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Whatever your company calls it,

the role of systems support, 

systems administration or the IT

department demands that you

take ultimate responsibility for

your entire network, computers

and data. That can be a heavy

load to carry, and if you’re not

prepared to accept it, consider

passing the torch—if not, you’ll

burn out and take others with you.

H o w
t o  b e
I T
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It’s nine o’clock Friday morning and I’m sick in bed. 
The phone rings. My assistant tells me the server has gone

down and it won’t come back on-line. Thirty people are fuming
and the boss is on the assistant’s case to fix it or get that guy back
to work! A bomb has apparently gone off in the server destroying
everyone’s life, creating financial ruin—and I’m the scapegoat.
Now I’m really feeling sick. After several frantic minutes, I’ve
managed to calm things down by walking them through the pro-
cedure to get the system running, wait while they tell everyone
the server is back on-line, explain what happened, sense their re-

lief and save the world again from the evil Cyber
Gremlins. 

The job of a systems administrator is
complex, requiring incredible patience,
understanding, knowledge and courage. At
times, it’s not unlike being in the chaotic

environs of a hospital’s emergency ward. You
need to be a detective, a psychologist and—

when your equipment fails—a mechanic. Working
with limited resources you’ll need to be inventive in a crisis and
know your equipment like a surgeon. You’ll know that some days
nothing will go right, and equipment and its users will not always
behave the way you think they should. Being organized, unflap-
pable and tenacious are your best tools when the heat is on. Give
yourself brownie points if you can maintain a sense of humor
through it all.

K E E P I N G  T H I N G S  S A N E

Systems administrators wield a lot of power. They have the ability
to read everyone’s e-mail (sure, as if they have the time), start and
stop everyone’s processes, and change their access to any piece of
information. There is a temptation to think the system exists pri-
marily for them and that users are simply a nuisance to the
smooth running of things. To avoid building arrogance, some sim-
ple rules must be applied.

Know your abilities and limitations. Don’t get overconfident to
the point where you get into so much trouble you aren’t able to
solve the problem. Always have in your arsenal the phone num-
bers of those who can help out at a moment’s notice. There is al-
ways someone out there better equipped or experienced to deal
with the situation. If pride gets in the way of your ability to fix a
problem then you need to take a course in humility. 

Make a To Do list. Your reputation and integrity are tied into
how successfully you manage your time, depending on priorities.
I challenge anyone who doesn’t use some kind of list to follow
through with the dozens of daily requests, let alone when you ex-
pect to get them done. For quick visual reference, I mark the

highest priority items on my list with an annoyingly bright high-
lighter. Priority should always be given first, to the network, then
to the individual user, and last to how much coffee is in your cup
(although there’s always the urge to make this your first priority).

Get it in writing. I insist that everyone requesting assistance
sends an e-mail, or at least leaves me a note. Only if the problem
requires immediate attention am I contacted directly. It’s impossi-
ble to transfer every verbal request to my list before it flies out of
my head, no matter how good my intentions are. There are soft-
ware solutions for this as well and one that integrates e-mail and
to do lists is the new MS Entourage 2001. Checking e-mail every
five minutes is mandatory if you have established this procedure.
Whatever method you use, it must be reliable. Users expect and
deserve a quick response to their concerns.

Be organized. How often do you find yourself looking for a
piece of critical information? If your IP addresses are in a filing
cabinet, the e-mail password list is in your head and the list of ap-
plication serial numbers is nonexistent, go straight to jail and for-
get about the 200 bucks. Several times a day, I reach for Super
Binder, a compilation of every piece of information I could use
during the day. It is separated into sections with tabbed dividers
for quick referencing, so on a call I can access information with-
out having to run back to my office. It contains installation proce-
dures, including screen shots of e-mail setups, application prefer-
ences, backup routines, e-mail passwords and IP numbers. Diffi-
cult or not-often-used setup procedures are also documented. A
list of software serial numbers created in Excel tells me which
user is assigned each software serial number. Keep this binder up
to date at all times, it is your main source of information and is es-
sential for anyone who may need it in your absence. 

Get rid of it. Those nice boxes that come with your software
look great on the shelves at your local vendor but are just clutter
in any office. Get rid of all the advertising hype that comes with
them, put the manual on a centralized book shelf everyone can
have access to and store all software in a locked cabinet in clearly
labeled jewel cases. Archival data that users can access should be
centralized in one location and clearly labeled. If you’ve got dead
or old computers sitting around gathering dust, salvage the useful
parts, give them away—or just heave them (old Mac SEs make
great fish bowls or flower pots). Simplify and organize your work-
ing environment by throwing out or recycling old cabling, that
box of 1MB SIMMS and your collection of Mac magazines
you’ve been keeping since 1985.

