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Determining the Question:
In_-person, Telephone, and
Virtual Reference Interviews

The refer.ence‘ interview is more an art than a science, an ever-changing practice
that requires responsiveness to context rather than just the application of a pre-
determined set of skills. While librarians should learn the elements of a gl;od
reference interview, they must also recognize that these steps must be adapted
to match each situation. Each reference interview will be different since each
user and each question is different. The overall structure has three phases:
“establishing contact with the user, finding out the user’s need, and confirmin :
that the answer provided is actually what was needed” (Ré)ss Nilsen ancgi
Dewdney, 2002: 5). Within this framework, librarians must learn’to im rlovise
like expert jazz musicians. F

For librarians, answering the user’s question correctly is the most important
part of the reference interaction, yet studies and experience show that users react
to the manner in which the reference interview is conducted, paying special
attention to both verbal and nonverbal cues. They are more likély toreturnto a
hbre'u‘lan who has handled their request respectfully whether or not their infor-
mation need has been completely fulfilled. Librarians must learn the elements of
a good reference interview. Each reference interview will be different since each
user and each question is different. So they will have to adapt the elements of
the interview to the specific situation. Conduct is as important as content.

Why Conduct the Reference Interview?

Sometirlnes it seems like the questions asked by users are very straightforward
prompting librarians to wonder why the reference interview is necessary at alll
Upon loolfing into the matter, however, the librarian often discovers that thé
real question was not the first one asked. Users tend to believe they can ask a
short question and get enough information to proceed on their own. In such
circumstances, the ambiguity of their initial inquiry often leads to confusion. A
user might, for example, ask for books about stars when, in fact, he wanted to
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know the constellations one can see south of the equator or maybe he is seeking
information about the home addresses of movie stars. On another occasion a
user might ask for books on baking when he wanted to find out about the
chemistry involved in the rising of yeast rather than recipes for bread. In
philosophy, errors prompted by the multiple meanings of words are known as
“category mistakes,” the grouping of dissimilar concepts under a single shared
label. Errors of this kind may not have profound consequences in the library
world, but they do waste the time of users and staff alike. By asking additional
clarifying questions the librarian can avoid such problems, focusing on the

meaningful content of the user’s request.

What We Know about the Reference Interview

Many studies have been done about the reference interaction. Robert S. Taylor
in his article “Question Negotiation and Information Seeking in Libraries”
explored the reference interaction from the point of view of question negotiation.
Taylor discussed “five filters through which a question passes and from which
the librarian selects significant data to aid him in his research” (Taylor, 1968:

*183). Elaine Z. Jennerich and Edward V. Jennerich approached the reference

interview as a “creative art” and a “performing art” (Jennerich and Jennerich,
1987). Mary Jo Lynch studied the reference interview in public libraries and
asked how reference librarians know when to interview a user, through what
channels a librarian gathers information without asking questions, and what
the characteristics are of an effective question sequence (Lynch, 1978).

Brenda Dervin and Patricia Dewdney's article, “Neutral Questioning: A
New Approach to the Reference Interview,” proposed the neutral questioning
model—a user-oriented approach to answering reference questions (Dervin and
Dewdney, 1986). Patricia Dewdney and Catherine Sheldrick Ross continued
the research in this area by looking at the reference interview from the user’s
point of view (Dewdney and Ross, 1994). They asked Masters of Library and
Information Science students to visit libraries and ask questions of interest to
them and to report on the results. Only 59.7 percent said that they would
return to the same librarian (Dewdney and Ross, 1994: 222).

Marie Radford in her 1998 article in Library Trends turned her attention to
nonverbal communications. She identified five factors indicated by users that
were critical in their decision as to whom to approach. They were initiation,
availability, proximity, familiarity, and gender. Mary Jane Swope and Jeffrey
Katzer studied the question of why people don't ask for assistance and found
that dissatisfaction with their previous assistance, the belief that their query was
too simple and the disinclination to bother the librarian affected their decision
not to ask for assistance (Swope and Katzer, 1972).

Intercultural communication has been studied by Terry Ann Mood (1982) and
R. Errol Lam (1988). Mood stated that foreign students learn best by hands-on
experience. Lam emphasized more effective intercultural communication
through the reference interview. Most recently, research has turned to the area of
virtual reference and what are the differences and similarities with face-to-face
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reference with the work of Straw (2000), Kern (2003), Radfor
Nilsen (2005). } ( ) Radford (2008), and

Conducting the Reference Interview

The refference interview is composed of several parts, each of which is dis-
cussed in turn over the following pages:

e Establishing rapport with the user

e Negotiating the question

* Developing a strategy for a successful search and communicating it to the user
e Locating the information and evaluating it 7
e Ensuring that the question is fully answered—the follow-up

® (losing the interview

Establishing Rapport with the User

When users arrive at the library or contact a librarian remotely (whether by
phon(?, e-mail, chat, or instant messaging), they expect to find someone willing
t(? assist them. To make the initial approach easier, librarians must find ways to
signal, verbally and/or nonverbally, that they are approachable. In Edward
Kazlelauskas_’s “An Exploratory Study: A Kinesic Analysis of Academic Library
2 Public Service Points,” he found that raising the eyebrow and lowering it when
someone approaches, maintaining eye contact, nodding and smiling all help
make the initial encounter more positive and comfortable (Kazlauskas, 1976)
He also identified behaviors that make the librarian less approachable:’lack ()f'
immediate acknowledgment of user, failing to change body stance as user
comes closer, covering the eyes with the hand, reading, tapping one’s finger,
and twitching of the mouth (Kazlaukas, 1976). ’
. Ma%‘ie A. Radford “observed reference interactions for thirty-seven hours
interviewing 155 users who approached thirty-four librarian volunteers.” Her’
purpose was to discover behaviors that influenced which librarian the user
approached. She identified five factors indicated by users that positivel
shaped user decisions: g

A#: - I
1. Initiation. The librarian begins the interaction by using one of the following

nonverbal signals: eye contact, body orientation, movement toward the
user, or verbal enforcement.

