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YILIUAL RE-ERENCE UNDER CORSTRICTION

Afiear & Marin

irtual reference gives us a lob to talk aboot. 1135 ol an
evaluative and critical stage. Virtual reference waz harn

from two major developments in the 1990's: the emerfcoce

e the World Wide Web a2z an Information resoarce and the migra-
Gon el librar y conbent and services i e Web. Few expecied thar
people all over the world swould use the internet and begin to ex-
et b Bed what they necd. According bo the Pow Internet Be-
port o CAmerica’s Qnllne Purswits," "More than eight ot of ten
online Americans say they have scarched the Wels for dngwors Lo
Lhoir quostions That translato:d Inte 98 millkan Anerlcans who
had turned to e Wel for their queries inSeptember 2002 st
Feference, serving the public, has been slpoificantly impacted
Ivy thoe Tise of the: ntemiet. Liliraries baee taken on Lhe bordean of
developltg onllne intetfaces and adding contant that would meet
the patrons' expectalions of everything clse they eneey fooed areline.
With the onllne catalog and other zervices available on the Ji-
brary Wab site, supplying contact inlormation scemed a natural

1 afadden, M, (oember EI'_II:I:_ij “Acneriats Oinlioe Pursults: The
changing picwave of wha's onllne and what they do,” Fram Pew Inleract
Reporl. Beiricves] Navenber 145, 2004, Jeom JUEothman pewbi e rnet org
pA=PIF Online Porenits Finel POF. 17
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propresslon, According to the Web search engine AlkaYista, as of
Angu=l 15% thare were “ahout 400, 400" Web pages containing fhe
phrose "under antstructlon™ Last week, with aGoogle search, |
found about 11 million, The World Wide Wel: 13 & very dynemic
space wil Wely sites coqning, gotng, and disappeariog every day.
Cheer o decarde ago, fibrartes started puttlog up Web pages thal
would virtually represent them. These sites had a photagraph or
imaye. and seme infonnation aboul the lbrarn's hours or services.
Then some adided content, like an onbdine catalog, recommended
links, or digital colloctions, which atirac Led iew paleons and Wel
surlers, We, who work with virtual reference, thiok of ourselves
a5 piungers Or visionaries, who briog librarlans to mneet pations
Inthis space,

To librartans, this camee to e knawn as the conceptof “point of
need,” coined by the late Anoz Lipow, past diceclor of Libtary
Snlutioos Inskitute and Press. Esen i§ pattons nead to know that
ot all of thelr needs can be mat orline, this is =Gl & oeed. 1o
150, at the Information Online confercnes in Swilney, Auztralia,
Lipow 2ald that point of nesd reference (bstlnguishes libracianship
anil, inturm, we most serve remole users at the place whens ey
are when they ask questions,”

Fisvez vazars laker, and after adecads of maturation, Erom email to
the most sophisticated chat, recent articles Iike Linda Arret aod
Steve Collman’s" couse the reference commenlly to step back aod
lock al what it has achleved thus lae In July and Scptembor of
this year Armel and Collnesn placed a twirpart artlele Iy Seancher
magazine called, "To Chat or Mot ko Chat," which suggests that

—_— e —

& Ppwboareee, 1 (iid.) The Under Conctrietion Fage, Hotritas] fovemler
24, 2004, Erom hitp:/fwsne acongmom/jelfonnstieoct ion)

* Hawkine, D. fhdarch 2001 Inlormation Conline & O igs 99 Ausiralia's
premler inforrnatlon indasiey evant agatn gets blgh marke. faferueation

Today, fnc. Retrleved Novemnber 30, 300 fmoan [ps wwwlofotoday.coms
newshreaksnhidinlChinm

1 {offman, 5 & Arcet. L, (tolysAusust 20045 To Chat or Mot to Chal -
Taking Anaother Look al Virtual Reference, Part 1 Searcher, 12, 7, Retrleved
December 4, 2004, Trom DU e Wiy Inlotodary cgmssearcl erfiulid:
amel colfman.shiml
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chat services are not for cvery institubicns. Chat can he very
costly and I some cases the nambers of palrons are o and still
droppring. As Blraeieces, wo are challenued bo remembier the pa-
trong—the reason e providing seevices, Patrons pead more than
pile of respurces—thers is plenty of that online; they neoed assistance.

Whit woutlel g the hest way 1o provide that asslstance? Whak
I= the very best way libraries can ofler reference? Does I make
sense tooifer chat services for paktrons In the llbrary building? Or
Lo eermole prabmrs who des it heave aecess o your libirary's pahyesi-
cal colection® The answer depends Upon VouLE patrons, wolr staff,
angl vewr collectivg, There are multiple paths Bor providiog refor-
ence servlices. Virtoal reflerence taols Tiave jusl craated more av-
cnues, Vietual reflererece is still just refecencel The trick s Tinding
the hest oomdnatlon of services for your [Ehrary.

