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Abstract

What is “digital reference” or “virtual reference”? Libraries have a long tradition of assisting users to find information. How is this tradition changing given the new technologies and the plethora of information sources? The first point of call, the information desk has long been electronic, with many libraries having some form of email or web based communication. But this is not “digital reference”, it is electronic communication. Technology has expanded, and continues to expand, the possibilities for digital reference. Cooperation is occurring on a global level with librarians from all types of libraries joining forces to provide new and improved services. How does the role of the digital reference librarian differ from that of traditional reference librarian?

The paper will look at these issues, various cooperative arrangements and digital library projects, and then describe the University of Queensland Library’s move along the path to providing a digital reference service. “Any place, any space, at any pace, at any time.” The Library has long had email communication with its customers and used web forms to collect comments and suggestions. In 2000 it launched its online reference service for UQ staff and students, Ask-a-Cybrarian. Hand in hand with the development of the Ask-a-Cybrarian service has been the development of the Library’s virtual reference collection. The Library is now looking to expand its services internationally to 24/7 services through its involvement with its partner libraries in Universitas 21, a network of 18 universities in 10 countries. This will expand services from UQ staff and students to international customers.

Introduction

Libraries everywhere are implementing digital / virtual (Internet based) reference services. Many are email based, some chat based and a growing number are using web contact center software. Services may be offered during office hours, or 24/7 and perhaps as part of a cooperative network.

The movement of reference service to the electronic medium is introducing challenges to the traditional model of reference, or rather opening up a new world of electronic reference. Traditionally, certainly in the academic setting, reference has meant a face to face interaction, or perhaps a telephone enquiry. 

Librarians have been able to undertake the “reference interview”, where they determine what the customer is “really” asking, and the depth, or detail of information required. The question may be answered from a range of sources – hardcopy and electronic. There may be several stages to the enquiry, with the customer returning as they move through stages of searching and information retrieval. The librarian is a facilitator in the learning experience.

Demand for digital reference services is increasing in the general community as internet and email usage increases. In 1999 it was estimated that 760 million email messages were sent per day (Gray 2000). As Oder (2001) notes “AskJeeves, which is basically a tweaked and targeted search engine, gets three million questions a day”. 

This paper will consider how academic libraries are providing digital reference services, issues in setting up and managing such a service and possible future directions. Examples will be provided from the University of Queensland Library’s experience, and others.

Digital reference

Several successful conferences addressing digital reference, including the annual Virtual Reference Desk Conferences, have been held. Library interest in digital reference is increasing, for example the first VRD conference (http://www.vrd.org/conferences/VRD99/conf99.html) entitled Reference in the New Millennium was held over one day in 1999 and attracted 220 attendees, the second (http://vrd.org/conferences/VRD2000/proceedings) entitled Facets of Digital Reference was held over two days and attracted more than 500 attendees, and the third to be held this year is expected to attract over 800 attendees.

Libraries world wide are extending their reference services by offering what is often termed “Ask A” services. The University of Queensland Library has two, its reference service called Ask A Cybrarian, and its IT help service called AskIT. For the last several years past such  services have been mostly email based services. The customer submits an email query, either directly or via a web based form, to which the librarian supplies an answer within a timeframe.

The primary difficulty with email reference is the lack of ability to conduct the reference interview. Several back and forth transactions may be required, and indeed desired in a library where the librarians are fulfilling a training role in addition to information access and provision.

Chat addresses some of the difficulties of email, however as Coffman (2001) notes “it is only chat”, and most chat software does not adequately service libraries’ needs to queue and route questions. Also, in most chat software, not well addressed is the need for knowledgebases, or databases to facilitate answering questions. 

Though still largely in the test phase, starting to be implemented is the use of Web-based contact center software. Examples are LSSI's Virtual Reference Desk, (http://www.lssi.com/virtual/) and Cisco's Webline product (http://www.cisco.com/), though these are only two vendors and products from a range available. 