2. Availability. The librarian indicates availability by turning around, moving
toward the patron, using eye contact, or otherwise signaling attention to
the user nonverbally.

3. Proximity. Users decide who to a i i

; pproach based on their physical di
from the librarian. physical distance

4, 1—?am1h’arity. The user had previously met or been helped by a parqticu]ar

librarian.

5. Gender. Users found it more comfortabl
: e to approach a f i i
e or10) pproach a female librarian.
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The Jacoby and O’Brien study of undergraduate students documented the
importance of reference staff being friendly and approachable. This makes it
more comfortable for the users to request the help they need. It also impacts
on the students’ confidence to search for information on their own (Jacoby and
O’Brien, 2005).

The librarian can also look approachable by roving through the reference
area and helping users who may need assistance. Many users may not be
comfortable initiating a conversation with a librarian when they need help, so
roving gives users a less formal opportunity to get assistance. As they roam,
librarians can simply ask users if they are finding what they need. They can
approach users whom they have already assisted or perhaps users who have
not approached the reference desk.

When serving users who telephone, send their requests by e-mail, or ask a
question through a chat service, the librarian can make the process easier by
greeting the user in a friendly, upbeat manner (i.e., “Hello. How can I help
you?”) and by responding to the information provided by the user. For example,
the user may reveal that the reason he or she is using virtual reference is due to
an illness or the inability to leave home. The librarian should respond to this
comment by remarking on the situation in a friendly but neutral way—for
example, by saying, “Hope you feel better soon.”
~ Whatever the circumstances, the user must feel that the librarian is inter-
ested in his or her question. The librarian can accomplish this by facing the
user and maintaining eye contact with him or her. The librarian signals his
or her understanding of the user’s question by responding verbally or by
nodding. In a remote situation the librarian must stay in contact with the user
by text messaging and conveying interest in the question in words. For example,
the librarian could say, “What an interesting question.”

Negotiating the Question

Once the possibility of dialogue has been established, the next step is to estab-
lish the patron’s query. Many approaches to negotiating the question have been
suggested by researchers and practitioners. Brenda Dervin has suggested
“sense-making” as a way of finding out exactly what the user wants (Dervin
and Dewdney, 1986). Sense-making is user oriented and approaches the refer-
ence interview in an organized way designed to ensure that the librarian
understands what the user really needs. This method calls for an understand-
ing of the user’s situation, the gap that led to the question, and how the user
plans to use the information. Dervin argues that it is important to understand
that the “gaps individuals face (i.e., the questions they have) depend upon the
way in which they see the situation and how they are stopped. The kind of
answers they want is dependent on how they expect to use or be helped by the
answers” (Dervin and Dewdney, 1986: 507). Two questions, alike in form, may
not, in the end, be at all similar if the users who ask them differ in their views
of the situation. Dervin and Dewdney went on to develop a further approach
to questioning called “neutral questioning” which grows out of “sense-making”

o
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(Derv.m and Dewdney, 1986). Neutral questioning involves asking open
questions that will help the librarian discover the true nature of the quest}ijon
[?ervulq and Dewdney state that the librarian through questions must assess thel
situation, assess the gaps and assess the uses of the information (Dervin and

Dewdney, 1986: : i
D 5‘{, iﬂg:6 509). They suggest that the most useful neutral questions are

What kind of help would you like?
What have you done about this so far?

What would you like this book (information) to do for you? (Dervin and
Dewdney, 1986: 512)

An example of this questioning in action is the following:

Do you want annual reports? What sort of details do you want? If you
-COLlld tell me the kind of problem you're working on, I'll have a better
idea of what would help you. (Dervin and Dewdney, 1986: 510).

Th:15 form of questioning can be tailored to the needs of each individual b
'focusmg on how the information will be used. Once learned, neutral questiom‘ny
is not a long process since it is adapted to the needs of the individual Neutrfl
questioning can help librarians avoid the kind of category mistakes ciescribed
above. It also helps facilitate other forms of disambiguation, by ensuring that
all possible information about the information desired bylthe user is cijrnade
known. Users may ask where books on a certain subject are, thinking that the
can browse when they get to the section and find what they are lookin fo¥
Another patron may need some specific information and think the librar gdoes;
not have it just because a particular book is not on the shelf‘unaware);hat a
librarian may be able to answer the question with another source.

- In order for a positive reference interview to take place, the librarian must
listen carefully to the user and ask clarifying questions as neclessary. The librarian
must begin with open-ended questions, giving the user a chance to express
refergnce needs. Often the first question asked by the user does not 1‘};all
descrllbe what the user is seeking. The librarian must ask probing openﬂende?i[
questions such as “Please tell me more about your topic or whiat you want to
k.now- about (the topic)? What additional information can you give me?” The
librarian should continue with clarifying questions that may be a combi;nation
of open~ended or closed questions until it is clear what the user wants. These
clarifying questions might include the following: '

Open-ended questions Closed-ended questions

How i i
much information do you need? Do you need current or historical information?

™ 5
hat have you already found? Do you need factual or analytical information?

What format for the information do Can you read languages other than English?

you need?
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The librarian should rephrase the question to be sure that he or she really
understands what is needed by the user. Of course, it goes without saying that
the librarian should remain objective and does not make judgments about the
subject of the question. The same is true of a virtual reference question. The
librarian must ask the same open-ended questions to give the user a chance to
type out his or her information.