Virtual reference has added email, chat, Web lorms, iestant
messaging, and text messaging into the reference toalbox, | want
to explain Lhe dilferoee bobween twa maie Kireds of virtual eoefer-
ence;: asynehronouws and synchronous, Asynchronoeus rneans "oat
uof syne,” where a patron will submit an inguiry and a respoanse
will he receivard at a [ater tine. The Lest exampla of this iz emall,
Instant messacing is 2 synchronous exchangc with someone over
A compuier network. Two or mote people can type at the same
tinne andd share messafes a5 1f yoo woere kalking in 4 cooversation.
Chat iz a glorified version of instant messaging that may include
applicatioe:s that allow pade pushing, avbrowsing, or viden ad
voice sharing.

The Library of Congress reference stafl fiest stepped out inko
the elactronlc enviranment in 19494 The LIbrary sharted prossiding
email support for users of the Web site and aonline cataleg. and in
1003 ior the Amerlcan hMewmory dlgital collactlon, In 2000, Blane
Kresh, Public Service Collectione Dicecior, lwoschied the Collabo-
rative Digital Heferance Servige, better knoswvn az CDRS. | 'hia project
cncauragsd oativoal, acaderte, speciel, and public lthrerics Bo
share reference questions with one another for the fivst ime. Bach
prar Licipating llrry cormpleted o pprodile that hivblisbbed their Laco-
guage, format, subject, and geographic strengths. Az librarizns
cntered gquestions into the systom, ey added ietadata that was
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matched against the other libraries profiles to automatically route
the guestion to & corresponding institutlon that could answer it
Then the gquestion and answer sets were relained in a Knowledge
Base,

As the Collaborative grew to about 250 libraries, the Library of
Congress could no longer support the information architecture of
such a project and entered into a partnership with QCLC (Online
Computer Library Center). In the spring of 2002, CuestionPoint
wits Born, QuestionMoint is a subscription YWeb based reference
management soltware package. It is largely customizable and in-
cludes options such as Web forms, chat, palron surveys, report-
ing tools, cooperative groups, and different levels of permissions.
The global component is the continuation of CORS, the Library of
Congress’ contribution,

At the same time that the Library of Congress implemented
CuestionPoint, live chat software became increasingly popular,
The focus of QuestionPoint was not solely on chat, although it
does contain a chal component, but was focuscd instead on asyn-
chrenous communication and managing reference g a whole. This
s made QuestionPoint a very different tool with little competl-
tien, QuestionPoint lavnched with more functionality than CDRS,
like chat, It added & component that included Web forms for pa-
trons to submit questions and give information such as their edu-
cation level, thelr purpose, and location. Email addresses were
removed from the Wel site and replaced with Web forms, thus
cutting down dramatically on email spam. and implementing a kind
of virtual reference interview.

When the QuestionPoint software was implemented at the Li-
brary of Congress, it was the beginning of institution-wide digital
reference and was named the Ask a Librarian service, A few li-
braries started up homegrown virtual reference services and tried
to create an original name for the service. In the end, the commu-
nity discovered little incentive lor individual institution branding.
In order for librarles to establish a presence online, it is wise to
collectively make known the fact that Ebrary service is availabile,
instead of competing against one another for a recognizable name
{e.g Answerland, QandAcafe, Ask Away, Mad Scientist, loan of Art,
ete). Thus, the Library of Congress settled upon a generic name
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v itz virtoal reference service that iz both lngicsl ta the patron
and proanestes all librarics,

A few years ago, when virtual reference zofkware became avail-
alale, i, like CORS, was built on the ootion that doing ealerence
truckheris ekterthan dalngit alone. nikladly, Lhe obeceive was bo be
able to provide answers to questions ke the Internet does—24
houes & day, seven days a week, asing peeple all over the globe Lo
cover off-hweors Tnorder to be truly 24,7, asynchranons answers
wonld have to he sent ouat pretty quickly, so 29/7 bas evalved to
mearn chat. A few hundeed Snerican libraries pravide 2407 refer-
anca 2eryvices now, And they renort a dramatic incraassein gueries
durisg eogulor beary hoors, Chat serves as o point of contact, in
which patrons mnay then be transforeced 1o email or pieone {or Lhelr
answer Jater it seams that palroies are oot reelly os oteresled in
gelting answoers immsdiately so much as they are ioterested o
making a conneclion.