Contact centre software queues and routes queries to the next available service point and is interactive. As Coffman (2001) notes “the best of these programs feature a wide variety of interactive tools that allow agents to push Web pages to customers, escort customers through catalogs or databases, collaboratively fill out forms or search screens, and share slide shows and other content online”. The service provider may also develop scripts, store and reuse answers, develop and use knowledgebases (FAQs), and profile customers. 

Contact centre software is currently being developed and trialled in a number of sites. Also under development is the use of VoIP (Voice over Internet Protocol), which allows the service provider and customer to converse verbally. Many computers are coming with microphones and speakers cards so this is increasingly feasible.

Issues in setting up an “Ask A” Service

There are a number of issues to be considered in setting up an Ask A service, even one based simply on email. To begin with, the relationship of the new service to the existing service needs to be defined. It must be clear whether or not it is to be another service, or if it is replacing something. As with all services it must be targeted to its users and promoted. The new service must be funded, staffed and supported. Staff must be trained and committed to it. They must be confident of their ability to operate within the new medium and able to refer queries when necessary. 

Some of the issues which need to be considered include: 

Parameters

It is important at the outset to decide what software will be used to mount the service and what technical support will be required to maintain and further develop the service. Then both the types of query to be answered, and for whom queries will be answered needs to be decided early up.  This ensures that potential users of the service have a clear idea of what it will be appropriate to ask so that they do not waste their time or get a negative first impression of the service. 

Staff of the service need to have clear guidelines as to what types of questions they are to answer, when it is appropriate for them to forward queries to subject specialists or area specialists within the library or the network. Clear time limits also provide another guide to customers as to whether their questions are appropriate for the service.  It is important also to provide an indication to potential customers what the time frame for answering is.

Promotion / Advertising / Marketing

For a service to be used, it needs to be both accessible and visible. If on the Web, it needs to be clearly visible on a key page.  As with any product that a library provides, being accessible and visible is not enough though.  There needs to be a marketing program for the new product.  How will the service be promoted?  Perhaps it will be advertised using the media – newspapers, newsletters, discussion lists, letter drops, radio shows.  It may be for the academic community that promotion and marketing can be achieved very cost effectively utilising existing structures – information skills sessions, liaison links with departments, in house publications.  Marketing is not a once off activity, it needs to be continuous so the service is not forgotten and potential new customers do not remain ignorant of its existence. 

Staffing

Which staff are going to answer the query? Who will have responsibility? Two key questions to ask early when establishing the new service.  The digital reference desk is an additional service point that will need to be staffed and is likely to be staff hungry over time.  Will the service be co-located with the reference desk or will it be a distributed model in multiple locations?

How will staff be trained?  Will it be a team effort or will one member of staff have ultimate responsibility?  What happens if the service demand increases dramatically?  How flexible are work arrangements? Can staff operate from home? 

Whatever your answers to these questions it is important to recognize that staff need to be well trained, supportive of the service and confident they understand the parameters of the service.  The introduction of the new service will then go as smoothly as it might!

Management

The effective management of the new Ask A Service presents us with a range of new challenges. Digital reference service provision is changing at such a rapid rate that it is impossible to consider all the factors which will impinge on your future service.  We cannot abandon traditional services but the values of this service can help us shape the new.  There are no right or wrong answers, we need to be willing to experiment and take risks as new advancements in the technologies become available.

If the new service is to be a collaborative one these issues pose greater challenges. Will the service become part of a 24/7 arrangement? Is there  to be a knowledgebase? Requirements will need to be worked out.  Confidentiality of requests will need to be addressed.  Service  level agreements will need to be signed off on, sources of funding identified and planning for equity of workloads as the service takes off .

Administration

The administration of the service can become quite time consuming even for an email reference service.  Supervision of the roster of staff answering questions, checking to ensure that questions have been cleared so turnaround times are not exceeded, filing of messages, maintenance of statistics are all jobs that need to be done regularly.  

The quality of the service will need to be reviewed in terms of: 

· Is it meeting turnaround times?

· Is correct answer fill rate being achieved?

· What are response standards ?

· is an acknowledgement sent as soon as a query is received?

· is the customer’s satisfaction to be evaluated?