Although the librarian should begin with open-ended questions that allow
users to express their question more fully, there is also a place for closed-ended
questions. Once the librarian understands the question he or she may want to
narrow the search with some clarifying, closed-ended questions. The important
thing to remember about closed-ended questions is that the response from the
user will be brief. For example, if the librarian asks the user “Do you want
books or just articles?” the user may respond with a one-word answer, such as
“books” or “articles.” Sometimes a mix of open- and closed-ended questions
works best. As the librarian listens to the user’s question, he or she must not
make assumptions about the user or the question. Assumptions may lead the
librarian in the wrong direction, bringing the search up short. By working to
avoid the always mistaken belief that the horizon of the user is the same as
one’s own, the librarian can extend the limits of his or her vision.

For this interchange to be truly effective, the librarian should include the user
in the search. For example, the librarian may turn the monitor toward the user
to show the user the information being located in the database. This will enable
the librarian to continue to test whether he or she is proceeding in the right
direction, and it will be less isolating for the user. As the exchange proceeds,
including the user will give the librarian the opportunity to other information
about how to use the library that may be helpful to the user in the future.

In the course of assisting the user the librarian may need to help the user
reframe his or her question. The question may be too general or too specific,
and the librarian must then work with the user to better formulate the question.
For example, the user may ask for information on the Civil War but actually
want information on the Battle of Gettysburg. The librarian should try to find
out in carefully crafted phrases how the information will be used and what
level of material is needed.

Finally the librarian should paraphrase the question back to the user to
be sure that the understanding is mutual. For example, “If [ understand you
correctly,-you want information on the coral reefs in Key West, especially their
geology, location, and water temperature?” It is easy to misunderstand the
user’s question so every effort should be made to make sure the user’s needs

are being communicated.

Developing a Strategy and Communicating It to the User

Once the 511]5ject is clear the librarian should construct a search, selecting search
terms and identifying the most appropriate sources for the particular user. If
the librarian has little knowledge of the subject, he or she should partner with
the user in selecting the subject terms. No one, even a subject specialist, can
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ever expect to be an expert on that which might be of interest to library users
and the reference encounter is often as much a chance to learn as it is to teach’

N )y As long as one knows where to begin looking, the reference process can be

exciting for both librarian and user. As the search is developed, the librarian
should explain as much about the search as he or she thinks islof interest to
theluser. The librarian should also respect the user’s time frame and work to
assist the user to the fullest extent possible within that time frame.

Of the many kinds of information available on most subjects, the librarian
must determine what information will fit the user’s needs. Does ’the user want
more general information or more technical information? This can only be
judged by continuing to communicate with the user, The user may also ha}'\]fe a
preference as to the format of the information, the amount of information, and
th.e level of the information. Ideally, much of this information should have gbeen
dlscqvered in the earlier phase of determining the question. It is important that
the librarian constantly keep in mind all he or she knows about the user’s
needs and work to plan the search accordingly.

Locating the Information and Evaluating It

.Wha.tever the extent of a reference query, the librarian should continually check
m‘w1th the user to determine whether the material being discovered com lies
w1t}} the user’s needs. This process should continue until the user has the iJE)for-
mation needed or the user has resources to examine.

Ingt—ruction in the use of the resources should be provided to the user if the
user 15lunfarnjliar with the source(s). Attention should also be paid to the qualit
oflth(: gﬁormaftil?p Ey evaluating that information to be certain that the source};
selected are of hi uality. This i ideli
o pedesk ars referei Ceqmateifials- can be done by using the guidelines for the

Ensuring That the Question Is Fully Answered—The Follow-up

The follow-up question is of great importance to the reference interview. It is
necessary to check with users to see whether they have had their que.stion
answered. The librarian may want to ask if users found the information the
sought or say, “Please come back if you don’t find what you are looking for ang
we can look somewhere else.” Or the librarian may be roving and check in with
the user. Gers and Seward stated that the follow-up question “may be the single
most important behavior because it has the potential for allowing one to reme%i
lapses in other desirable behaviors” (Gers and Seward, 1985: 34). Dewdne a:nz{
Ross (1994) found that librarians often fail to ask follow-up questions Th?s can
result in a situation in which the user lacks needed information but is -unable to
express the discrepancy.

Closing the Interview

i[;keht‘h; Closing- moves of a chess game, the conclusion of a reference interview
a highly specialized art. Once it has been confirmed that the user has all the
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information he or she desires, the consulting librarian should find a way to
bring the conversation to a close without making the patron feel summarily
dismissed. Christopher Nolan suggests that a reference department should
develop goals for the interview, making it easier to know when the conversation
should be brought to a close. He further states that “three factors are involved
in the end of most interviews: knowledge or content of the interview, dynamics
of the in’ferpersonal interaction, and institutional or policy components”
(Nolan, 1992: 515). Keep in mind that, as is suggested elsewhere in this book,
reference services are one of the primary means to spotlight the value of the
library itself, so the interview should close on an open note. In particular, the
librarian can make a follow-up comment that will encourage the user to return.

Problematic Strategies in the Reference Interview

The Imposed Query

Most librarians and researchers have based their evaluations of the reference
interview on the assumption that the questions are self-generated. This is not
always true. Melissa Gross defines and discusses the imposed query, as “a
process in which the imposer or end user passes the question to another who
will act as the agent in the transaction of the query and then return to the
imposer with the answer or resolution” (Gross, 1998: 291). Although we do not
know all the implications of the imposed query, it is logical to suppose that the
assumptions and stereotypes of both the person who asked the question and the
person who transmits the query will affect the outcome. Gross points to the need
for more research in this area. A good example of the imposed query is when a
parent arrives in the library asking for information for a child’s homework
assignment. In this case the person who needs the information is not present and
the parent may or may not be clear as to the actual information need. It is helpful
to the librarian to identify this situation as the imposed query since the librarian
will realize that the person asking the question may not be able to clarify the
question for the librarian, making it more complicated to provide help.

