent

Tech. 
Serv. 

Support

Public 
Service 

Desk
User

Acq. and 
Licensing

Index 
Vendor
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Library 
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This process allows us to manage communications so that TS can focus on systemic solutions while PS focuses on the  user experience.




 Interpersonal 
communication skills/ability 
to explain technical issues 
in non-technical manner

 Analytical problem solving 
skills

 Facility with a variety of 
web browsers

 Familiarity with campus IT 
environment as well as 
authorization procedures
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All staff members, both Public and Technical who participate in the troubleshooting process share some characteristics. They must have strong interpersonal communication skills and be able to explain technical issues in non-technical manner. They must have well-developed analytic skills and a willingness to deploy them. They must be comfortable with a wide variety of web browsers and have a deep understanding of the campus IT environment and of authentication/authorization procedures. But, there are some skills that cluster around the separate public and technical functions.



 Able to identify user’s 
problem as access-related

 Able to listen, then diffuse 
frustrations 

 Able to suggest 
alternatives to meet 
user’s information need

 Able to provide 
instruction on simple 
troubleshooting steps to 
aid user in the future
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As Judy mentioned, reference services staff not only need the appropriate communication and analytical skills, but they also need some skills unique to the reference environment, which focuses on the user, such as …



 Understands vendor and 
open URL construction

 Familiar with proxy server 
operations

 Knows vendor contacts and 
procedure

 Knows licensing restrictions 
as well as vendor package 
contents (which change 
constantly)

 Demonstrates good 
writing/documentation skills

 Persistence and assertiveness
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And at the technical end, there are skills, personality traits and knowledge that are best used away from the sensitivities of users. We must have acquired a deep understanding of how URLS, both vendor and OpenURL standard ones are put together and be able to predict where they might go wrong. We must be familiar with proxy systems, how they work and how they are affected by various network firewalls. We need to understand the terms of contracts and licenses and know where to find both our current and historical records. We need to be detail-oriented enough to pick up on the ever-changing content of vendor packages and willing to track down both current and historical data. We need the skill and the patience to document what we do and to maintain the documentation when things change. And we need to be persistent and assertive in our interactions with vendors. Sometimes we have to nag. Sometimes we have to communicate the sense of frustration we know users are feeling. Sometimes we have to be tough. A sense of mission helps.



 Different skills of staff 
bring better results for 
our users

 Good record keeping is 
critical if responsibility is 
divided

 Regular communication 
and the tools to 
encourage it are vital to 
success
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If there is one thing we hope you will take away from our presentation, it’s this: We perform at our best when we can concentrate on the specific needs of a given task: either helping users directly or cleaning up technical glitches. True teamwork involves recognizing that different skills, good recordkeeping, and regular communication, are critical to success. Recognizing this is basic to building cross-functional teams. 



Contact:
•Judith Ahronheim  

jaheim@umich.edu
•Karen Reiman-Sendi  

karsendi@umich.edu
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mailto:jaheim@umich.edu
mailto:karsendi@umich.edu


 Useful Links:
• BMC Software FootPrints: 

http://www.bmc.com/it-
solutions/footprints-service-core.html

• Library Outages: 
http://www.lib.umich.edu/outages

Presentation available at SlideShare: 
http://www.slideshare.net/judithahronheim/
may27version
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 jinx! https://flic.kr/p/9w1Zre
 Jeremy Austin https://flic.kr/p/54UE7A
W_Minshull https://flic.kr/p/dza1Nr
 Juliana Coutinho https://flic.kr/p/7m9M3c
http://weheartit.com/entry/group/7097442
woodleywonderworks https://flic.kr/p/84QSeo
Tomwieden http://pixabay.com/en/shadow-

abstract-man-woman-pair-101279/
Christine Buckton Tillman https://flic.kr/p/ir2fA
Mark Stevens https://flic.kr/p/cF45mh
Mlibrary photo sets
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