It is interesting to note that a major research project to assess quality in digital reference services commenced this year (http://quartz.syr.edu/quality/). Conducted by R. David Lankes, Syracuse University, and Charles R. McClure, Florida State University, and sponsored in part by OCLC, the study will develop methods of assessing the quality of digital reference services.   They intend to publish a guidebook which will explain how to collect and report data to enable the assessment of digital reference service quality and standards.
What statistics are to be kept?

· level of information required

· turnaround

· sources used

· referred or not

· answered or not

· number of questions received

· time taken for staff to respond

· profile of the people asking the questions e.g. faculty profile

· geographic origin

· general subject

How the service will be managed to best answer repeat questions is important. Some services are developing databases or lists of stock answers to improve the efficiency of the service.  Where services are decentralised and in the case of international consortia - widely dispersed the supply of stock answers can greatly assist those answering the queries.  Archives of responses are being developed.

All these issues need to be contemplated when establishing a new Ask A Service. It may be that you decide that some of these criteria are not important for your service but at least you will have considered them. 

Something which many of our customers are trying to fathom is what is our relationship to commercial services – an academic library reference service is different from the commercial world. The emphasis in the academic arena is one of quality and expertise the focus has not been  speed of answers. In the main academic libraries  target a more homogeneous user group than the commercial services.

We need to ensure that our primary customers are aware of our services and how we can meet their information needs, but, for wider general reference queries it may be that we refer them to a commercial service, or use a commercial service ourselves. 

Beyond Email and Chat

As noted previously, libraries are increasingly moving to real time digital reference through the use of Web-based contact center software. This enables the librarian and customer to interact, and share and control applications remotely. It is important in implementing a real time digital reference that software is easily, and economically, available to customers. There are numerous products available, for example, LSSI’s Virtual Reference Desk, Webchat, Liveperson, eShare, HumanClick. Oder (2001) notes the 24/7 Project, discussed in the following section, is testing E-gain, Webline, WebEx, and Place-Ware. 

As of March this year over 75 libraries are using / testing LSSI’s Virtual Reference Desk software. (http://www.lssi.com/virtual/). This is a hosted service so all that is needed is a link on the website to a web address provided by LSSI. Helfer (2001) provides an excellent description of how the software works. 

From the customer’s perspective, the customer clicks on a link on the Library’s website to begin the VRD session. They then provide their details and question on a login screen, and click to join a queue and await a librarian. If the estimated wait time exceeds a certain length they have the choice of sending an email query instead of waiting.

From the librarian’s perspective, the librarian monitors queues and responds to queries. The software allows both chat and interaction where the librarian can send web pages to the customer. If the customer’s browser is sufficiently advanced this may be two-way with the customer able to send web pages to the librarian. 

The librarian and customer may use forms together, the librarian may show the customer slideshows and prepared scripts, may assist in answering frequently asked queries. If needed the query may be referred (transferred) to another librarian, or indeed another library. At the end of the session, both the librarian and customer receive a transcript of the session, a copy of which is stored by the system. 
Examples of Digital Reference Desk Projects

Many libraries have stand alone electronic reference services, including the University of Queensland Library (UQL). The user expectation though is increasingly for digital services 24/7 so new models of service have had to be developed to support this need.  Increasingly libraries are moving to cooperative projects to address this demand for 24/7 reference services. UQL is involved in such a project under its Universitas 21 umbrella.

There are a number of very interesting cooperative, projects currently underway. Some of the major players include some of the services outlined below:  

The Library of Congress Collaborative Digital Reference Service (CDRS)
http://www.loc.gov/rr/digiref/
The CDRS mission is to “provide professional reference service to researchers any time anywhere, through an international, digital network of libraries.” The Library of Congress finished the final testing phase of the service in November 2000, with more than 50 global members including the National Library of Australia, participating in testing. 

The service uses a database of member profiles to distribute questions to the most appropriate library.  Different levels of membership are available.  A Request Manager process and database tracks and manages the questions and answers which are later archived to serve as a resource on the network.  Scale still is an issue with only 10 queries being answered by a member per week.