[t iz hecoming ciear that search engines are not cur enemy, nar
ourconnpetibion. The Interned is suceessbolly wsed b gonzwer qoick
aguestions about stocks, weather. and movie times, However. If
someane has an assigoment or rescarch profject. they may be
gulakly overwhal med and confiesed with the infarm atton seaklahle
ondine, This is where librarians are noeded. Librarians help form
search strategies and Mnd relialde resources, The Twiman compo-
el 5 0l i T go dweay

Lollaboratlon seemed the perfect answer to budger cutbacks,
limitesd rosoueces and staff. The toals have spacked libomey alki
ances at anunprecedented level: disirlct-wide, statewide, natlon-
aAlly anel iiaternakicsonl ly—all shariog pat rors. Virtuas] refereoce has
ghven libraries the cpportunlty to expand otr patron base and
rcapurces, and to promote librarics and collcctions.

With the advont of the Internet, the Libeary of Congross ook
acveataoe of 1his opportunity o share some of these collections
wlth the patlon and the world, With well over elght million
tlocuneents, photosraphs, recorded sound, and maps digitioed and
accesslble online bn the Amerlean Memory colfecrion alone,
[wtrons are sisitiog the Litrary of Comgress Web site Trom the
farthest corners of the world. A Library of Congress pabllcatlon
recently stated, "The Librany of Congress has collected, proscrwed,
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and made [reely available the resources of whall Tivs dnowfl i0to
the world's lartest brary, In Folfiling ik mizsion (o 'sustain and
preserve 3 universal colleelion of knowledge and crealivity for
future generalions,’ it has aszembled an wnparalleled record of
the nation’s collective Elil::m’_‘-r:.r."5

Each davy the patron brse of the Library of Congress ls diversilied
becaus: more prople find Libeary of Congreas material endine Lhan
arcidentally wander loto the building oo Cupitol Hill. This suggests
the power of the Web scarch englne. Anyone whao can access the
World Wide Web can access the b ibricy of Congress' Ask 8 Librariaoe
service and ask any kind of question. This is a major cuocern for
some referonoe stalt and research specialists whe are now alswering
guestlons that come from children mul far awsy nations with few
resources. As a resubl, it 15 & great chatlenge to meet patron needs
and exprckations. What would you sxpect From the Ask a Likeariao
servioe of P largest research institution in thes world?

The pumbier of Web gita btz on the Library of Congress' ene
page in 1935 was about 23 million, ooe Billioo it 2000 and mare
than two billion in 204, Correspandingly, 1o the same yoars, the
Lilseary of Congress recelved over 200 aaline inguirles in 15995,
and over 34,000 are projected by the end of this year (for
QuestionPoint refergnce zections ooly), As move and more
qtestlong were coming in online, the Libraey of Congress fownd it
e imore and more challenges. Decisioms Tod bo e made sk
libravian privacy, satisfactory burnacound tioes, who distribuoies
guestlons, which dlvisions suppport general Library faoctions, Jues
ton? to keep reconds, what kind of data 1o collect, and whether or
el 1o chal, Advlsory groups., suppxerl geoups, Lealning matceiils,
and best practices were developed, The Likrary of Congrass 1z
Goding oew ways to manage and guide patrons throngh the
Library's Web pages. Workilow amd answers are starting le
slandardize acness Likravy divisions and internal collahoration iz
hecoming casicr

f Lamalinara, G {Ocleber B004) The Mational Digital Libeary at 1 The
Litgary Extends Lts Reach Worldwide, fe Litemey of (ongress feformoifon
Huiletin, 063 10, p.145
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The challenge for librarians is to use our traditional strengths
toe il e programs and leverages the strengths of the library
community to redefine the role of librarians in the Internet age.
The Library of Congress is accumulating new kinds of collections
to support due to increasing digitized and born digital materials;
reference librarians are creating online finding aids and Web guides,
A new group of patrons are accessible from a distance, posing
informal questiong that are more for thelr general interest than
for any specific purpose. There are more opportunities for disabled
patrons.

Reference practices are changding. Now that refercoce
transactions are documented intheir entirety, they can be casily
analvzed to ldentify trends and quality. One guestion is clear: Are
librarians in the business of giving answers or giving instruction
and guldance? Some of the ssues involved in virteal refercoce
are similar to izzues in traditional reference such as: confronting
fair use Lyws with licensed databases and copyrighted material,
determining who should have access 1o the service, assessing
quality, ensuring accuracy, as well as sustainability, These barricrs
have to be overcome by the reference community as a whole,