Make a toolbox. Keep a secure place on the server locked away
with the software tools you can easily access on a user’s computer.
You may, for instance, have software upgrades, font libraries, pref-
erence files or general utilities stored in a folder that is only acces-
sible with your password. When on the user’s computer you can
easily retrieve it and perform your magic. This saves having to

B Y  C A R S T E N  A R N O L Dw
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write all your tools to CD or run-
ning back to your office to copy
stuff off your computer onto the
network—unless you need to pass
by the coffee machine anyway. 

Consider buying Apple Network

Administrator. This is the most in-
dispensable tool in my arsenal. It
lets me do software installs directly
from my computer to any or all
workstations on the network at
once. It also lets me get specific in-
formation about each computer,
such as which version of an exten-
sion is running, or compare fonts

between users. I often broadcast messages to all selected users
which instantly appear over top of what they are working on.
ANA also enables you to view everyone’s monitor in real time.

Yes, Big Brother can watch you while you work. If I need to do
some training I can share my monitor with anyone for an on-line
demonstration. Check it out at the Apple website.

Proactive maintenance is preferable to crisis management. If
you’re the type who waits to change the oil in your car until just
after your engine seizes, then you can skip this part. Waiting for a
computer’s hardware to die prematurely is an expensive policy.
Running a disk utility every week, rebuilding the desktop or even
reinstalling the OS every six months is preferable to losing your
data any day. Running utilities on your network server and restart-
ing it once a week is useful too, unless it crashes so often it’s a
moot point, in which case you should be hiring someone to fix it.
Keep a list of when you last updated software on every machine.
Train your users to run basic utilities on a regular basis. 

Make a backup plan. One day you might be sick or otherwise
fall off the face of the planet, and then your company is stuck.
Train an assistant to look after the basics of your job. Sometimes,
when the heat is on, they can occasionally assist you during the
day. Always keep them updated on any new policies or proce-
dures. Just like documenting all pertinent information, you need
to free yourself from the guilt you may have when you just aren’t

there and something goes wrong. If you’re not the guilt-ridden
type then you should be working for Microsoft. 

Take security very seriously. Would you allow everyone access
to employee records? Not likely. If a user has physical access to
servers or other equipment that holds shared data, it is a security
risk. Even if you believe security is not an issue in your operation,
think again. A user can inadvertently—even with good inten-
tions—interrupt network services by performing other functions
on the server. If physical access cannot be changed, then consider
using the Multiple Users Control Panel that gives different access
levels. A disgruntled employee can really mess up a system if giv-
en the opportunity. 

Always make a point of asking yourself: how much informa-
tion can you afford to lose?

Stick to naming conventions, and archive everything. This is a
sensitive topic for many companies I’ve dealt with. Productivity is,
in part, calculated by how quickly data can be accessed, whether
it be work in progress or archival material. If they name their files

A TOOLBOX of utilities accessible to only
you on the network will speed up any
repairs while on a user’s workstation. 

(above) With APPLE NETWORK
ADMINISTRATOR you can share
screens between one or several
users at the same time. 

(right) With the COPY ITEMS
FEATURE you can copy files,
entire folders or applications
between selected users.

The MULTIPLE USERS
CONTROL PANEL limits
access privileges on a server
or other computer that stores
sensitive or critical data. 

Users can have
ACCESS only to
those applications
the systems
administrator
allows. 

SPECIFIC
PRIVILEGES for
printing or mounted
CD’s and others can
also be controlled.
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Picture 1 or logo.eps then they probably suffer from file search
burnout. Studies show that users spend nearly twenty per cent of
their time looking for files—mostly because they are improperly
named. Put your file naming conventions in writing and make
sure new employees are taught to use them. 

If you are responsible for archiving your company’s data to
CD then you should be using asset management software. Canto

Cumulus is one such program and has saved us years’ worth of
frustration looking for files. Once a CD is written, its icon is
dragged over a catalogue’s window to add it to the visual cata-
logue. Any number of catalogues can be created, depending on

your workflow. Images are clearly shown for visual reference, and
detailed searches can be made. Once a file is located, informa-
tion about the exact CD it was written on and other important in-
formation can be viewed. 