At the recent conference "Building the Virtual Reference Desk in a 24/7 World," OCLC and Library of Congress announced a cooperative agreement, in which OCLC will provide technical and development support to the CDRS pilot project. The  timeline is ambitious, it is intended to  pilot system elements in spring, and then to have a production version available around July. (The  OCLC strategy document is available at http://www.oclc.org/strategy). 

The 24/7 Reference Project

http://www.247ref.org/
A project administered by the California State Library  [http://www.library.ca.gov/] The goal of this project is” to provide libraries with the tools they need to do live reference on the Web”.  The 24-7 Reference Project uses Webline software which they have had customised for libraries.  UCLA has gone live with the product as have some public libraries including Santa Monica Public Library and the Los Angeles Public Library.    The software allows for chat and the “pushing” of pages using the customers browser, networking with others to transfer complex requests to a local or remote expert and the generation of reports, transcripts of sessions with customers, and a variety of usage statistics. 

AskUsQuestions.com

www.AskUsQuestions.com
This is a trial real-time reference project which is being run in Ohio by the NOLA Regional Library System.  It had initially 14 member libraries who  each contributed $3,500 to run the trial. This number is growing. They have adapted eshare software themselves, it  allows for chat and the pushing of web pages.  The service answers questions only from its own library members. 

The Virtual Reference Desk (VRD)

http://www.vrd.org/
This project strives to  “advance the provision of digital reference and the successful creation and operation of human-mediated, Internet-based information services”. The Project coordinates a collaborative Internet-based question and answer service. This service provides support to Ask-an-Expert services by taking out-of-scope and overflow questions.  Members include AskERIC, Educational Resources Information Center, Ask a Librarian, Florida International University Libraries, Internet Public Library, University of Michigan School of Information and MAD Scientist Network, Washington University Medical School.

Questions are accepted from Kindergarten to year 12 students, educators, parents, and others.  If questions cannot be handled by one of the members of the Network the VRD has its own Information Specialists – librarians who have volunteered to respond to questions.

The Internet Public Library (IPL)

http://www.ipl.org/ref/QUE/
The IPL is an email reference service, founded in 1995. It is based at the University of Michigan School of Information and is a learning/teaching environment. It is also staffed by librarians who are almost all volunteers with other full-time jobs and library student volunteers.

AskERIC, Educational Resources Information Center 

http://www.askeric.org/
AskERIC is an email reference service providing education information to teachers, librarians, counselors, administrators, parents, and others throughout the United States and the world. It started in 1992 as a project of the ERIC Clearinghouse on Information & Technology at Syracuse University. 

Ask a Librarian UK Public Libraries

http://www.earl.org.uk/ask/index.html
This email reference service was established in 1998.  It is designed primarily for UK residents but they do answer questions from overseas.

They have developed a manual for participating UK public libraries which provides  a good starting point  for libraries considering participating in a joint reference service. It is available at: http://www.earl.org.uk/ask/aboutask.html
Remote Referencing Help-Desk Project, University of Edinburgh

http://www.remote.lib.ed.ac.uk/
This is a pilot service which allows librarians to chat to library customers while they are searching databases.  The databases which they are using for the pilot are EDINA BIOSIS, BIDS ISI, BIDS EMBASE and MEDLINE.  The librarian as well as chatting can also take control of the search to demonstrate searching techniques if the customer is having problems.

Macquarie University Library 

http://www.lib.mq.edu.au/ask/
An email and conferencing digital reference service.  It utilises a microsoft product called NetMeeting. NetMeeting allows one to hold video conference calls, send text messages, collaborate on shared documents, and draw on an electronic whiteboard over the Internet or an intranet.  The service is being trialled as a 24/7 service  in partnership with the University of Newcastle Library, as well as an international library.

It can be seen from the projects listed above that there are a number of different approaches being taken by libraries.  All are trying to provide services which will provide answers to customers’ questions at point of need no matter the place and in the case of some, at any time.  Some of the services described are much more advanced than others but all have required librarians to be daring and take risks.  There is a growing number of libraries becoming involved in collaborative services which will provide their customers with real 24/7 provision of service.  Utilising the geographic diversity of libraries will enable them to continue to work within normal hours. The transformation we are witnessing of our services out of the Library into the Cybrary is a very exciting one.