The Communications Trap

Sometimes the problem between the user and the librarian is one of communi-
cation. The article, “Oranges and Peaches: Understanding Communication
Accidents in the Reference Interview,” points out this problem. This article
begins by describing a scenario in which a student arrives at the library, claim-
ing that he has been assigned a book to read titled Oranges and Peaches. The
librarian is unable to find a book by this title and asks the student for the
author. The librarian does not ask the student any open-ended questions or
sense-making questions in order to get information on the context of the
request. Finally the student does provide additional information, and the
librarian realizes that the student is looking for Darwin’s On the Origin of
Species (Dewdney and Michell, 1996: 520-521).
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. Spmetimes the librarian misunderstands the question because the pronun-
ciation F)f the key words is slightly different or the librarian hears the WP:)rd and
1'e1atesl1t to something familiar to him or her. In another example, Dewdne
and Michell describe a user who arrives at the library asking for I’naterial 01{
'Socr:fes. But the librarian has just been weeding in the sports section and hears
it as “soccer tees.” There are, of course, many words that sound the same but
have completely different meanings such as China/china, Turkey/turkey and
Walles /whales (Dewdney and Michell, 1996: 527-528). Olther communic{;tion
accidents happen when the user asks a question that he or she has heard from
someone else. The solution to these miscommunications is first to restate the
question, allowing the user the opportunity to restate it, and second, to ask
follow-up questions, helping to introduce context into the discussion. ’

Behaviors to Avoid

Librarians should take care not to fall i
. c into the many traps that can i
during the reference transaction. e sy e

2 . i
P&\X '\-’ Keep in contact with the user. It is tempting to just start typing on the

computer once the user has asked a question. This is extremely confusing to
the user who neither knows what the librarian is doing nor if the librarian
rea]]y' unc.]erstood the question. Before beginning a search, be sure that the
question is clear by restating it and explaining to the user what is bein
searched. If possible, let the user see the screen so he or she can follow thg
search. If the librarian goes elsewhere to get the information for the user, he or
she should try not to be out of sight of the user for any length of time s’o tha‘;
the user knows the librarian is still working on the question.

Ax-folld the negative closure, i.e., a dismissive behavior that falls short of
prox-ndmlg full service. In a negative closure the librarian is more interested in
ge.ttmg rid of the user than in answering the question and sends the user aw
without the information needed. Here are some examples of this: Y

e The librarian provides an unmonitored referral. This is when the librarian
sends the_ user somewhere else without any clear direction. For example
the lll?rarlan glves‘the user a call number and suggests looking in that areell
{)1 points to a part1c1l_11ar area and suggests browsing there. Similarly prob-
'ET}THIC' 1;vould be a situation in which the librarian refers the user elsewhere
In the library or to an agency without confirming that the i
find information there. i userwillactually

¢ The librarian suggests that the user sh

ould have done some ind
work before asking for help. repmRa
The librarian tries to i i
get the user to accept information more easi i

than what the user needs. ’ SRl Fme

The librarian suggests that the information will not be found for one of a

number o-f reasons, such as too hard, obscure, or elusive or simpqu not

avalle_xble in the library and perhaps not in any library.

The I}brar}an tries to convince the user not to pursue the question.

The librarian leaves the desk and does not return.
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h as turning away from the

e The librarian through a nonverbal action suc
Ross and Dewdney, 1999:

user indicates that the interview is over (
151-163).

Ross and Dewdney offer recommendations for more positive behavior. They
recommend that when the librarian refers the user to another part of the library
or to another library or information source, the librarian should verify that
useful information will be found by the user. The librarian should also encourage
the user to return if the user does not find the information needed. Roving
reference can help identify users who need more help or who need help but
have not talked to a librarian. If the reference interaction is remote, the librarian
might suggest a visit to the library for further information or encourage the
user to contact the library again for more assistance.

Another behavior to avoid is simply not listening to the user. It is hard to
listen intently to each user’s question. But the librarian must do this in order to
understand as completely as possible the user’s question. To not listen closely
and ask pertinent questions can lead to assumptions that will lead the librarian in
the wrong direction. For example, the librarian might be asked about abortions
and immediately go to the health section only to find out the person wants to
know about aborting space flights.

Finally, avoid making the user feel stupid. Sometimes the user does not
know the library jargon. They may use “bibliography” instead of “biography”
or they may use “reference book” when they mean a circulating nonfiction
book. The librarian should correct the user in a nonjudgmental manner. It is
the librarian who must learn to understand the users (Cramet, 1998).

The Telephone Interview

rview is one step removed from the face-to-face interview. It
does have the advantage of getting immediate feedback from the user. Although
the librarian cannot see the user, the librarian can hear the tone and inflexions in
the user’s voice and can ascertain how he or she is communicating.

The librarian should develop a pleasant speaking voice to aid in phone
communication, aiming to sound approachable and attentive. As always, it is
jmportant to rephrase the user’s questions to clarify meaning and ask open-
ended questions. In this more ethereal context, it is doubly important that the
user be kept informed as to how the search process is proceeding and that
silent time be kept to a minimum. Once the answer has been found, follow-up
questions should be asked in order to confirm that the question has been
propetly answered. The librarian should also cite the source where the answer
can be found (Ross, Nilsen, and Dewdney, 2002: 127-131). A recent study by
Agosto and Anderton revealed that eighty-six out of 125 telephone reference
transactions analyzed gave no sources for their answer. The authors defined
the standard citation elements for print resources as “title, author, publisher
and year and for Web sites, the author (if there is one) and URL"(Agosto and

Anderton, 2007: 52-53).