Clearly label all
archived material and
store it in a central loca-
tion. Revenue data
such as ad files should
be archived in dupli-
cate and stored off-site
for security.

Teach yourself Ap-

pleScript. One of the
best things I ever did for
myself (apart from nev-
er using PageMaker)

was to learn AppleScript. This is the system
level scripting environment that comes with
the Mac OS. I have managed to simplify
many repetitive systems-related tasks by creat-
ing an AppleScript solution for it. Complete
workflow solutions are possible using multi-
ple applications, all controllable from a
graphical user interface builder called Faces-

pan. 
The one I use most is a simple script I cre-

ated that standardizes all the folder and icon
views of every window before I burn archival
material to CD. Every window has its own
position, size and view set differently. If you
have a 20-inch monitor and have a window
last positioned in the bottom right corner, try
opening it on a 15 inch monitor, especially if
it’s been opened from a CD. 

My solution was to have all the windows in list view, folders
untoggled, window fully expanded, put in the top left corner of
the Finder and closed.
Send me an e-mail and I
will gladly send you this
application which I
called FolderView.

T H E  S O C I A L

S E R V I C E  O F  I T

The systems administrator
unknowingly provides a
level of social service to
the users of systems. And
it could be good or not.
How they interact with
everyone is quite varied, and from my experience can be down-
right frightening and counterproductive. 

One way to measure how efficiently a company is running its
operation is by the relationship users have with their IT depart-
ment. They may be having troubles with their systems or systems
administrator(s) and still be profitable, but the morale of the users
may be eroding. I offer some suggestions on how to get things
back on track or make things easier for everyone.

Teach them something. If you are repeatedly helping users
with the same problems and the same questions, maybe you need
to offer a training session. A short lesson in file formats or basic
disk utility repair, for example, will give you back some of that
time you rarely have enough of. Create a manual that graphically
shows them a new procedure. Along with a short lesson on what
you’re showing them, this visual reference works well to reinforce
any new concepts. If you find the level of training required is be-
yond your scope, convince the Big Cheese to get them into train-

Any file in the CATALOGUE
contains detailed information
about where it is located and

other helpful information.
Subcategories and notes can

be added for increased
organization and search

capabilities.

In Cumulus, any number
of SEPARATE

CATALOGUES can be
created to visually show
the files contained in it.

Catalogues are created by
dragging and dropping

CDs or any other media
onto the catalogue

window.

CUSTOM WORKFLOW SOLUTIONS can be
built using the graphical user interface
builder Facespan. AppleScripts are embedded
behind each button, similar to Filemaker Pro. 

These are the three most annoying 
WINDOW VIEWS. 
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ing courses. Don’t be afraid to give away
some of your trade secrets; they don’t want
your job anyway.

Be visible. Hiding in your office all day
pouring over logs may make you feel like
you’re accomplishing something but will give
you the reputation of being a hermit. I make
my rounds of the office twice a day to make
sure everything is cool. It’s a good way to
gather information about any potential prob-
lems that may be brewing. Also a good way to
find out who brought in donuts.

Keep everyone informed. If you want co-
workers to cooperate with your plans, make
sure you listen to their concerns before you
implement anything. Unless it is something
that makes no difference to the way in which
they perform their work, you have to let them

know what you are doing, and why. Mostly they won’t give a fig,
but occasionally you’ll get some valuable feedback you may not
have thought about. A regular meeting with the boss is a good

way to keep priori-
ties in check. They
have a bigger picture
in mind and will
guide you when the
workload appears in-
surmountable.

Delegate. There
are days when I
need to clone myself
just to find my To
Do list. Maybe your
list contains things
you can delegate to
others. I’m not so
proud that I can’t let
someone else take
care of some basics
or the odd project
now and then. Do
you really need to

take care of the backup tapes every night? How about giving the
job of cataloguing your CD archive to the new production per-
son? You’re giving someone else the opportunity to learn a new
skill. Empower them and they may reward you with donuts.

Be cheerful and patient. There may be a temptation to think
the users on your system are all a bunch of mindless clods, but
they weren’t hired to know all the nuances of systems and the in-
tricacies of every file format—you were. Acknowledge their frus-
trations, and let them vent. Their concerns are real, even though

you may not have the same opinion. Their perception of a prob-
lem is your reality, so deal with it on that level. When deadlines
are tight, someone is going to be a bit edgy. Being calm and pa-
tient will win you points. Some days I feel like a psychologist.
Make sure you charge extra for this service.