The University of Queensland Library

The University of Queensland Library, while long having offered email contact to customers and an electronic suggestion box, began planning for a designated web based “Ask A” reference service in 1999.

This paralleled, and was informed by, work done by the Networking Working Party of QULOC (Queensland University Libraries’ Office of Cooperation), which in 1999 examined issues relating to Ask A services. Technical issues, the usefulness of such services, and issues which impact upon the communication between library staff and customers were considered. The resultant report, available at http://www.bond.edu.au/library/jpr/ausweb2k/, essentially provided a checklist for libraries implementing such services. As of April 2001, the Working Party is keeping a watching brief with regard to the development of cooperative and 24/7 services.

In 2000 the University of Queensland Library implemented two parallel “Ask A” services. In February AskIT, a university service managed by the Library, commenced, and in March Ask A Cybrarian, the Library’s digital reference service commenced. AskIT (http://AskIT.uq.edu.au) offers computing help and training to university students, and Ask A Cybrarian (http://www.library.uq.edu.au/askcyb) provides a library reference services to students and staff. Links to both services are available from the Library’s home page. 
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Ask A Cybrarian

AskIT

AskIT, which offers computing help and training, provides five types of support to UQ students: (i) a help desk service, (ii) IT training classes, (iii) a telephone helpline, (iv) a website, and (v) an e-mail enquiry service.

On the web, from the first page customers are able to link to pages for IT Answers (a series of FAQs), IT Training information, IT Facilities information, information on AskIT locations, a search facility, and email contact.

Responsibility for answering AskIT queries rests with AskIT staff. Email queries are managed using Wreq software, a shareware distributed request/problem tracking system with a built in knowledge database.

Since its implementation AskIT has proved very popular, it is clearly meeting a need, though the majority of queries are face to face. Query statistics for 2000, and for the first quarter of 2001 are detailed in the table below.

AskIT Statistics

 
Desk
Phone
Email
TOTAL

 
2000
2001
2000
2001
2000
2001
2000
2001

Jan – Mar
9,950*
9,601
218*
469
75*
962
10,243*
11,032

Apr-Jun
7,797
 
290
 
181
 
8,268
0

July-Sept
13,117
 
184
 
140
 
13,441
0

Oct-Dec
6,024
 
88
 
130
 
6,242
0

Total
36,888
9,601
780
469
526
962
38,194
11,032

* Service commended February 2000

Ask A Cybrarian

Ask A Cybrarian, the Library’s digital reference service, is for the students and staff of the University of Queensland and was established to provide assistance with using the Library, locating material for assignments or research, and finding information on topics.

Direction is given on the web site to places to look for material, for example the digital reference collection, the course materials page for reading lists, and the loans page if customers wish to renew loans.

For enquirers not affiliated with the University of Queensland a selection of sites, with links, is suggested, including the Internet Public Library (United States), and Ask a Librarian (the UK's electronic reference library). 

For help with more extensive research customers are invited to make an appointment with a member of the library staff, or visit the appropriate branch. 

Responsibility for answering Ask A Cybrarian queries is shared by the Library’s 13 branches on a rostered basis. 

To date the service has simply used Pegasus mail, but will shortly move to use Wreq software. This has become necessary given the increase in queries and the need for more than one librarian to be able to be “logged in”. As cooperative initiatives are explored and expanded a move to more sophisticated contact centre software is anticipated.

Academic libraries are reporting drops, and in the United States in some cases significant drops, in face to face reference queries while in other areas of service demand is increasing. Our experience is that while queries to Ask A Cybrarian are certainly increasing, but this has not been accompanied by a decrease in the number of queries presented at the reference desk.

Reference statistics, from our 13 branches in 1999 and 2000, excluding figures from the Archives, Electronic Information Service / AskIT, and Ask A Cybrarian which accounted for an additional 46,714 queries in 1999 and 41,683 in 2000, were:

Reference
Directional
Technical Support
TOTAL

1999
2000
1999
2000
1999
2000
1999
2000

123,827
123,682
131,013
144,139
35,988
34,772
290,828
302,593

In comparison to this total Ask A Cybrarian queries for 2000 (March – December) were 801. This is less than half of one per cent. However, queries are increasing, in the first quarter of this year 602 queries have been received. 