The telephone inte
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L1brar1an§ can provide value-added information that will enhance the user’s
understanding of the answer while doing telephone reference. For example
when a user asks, “Who is the current governor?” it would be uéeful to ex %ja' ,
that. tl'_le state has an official Web site and a page for the governor in addliticiﬁ
tofglvmg ’Fhe URL (Agosto and Anderton, 2007: 49-50). Finally, as in all good
f;} f;f;ce interviews, the user should be encouraged to call again or visit the

Virtual Reference—E-mail, Chat, IM, and SMS$S

Usmg electronic means to provide reference assistance has become part of the
lives of .most reference librarians. Answering questions by e-mail chp;t instant
messaging (IM), and text messaging (SMS) is not so different frofm an,swerin
questions face to face. The problem is that virtual reference lacks the advanta .
of the fgce-to-face reference interview where the user’s tone of voice faci%ﬁ
expressions and body language help the librarian to judge whether he,or she
is communicating well with the user. A handicap for some is, however, an
advantage for others who cannot leave home or do not comn’lunicate x:vell
verbally, making it a powerful means to support the mission of many libraries
to make their resources available to all. Librarians should approach tj}fle virtual
referenc.e question in the same way as a face-to-face one. i
E-mail reference has been offered by libraries since the mid-1990s. The struc-
ture of the e-mail reference interview is a well-designed form thét capture
essential information. This is the best way for the librarian to get mforrﬁatio;
from the user. Collecting enough information is essential since it is hard to go
back, ask follow-up questions, and get a response from the user. Sample e-m§il
rgferencle forms can be found on many library Web sites, but the Internet Public
LJbrgry s (www.ipl.org) e-mail reference form is a good place to start. A stud
by D1a.m0nd and Pease identified eleven question categories for e~mai.1 ueriez
mcluc'hng factual ready reference, information for term papers and assi N ent
and l.lbrary policies and procedures (Diamond and Pease, 2001) Pogx:;ﬁ anz
Brad1gan’s study of e-mail reference also attempted to cat(—;gorize. the kinds of
questions 'being asked by users and stated that most of the questions fell into
the .fc?llowmg categories: assignments, holdings information, library services and
policies, alnd consumer health (Powell and Bradigan, 2001). Although e-mail
reference is slower, it has the advantage of giving the librarian time tog do some
resealrch. and provide a more thorough response. The e-mail response should
also invite the user to return for more information or to use the service again
Chat, IM (Instant Messaging) reference, and now SMS (text messagin )ghav.
c.ons1derable potential for the reference interview because they are d%neg in reapi
;;’ne. ((ihat reference was adgpted by libraries wanting to be able to provide
mediate answers to questions. The advantage of chat reference is that the
refe.rence interview can be used successfully in this format. There is an oppor-
tu:mt.y to comunicate back and forth with the user, and an opportunif pfor
1Ii)rfomdmg gulc'.lancel the user can use in future queries. When providingychat
eference, the librarian should not assume that the user does not have time for
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the reference interview. The fact that the user has not chosen to come to the
library does not indicate that the user is impatient or in a hurry (Kern, 2003).
Librarians should greet users by name and acknowledge the receipt of the
question. They should then proceed to do a reference interview, asking the user
for the context of the query, followed by open-ended questions. He or she
should explain that the questions are aimed at ensuring that the librarian
understands the question, and should rephrase the question to that purpose. It
is also important to tell the user what steps are being taken since the user cannot
see what the librarian is doing. The librarian should read carefully the users’
replies for clues as to whether they are communicating well since the chat is
text-based with no opportunity to observe nonverbal clues. When information
is identified, the librarian can provide a URL or can co-browse with the user.
Attention should be paid that the information given to the user really answers
the user’s question. As in the face-to-face interview, the librarian should
encourage the user to return for more information or with another question. A
final advantage to chat reference is that the user can receive a transcript with all
the information from the search.

IM and SMS are faster than chat because of the nature of the software, but
they often lack context. The kinds of questions answered in this mode are usually
ready reference questions, directions, policy information, or URLs. Since both
the questions and answers are quite short, the librarian may not have contact
information to follow up, and it is difficult to know when the question is finished.
Librarians must be succinct when responding to IM or SMS (text messaging)
queries. They should also try to get an e-mail address if they want to do some
follow-up or encourage the user to come to the library. Because the quick back-
and-forth nature of IM and SMS (text messaging) may become tiresome to the
user, it is recommended that the librarian should “respond with a small amount
of information plus a request for clarification” (Ross, Nilsen, and Dewdney, 2002:
199). If the information needed is not available electronically, the librarian should
arrange to get the print information to the user by fax and other convenient
means (Ronan, 2003: 158). Steiner and Long studied the attitudes of academic
librarians toward IM and found that 80 percent of the librarians had used IM
(Steiner and Long, 2007). User perceptions of IM software were examined by
Ruppel and Fagan, who found that users valued IM reference for its convenience,
anonymity, and quick help (Ruppel and Fagan, 2002). SMS5 (text messaging), the
ewest communication mode, is communication by text messaging through cell
phones. A variety of software including Altarama, AIM, and “Text a Librarian”
is being used.