Take responsibility for your actions. That big letter “S” on your
chest is only held on by Velcro, and one day you will screw up
and someone will lose time, data or patience because of some-
thing you’ve done. Do not assume that, just because you wield
supreme computer power, all your actions are excusable in the
name of the good for all. Fess up, feel the humility. 

Burn, baby, burn.

H O W  T O  D E A L  W I T H  Y O U R  S Y S A D M I N  

So just how do you deal with your systems administrator? Do you
treat them with utter disdain while they climb under your desk,
brushing up against you while routing some cable as you work?
Do you wonder why they were hired because you think you know
more than they do? Or do you just resign yourself to the fact that
you’re lucky you don’t have their job? 

If it’s the latter, then you’re one of the rare ones. A survival
guide to dealing with them would include the following.

Whine a lot. Systems administrators need something to laugh
about after hours. If you think the squeaky wheel gets the grease,
then you’re probably right. But not all companies condone this,
and a formal procedure for acquiring assistance must be followed.
In any size organization with direct access to their IT department,
patience and common sense prevail. Without this access you
have to rely on the assistance of co-workers who may have the
skills to fix the problem, read the manuals, check out the Web or
just wait. 

Don’t take any responsibility. Tell us your icons have all started
looking generic and Norton has automatically informed you to
run Disk Doctor. Sure, your sysadmin will come to your desk, sit
in your chair, run Norton, rebuild your desktop and restart your
computer while you watch. We have far more spare time than
anyone else in the company anyway. Everyone using a computer
has a responsibility to learn at least the basics of getting out of
common system-related problems. Unless your sysadmin only
talks in cryptic acronyms, ask to be taught. 

Ask for anything. Believe that your systems administrator has
nothing better to do than answer every question and execute your
every whim and fancy.

If you expect that type of service, don’t be surprised if occa-
sionally a manual gets dumped on your lap and you get told to
RTFM. They do not always have the answer or the time to deal
with how to change your style sheets. Everyone is responsible for
taking some initiative and learning their programs so they can do
their jobs.

Throw a fit. Get upset when your systems administrator tells
you he is currently working on a computer that is completely

Create a MANUAL that graphically shows users
new or not-so-often-used procedures.



down and your request to help set up your F-key shortcuts has to
wait. He has the big picture in mind and changing priorities or
time restrictions may have him running from one problem to an-
other, leaving you stranded or without a complete solution. 

W H Y  Y O U  C A N ’ T  F I N D  Y O U R  S Y S A D M I N

Many jokes have been made about the IT world but if you ever
wondered why you have trouble finding your systems administra-
tor, I can only offer you the reasons why I’m not always available. 

I’m on holiday for the first time in five years.
I’m in a meeting explaining why I need a full-time assistant.
I’m outside after pulling a double shift wondering what that

big burning ball in the sky is.
It’s 9 a.m. and I usually don’t work that late. 
I’m in the network room about to crash the server. 
I’m seeing my commodities broker to arrange direct deposit of

my pay cheque into buying coffee bean futures. 

E D U C A T I N G  Y O U R S E L F

Seybold Seminars, MacWorld shows, and the Internet are just
some of the many ways to educate yourself on software, hardware,
trends and issues. Keeping up with all of it is a challenge but can
make the difference in how you manage your position and how
effective you are.

I also subscribe to magazines, am on several e-mailing lists and
participate in local seminars. The role of a systems administrator
is constantly changing, and sitting still for even a short time
means you’ll be left behind—or worse, out on your ear. 

Read the manuals or those huge and overpriced books. I know
it’s like admitting defeat, but sometimes you just have to read a
few anyway. Books that include understanding networks and the
operating systems you deal with should be on your list. Also cam-
ouflage and medieval armor. Your company should pick up the
tab on these.

The best place for any kind of free help is the Internet. You
may have to dig a little but if you’re experiencing software trou-
bles, the best place is on the vendor’s website. Often they have a
user forum on which you can post your particular problem and
within a short time have an answer. The Apple mailing lists are
also a great source of free information. Don’t overlook colleagues
or clients either; they can be a constant source of information. 

Carsten Arnold is the systems administrator for Canada Wide Magazines,

Western Canada’s largest independent magazine publisher. He can usually

be found either zipping around the office or tapping AppleScript code, never

far from a full cup of gogo juice. If you have any questions with respect to sys-

tems administration or AppleScripting or related topics, feel free to contact

him at carnold@canadawide.com.
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