Ask A Cybrarian query statistics for 2000, and for the first quarter of 2001, and the breakdown of the queries for 2001 are detailed in the following tables.

Ask A Cybrarian statistics

 
Reference
Directional
Total

 
2000
2001
2000
2001
2000
2001

Jan – Mar
2* 
273
6*
329
8*
602

Apr-Jun
91 

111

202


July-Sept
131

198

329


Oct-Dec
145

117

262


Total
369
273
432
329
801
602

* Service commended late March 2000

Break down of Ask A Cybrarian statistics - 2001

Type
January
February
March
Total
%

Reference






Endnote
3
6
4
13
2.2

Citations
2
2
3
7
1.2

Theses
0
6
1
7
1.2

Reference
33
60
153
246
40.9

Subtotal
38
74
161
273
45.3

Directional






Passwords database
19
32
57
108
17.9

Passwords indiv.
0
36
57
93
15.4

Circ
7
10
27
44
7.3

Doc Del
2
3
0
5
0.8

Inter campus loans
0
2
16
18
3.0

Finding books
0
2
16
18
3.0

Referring on
4
3
4
11
1.8

Miscellaneous
1
1
4
6
1.0

Admin – Enrolments
6
8
0
14
2.3

Outside queries
3
3
6
12
2.0

Subtotal
42
100
187
329
54.7

Total
80
174
348
602
100

The statistics for Ask a Cybrarian for the first quarter of 2001 are graphed below and show the increasing demand for the service:
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The Library is now looking to expand its services internationally to 24/7 services through its involvement with its partner libraries in Universitas 21, a network of 18 universities in 10 countries. This will expand services from UQ staff and students to international customers.

Conclusion

As the global community becomes increasingly internet literate and they access growing digitised collections there is a need for digital 24/7 reference services from libraries to support them.  We have witnessed the arrival and growth of email reference services and the development of a range of interactive software offering us the opportunity to provide what must be termed true virtual reference services.  These developments are redefining the role of libraries bringing them back into the forefront of information provision, to, as we say at the University of Queensland Library “Link people with Information”.

Digital reference services have freed reference services from the reference desk.  Email transactions which were thought of as being a breakthrough are now viewed with frustration by customers who would like an immediate answer and a reference interview such as they would have had face to face.  In spite of these draw backs there has been strong growth in the use of email -Ask A Services such as Ask Jeeves.  Services to succeed cannot languish on a web page buried as a single link, they need to be properly marketed as with any other library service.  Services with multiple links placed prominently on a site will generate increased traffic for the service.  As the Y generation arrives and as computer use becomes an everyday part of everyone’s life there are signs of a definite move away from the traditional reference services.  Children are chatting on MSN as those of us who are older would have read a book - it is a part of their life and they will expect it as the norm when using library services.

There is an unprecedented move by libraries collaborating on an international basis to provide 24/7 digital reference services.  Digital reference services are here to stay. New models of service delivery are being developed and implemented. Library customers may be served, by librarians in another part of the globe from a totally different type of library service to provide them with an accurate, authoritative answer to their query at their point of need.  A Library providing a digital reference service any place, any space, at any pace, at any time has indeed become a reality.  So what shall the rest of us do -  next…..?
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The Internet Public Library (IPL). Available at: http://www.ipl.org/ref/QUE/
The Library of Congress Collaborative Digital Reference Service (CDRS). Available at: http://www.loc.gov/rr/digiref/
Library Systems & Services, Virtual Reference Desk. Available at: http://www.lssi.com/virtual/
Macquarie University Library. Available at:http://www.lib.mq.edu.au/ask/
Remote Referencing Help-Desk Project, University of Edinburgh. Available at:

http://www.remote.lib.ed.ac.uk/
The 24/7 Reference Project. Available at: http://www.247ref.org/
The Virtual Reference Desk (VRD). Available at: http://www.vrd.org/
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