Virtual reference librarians should aim to be approachable in the way they
word their responses to the user. Just as in the face-to-face interview, the librarian
will want to strive to make the user comfortable with the process s0 that the
user will return to the library. Follow-up should encourage the user to use the
library virtually or in person. Recent research shows that the same mistakes
happen in virtual reference as in face-to-face interviews, that is, the lack of the
reference interview, unmonitored referrals and failure to ask follow-up questions

(Nilsen, 2005). Straw comments that “#a well-written response not only answers
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a question eloquently, but it also tells the user about the importance that the
hb.rary places on the question” (Straw, 2000: 379). Mon and Janes’ study confirms
this. They found that librarians who used more words in their answers tended
to be thanked more often whereas librarians who resorted to the “canned”
Tesponses or the FAQs received fewer thank-yous (Mon and Janes, 2007)
. As hb.rarians reach out to where their users are, many are: providin
information about the library and answering questions on Facebook (wW&%
:facet_)ook.com) and MySpace (www.myspace.com). Hennepin County Librar
in Minnesota and the University of Massachusetts Boston Healey Librar Cal)‘(l
bg found on Facebook, whereas Brooklyn College and the Denver P{lblic
L1brjc1ry are examples of libraries that can be found on MySpace.
_ Vlrltual reference is often underused simply because users don’t know about
its existence. It is important that libraries clearly mark the service and make it
Z’lSlble o?hall pages 01:1 their Web site. Virtual reference policies such as who
an use the service should al isi i i
o e ey B BPH A so be visible to the users. Marketing a virtual

Assessment and Accountability

Many researchers have spent time examining virtual reference. Two studies have
examined the accuracy of the questions answered and the satisfaction of the
user. Arnold and Kaske analyzed chat transcripts and found that the accuracy
rate was 92 percent (Arnold and Kaske, 2005). White, Abels, and Kaske (2003);
also found a high level of accuracy in chat reference in both university and
public library service. g

A'ssessments have included examining librarian and user judgments of
service values, examining how libraries are setting policies, assessing virtual
referenc.e quality, developing quality standards for virtual reference, and usin,
survey instruments such as LibQual+ and WOREP (Wisconsin-Ohic; Referencg
Evaluation Program) (Radford and Mon, 2008).

Librarians doing virtual reference can develop a peer-reviewing system to
helP one another to improve the quality of their work. Transcripts should be
;ix;fi‘fgsg.on a regular basis to ascertain that the best possible service is being

RUSA Guidelines—A New, More Integrated Approach

The most recent guidelines for the reference interview, “Guidelines for Behavioral
Performance of Reference and Information Service Providers,” were approved
by the Reference and User Services Association Board of Directors in June 2004
(V\frww.ala.org v al:a o mgrps /divs/rusa/resources/guidelines /guidelinesbehavioral
.cfm). These guidelines cover approachability, interest, listening/inquiring

searching anc?l folllow—up. Each of these five areas includes general guide:hnes,
In-person guidelines, and guidelines for remote reference, that is telephone’
e-mail, and chat. For the first time, the guidelines have been tie::l to remot(;
reference as well as in-person reference. This provides the librarian with a way to




28 REFERENCE AND INFORMATION SERVICES IN THE 21ST CENTURY

begin to blend the various ways of answering a reference question rather than
treating remote reference separately as it had been when first emerging. These
guidelines stress the need for good communication skills, whether the question
is asked in person or remotely stating: “In all forms of reference services, the
success of the transaction is measured not only by the information conveyed,
but also by the positive or negative impact of the patron/staff interaction. The
positive or negative behavior of the reference staff (as observed by the patron)
becomes a significant factor in perceived success or failure.”

In discussing approachability: “ Approachability behaviors, such as the initial
verbal and nonverbal responses of the librarian, will set the tone for the entire
communication process and will influence the depth and level of interaction
between the staff and the users.”

On the subject of interest: “A successtul librarian must demonstrate a high
degree of interest in the reference transaction. While not every query will con-
tain stimulating intellectual challenges, the librarian should be interested in
each patron’s information need and should be committed to providing the
most effective assistance.”

About listening: “The reference interview is the heart of the reference trans-
action and is crucial to the success of the process. The librarian must be effective
in identifying the patron’s information needs and must do so in a manner that
keeps users at ease.”

On searching: “The search process is the portion of the transaction in which
behavior and accuracy intersect. Without an effective search, not only is the
desired information unlikely to be found but users may become discouraged as
well.” '

About follow-up: “The reference transaction does not end when the librarian
Jeaves the users. The librarian is responsible for determining if the users are
satisfied with the results of the search and is also responsible for referring the
users to other sources, even when those sources are not available in the local
library.”

Kwon and Gregory surveyed whether users would be more satisfied if
RUSA Guidelines were used. Five behaviors were the strongest predictors of
user satisfaction: “receptive and cordial listening, searching information
sources with or for the patrons, providing information sources, asking patrons
whether the question was answered completely and asking patrons to return
when they need further assistance” (Kwon and Gregory, 2007: 137).

Understanding and Respecting Cultural Differences

The librarian should try to understand and respect the cultural differences of
the users. Some users may have trouble asking their question. If they are diffi-
cult to understand, the librarian could ask them to write out their question. .
Librarians should avoid jargon and speak slowly and distinctly. When possible, .
give users struggling with English handouts that they can read. Other issues to
e aware of involve differences in body language and personal space issues. In.
some cultures it is acceptable to stand very close to the librarian when talking -
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to him or her. For others this can be uncomfortable. Etiquette also differs
among cul'turfas. In some countries it is important to greet someone formally
before beginning the conversation and in others it is important to shake hands
flr‘st. No matter what the cultural diiferences it is important to treat all people
with respect. F
A recent study by Shachaf and Snyder found that once African-American
stu(;:ler;lts ;Sked a question, they asked more questions on follow-up in second
and third e-mail messages to librarians than the Caucasi i
F: sian stude
(Shachaf and Snyder, 2007). s did

improving Our Skilis

Doing.a gogd reference interview takes skills that come only with practice. The
new librarian should continually evaluate his or her abilities and try to
improve them.