Despite the sharp increase in queries when the Ask a Librarian
service first began, the Library of Congress” number of anline
quetices is loveling out. Some libraries are offering reference in-
person, via phone, small, and chat, At the Library of Congrass, in.
person reference is still offered, but in the virtual environment
only Web forms are offered consistently, About eighl divisions
slarted oflering chat for two hours a day in 2002 and some
librarians never met a chat patron during their shift. As a result,
administration found it difficolt toobtain stafl buy-in for chat serdces.
Staffing resources is one problem; wanting patrons is another

The Libyrary of Congdress is looking for new ways to focus anline
users on the collections: that make it special. The Library iz starting
te consider marketing its collections and services to its patrons
and targeted gronps. This year, & group of reference atafl createdd
bookmarks to promote the Library of Congress Ask a Librarian
service at the National Book Festival in October. Virtual relerence
allows libraries to use different services 1o pursue different
andiences. Link placement, name and logo branding, and proper
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publicity are important aspects of a successfol service,
Professicnal jargon, poor navigation, and deep linking are good
deterrents. 1 beliove good reference iz [he best markeling.

The Library of Congress has seen a significant decrease in the
numbrer of chat sessions since February of this yvear, Chat services
are only offered from 2:00 to £:00pm EST, 5o oone thing the Library
could be doing in order to help raise those numbers is to extend
the hours of chat. In a QuestionPoint report on the nomber of
chat questions that come in after hours within the last three
months, there have been 695 requests to chat with the Library of
Congress, which is actually more than the number of successl
chat transactions accepted in the last three manths.

To try to learn more aboul patrons' expectations and behay-
iors, the Library of Congress s currently undergping a masslve
evaluation using an outside contracting company to analyze all
patron data in all service arcas. According to some patron survey
clata from the QuestionPoint system, 7T% of questions on the pa-
Lron survey received a positive response in the last year and a
hali. One of the guestions on the patron survey asks patrons if il
i% their first time using the service, Eighty-six percent of them said
wves. It is difficul to determine from these numbers whether re-
peal patrons have completed an adequate amount of surveys that
would provide conclusive numbers on exactly how many of the
Library of Congress' patrons return to the service.

Jeff Penka, Product Manager for QuestionPoint, wrote that it is
“eritical for libraries to understand the current technological land-
scape and to have an articulate vislon of the customers or pa-
trons they intend toserve. Withouot this clarity, technology—rather
than vision and needs—may end up driving change.™ Libraries
are not the first to provide customer service through technology.
Librarians may have something to learn from the example set by
other industries, New technology and tools have enhanced the
way in which libraries are able to deliver information, however

B Penka, |, (February 2005) The Technological Challenges of Digital
Reference: An Overview Da0iD Mogozine vie2. Retrieved Novembser 15,

2004 rom Dilpvew, il orsolibyfebroarylld penka/Epenka. himl
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concepts not tools should be the driving force, There is no per-
fect tonl. Reference today is increasingly complex as librarians
are utilizing the Waorld Wide Weh, subscription databases, cata-
logs, varving formats, OpenlURL tools, and email; encountering
issucs like copyright, policy revision, licensing, and digital pres-
ervation, As aresult, staff raining is now locused on a number of
different applications—tools instead of collechions.

In an article in Reference & User Services Quarterly last vear,
Dr. E. Sierpe wrote, “The challenges taced by the profession are
not necessarlly related to the introduction of new technologies,
The challenges center on the promation of an ideology and cul-
ture where technological imperatives are becoming increasingly
influential in governing our profession.” This could be extrapo-
lated Lo suggest thal, in some cases, virlual reference services are
not necessarily a result of patron demand. This leads the library
community to ask questions about how librarlies arrhved at this
juncture and consider core values and core competencies in
librarianship.

Evervthing libraries have done before the digital explosion is
not going away. but neither iz the Internet, Take advantage of the
opportunities it presents. & good approach is to start rethinking
prioritics and involbee stafl, especially voluntears, “Presumalily,
the goal ks to pravide outstanding information services for the
user community,® and digital reference service is one strategy,
Yirtual reference is under construction all over the world, As Ji-
braries are experimenting and learning from one another, the come-
munity has come to a point where libraries are able to gather
enough data to bedin bo estallish trends. Insum, virtual reference
continues to challenge libraries to learn about themselves and
define themselves in new ways.

T Gierpe, B (2003) Tranzlormations of Librarianship in Support of
Learning Communities, Roeferance 4 Lver Semices Clearterdy cdinl, po 123

#pdachdam, B & Gray 5. (Dctobar 20000 A Menagement Mode! for Dt
Reference Sertices o Lorge Feetietions presented by Barbara MacAdam
and Zuzanne Gray at 2" Annoal Virtual Reference Desk Conferenoe in
Seattle, Wa. Retrieved December 1, 2004, rom bt e vred orgf
comdercnoes VRD2000 proceedingsmacadam-gray 1-01.sh lml