*  Practice looking approachable. This means being relaxed and open and not
Iookir}g 50 busy that the person will hesitate to ask a question.

® Practice active listening skills. Listening to the nuances as well as the
words of the user will help the librarian to be sure that he or she under-
stands the question.

* Develop knowledge of reference sources. Continuing to build knowledge
of reference resources is essential in assisting the user. ®

o Pr‘actice posing questions. Think about how to craft and ask questions that
will elicit more information from the user and help the librarian to better
understand the question.

*  Practice the follow-up questions and the closing of the interview. Both are
essential in making sure the question is answered and making it comfort-
able for the user to return again.

A Look Ahead: Striving for Excellent Service

As we look te a future which is a mix of face-to-face, telephone, or virfual
reference, the importance of the reference interview remains. Ilt has been
proven in all situations to be an important key to successfully answering the
user’s questions. It is also important in ensuring that the user feels that the
librarian has tried his or her best to answer the question. It is interesting that
the user values the behavior of the librarian often more than the answer
Consequently, the development of good people skills is of great importancé

no matter. the form of the reference interview. Kathleen Kern summed up the
reference interview as follows: “we need to remember that the type and quality

of the service we offer must depend on our philosophy of reference service and

Tmt on the mode of communication with the user (Kern, 2003: 49). As the ways
tn which we work to help library users continue to change, we would do well
to keep these_ words in mind, remembering that it is an orientation toward
_gxcellent service that leads to satisfied users.




30 REFERENCE AND INFORMATION SERVICES IN THE 21ST CENTURY : DETERMINING THE QUESTION: IN-PERSGN, TELEPHONE, AND VIRTUAL REFERENCE INTERVIEWS 31

Ronan, Jana. 2003. “The Reference Interview Online.” Reference & Lser Services

Recommendations for Further Reading
Quarterly 43, no. 1 (Fall): 43-47. The author discusses how chat communi-

Bobrowsky, Tammy, Lynne Beck, and Malaika Grant. 2005. “The Chat Refer- : cation norms for online communiti i

[ i R t -t

ence Interview: Practicalities and Advice.” The Refereice Librarian 89/90: ' erence service following the R?Sliegecﬁgv?srzlfgéef oAt rel

179-191. This article offers practical information on how to conduct a chat : and Information Services Professionals guideﬁne,sr ormance of Reference
reference interview. | Ross, Catherine Sheldrick, and Patrici 94, ,

Durrance, Joan. 1995. “Factors That Influence Reference Success.” The Reference Analysis of the Best (and Woisil)CIii ?&?Tﬁ 119%?.' Eft Practices: An
Librarian 49/50: 243-265. Based on the author’s “Willingness to Return” ) Teansactions.” Public Libraries 33. no. & }(,Se temllla .lf/ioltrgry .Reference
study that identifies factors that are associated with successful reference . This survey confirmed that 55 pe’rcerlt of t}?e usereslwocl(zi erg . 261;26}'16.
: . : . . ; uid return to the
1nterx'r19?ws. o , , . same librarian again. Unhelpful practices in the reference interview

Dyson, Lillie Seward. 1992. “Improving Reference Services: A Maryland Train- . . listed. are
ing Program Brings Positive Results.” Public Libraries 31, no. 5 (Septem- Stover, Mark. 2004. “The Reference Librari ] .
ber/Qctober): 284-289. Presents the Maryland Division of Library ; Approach to Expertise.” The Reference ﬁ;ﬂ;?gﬁg;/ggpf% ?Ulgoztmodem
Development and Services survey and subsequent training program that ration of the reference interview using the “postmo defn . N th n expl(?_
identified verification and follow-up questions as the most important ele- view of the therapist as a non-expert.” P psychotherapeutic
ments in the reference interview. Ward, David. 2004. “Measuring the C . o

Fagan, Judy Condit, and Christina M. Desai. 2002 /2003. “Communication : Online Chat.” Reference &glisei 5235:22275;;{ lze;efncf Fl;.‘alrl'ts.actlons n
Strategies for Instant Messaging and Chat Reference Services.” The Refer- study of the effectiveness of online chat refereny; f dOlt . i j 4007 A
ence Librarian 79/80: 121-155, The author discusses effective ways to com- E tions were answered completely © ancl (o see If the ques-
municate using instant messaging and chat reference. e Ward, David. 2005. “How Much | E ? i "

#Guidelines for Behavioral Performance of Reference and Information Service : | Reference Services Quarter};:l[] Snonztlgg';g{??iizﬁsghat I}GII:gth. 11?-11 tergf t

4 s Ly OTTAD 10N Of how to handle

long chat sessions—both policies and suggested practice

Ward, I?avid. 2005. “Why Users Choose ChaEgA Survzy of Besirlxavior and Moti-
vations.” Internet Reference Services Quarterly 10, no. 1: 29-46. A study of
Why pegple choose chat and their overall satisfaction. ’

White, Marilyn Domas. 1981. “The Dimensions of the Reference Interview.”
RQ 20, no. 4 (Summer): 373-381. Discusses the importance of explainin tlo
.the user what is happening during the reference interview. i

White, Marilyn_Domas. 1998. “Questions in Reference Interviews.” Journal of
Documentatton 54, no. 4 (September): 443-465. A discussion of the types of

_questions asked in a presearch interview.

Wlk;ff, qua. 2008. “Reference Transaction Handoffs; Factors Affecting the

31’(2;1;;1)1 ggizi?ét to E-mail.” Reference & User Services Quarterly 47, no.

Providers.” 2004. Reference & User Services Quarterly 44, no. 1 (Fall): 9-14. A
discussion of these guidelines for providing digital reference service.

Hill, J.B., Cherie Madarash Hill, and Dayne Sherman. 2007. “Text Messaging
in an Academic Library: Integrating SMS into Digital Reference.” Reference
Librarian 47, no. 1: 17-29. Describes integrating SMS into the library’s “Ask
a Librarian” service.

Kern, M. Kathleen 2009, Virtual Reference Best Practices, Tniloring Services to Your
Library. Chicago: American Library Association. This new title provides a
wealth of up-to-date information on how to setup a virtual reference service.

McCain, Cheryl. 2007. “Telephone Calls Received at an Academic Library’s
Reference Desk: A New Analysis.” The Reference Librarian 47, no. 2: 5-16. A
study that documents that most telephone calls do not require a librarian.

Naylor, Sharon, Bruce Stoffel, and Sharon Van Der Laan. 2008. “Why Isn't Our
Chat Reference Used More? Finding of Focus Group Discussions with
Undergraduate Students.” Reference & User Services Quarterly 47, no. 4 -
(Summer): 342-354. This study documents the reasons the Milner Library
at Illinois State University’s chat service was not better used. N

Owen, Tim Buckley. 2006. Success at the Enquiry Desk: Successful Enquiry Answer- -
ing-—Every Time. 5th ed. London: Facet. A helpful and up-to-date manual
on the particulars of providing reference service. e

Portree, Martha et al. “Overcoming Transactional Distance; Instructional Intent:
i1 an E-mail Reference Service.” Reference & User Services Quarterly 48, 1n0.2.

(Winter): 142-151. Customization of the e-mail response is an important -
part of the transaction. This study documents how librarians provide:
instruction and as a result interact more directly with the user. S

Bibliography of Works Cited in This Chapter

'Agost.o, Denise E., and Holly Anderton. 2007. “Whatever Happened to ‘Always
C;lte the Source?’ A Study of Source Citing and Other Issues Related to Tele-

.A- phone Beference. Reference & User Services Quarterly 47(Fall): 44-53.
mold, ]uhe:*, and Neal Kaske. 2005. “Evaluating the Quality of a Chat Service.”

* portal: Libraries and the Academy 5, no. 2: 177-193. .

ramer, Dina C. 1998, “How to Speak Patron.” Public Li ] 7

a . . L

: (November December): 349. P bl Libvaries 37, no. 6

vin, Brenda, and Patricia Dewdney. 1986, “Neutral Questioning: A New

Approach to the Reference Interview.” RQ 25(Summer): 506-513.




82 REFERENCE AND INFORMATION SERVICES IN THE 21 ST CENTURY

Dewdney, Patricia, and Gillian Michell. 1996, “Oranges and Peaches: Under-
standing Communication Accidents in the Reference Interview.” RQ 35, no.
4 (Summer): 520-536.

Dewdney, Patricia, and Catherine Sheldrick Ross. 1994, “Flying a Light Air-
craft: Reference Service Evaluation from a User ‘s Viewpoint.” RQ 34, no. 2
(Winter): 217-230.

Diamond, Wendy and Barbara Pease. 2001. “Digital Reference: A Case Study
of Question Types in an Academic Library.” Reference Services Review 29,
no. 3: 210-218.

Gers, Ralph, and Lillie J. Seward. 1985. “Improving Reference Performance:
Results of a Statewide Study.” Library Journal 110 (November 1): 32-36.
Gross, Melissa. 1998. “The Imposed Query: Implications for Library Service
Evaluations.” Reference and User Services Quarterly 37, no. 3 (Spring):

290-299.

“Chuidelines for Behavioral Performance of Reference and Information Service
Providers.” Available: www.ala.org /ala/mgrps/divs /rusa/resources/
guidelines/ guidelinesbehavioral.cim.

Jacoby, JoAnn, and Nancy F. O'Brien. 2005. “ Assessing the Impact of Reference
Services Provided to Undergraduate Students.” College and Research
Libraries 66, no. 4: 324-340,

Jennerich, Elaine Z., and Edward J. Jennerich. 1987. The Reference Interview as a
Creative Art. Englewood, CO: Libraries Unlimited.

Kazlauskas, Edward. 1976. “An Exploratory Study: A Kinesic Analysis of
Academic Library Public Service Points.” Journal of Academic Librarianship 2,
no. 3: 130-134. '

Kern, Kathleen. 2003. #Communication, Patron Satisfaction, and the Reference
Interview.” Reference and User Services Quarterly (Fall): 47-49.

Kwon, Nahyun, and Vicki L. Gregory. 2007. “The Effects of Librarians’ Behav-
joral Performance on User Satisfaction in Chat Reference Services.” Reference
& User Services Quarterly 47, no. 2 (Winter): 137-148.

Lam, R. Errol. 1988. “The Reference Interview: Some Intercultural Considera-
tions.” RQ 27, no. 3 (Spring): 390-395.

Lynch, Mary Jo. 1978. #Reference Interviews in Public Libraries.” Library Quar-
terly 48, no. 2 {April): 119-142.

Mon, Lorri, and Joseph W. Janes. 2007, “The Thank You Study” Reference & Liser
Services Quarterly 46, no. 4 (Summer): 53-59.

Mood, Terry Ann. 1982. “Foreign Students and the Academic Library.” RQ :

21{Winter): 175-180.

Nilsen, Kirsti. 2005, “Virtual versus Pace-to-Face Reference: Comparing Users’ -
o Physical and Virtual Reference Desks in Public and -

Academic Libraries.” Reference and Information Services Section, World:

Perceptions on Visits t

Library and Information Congress, Oslo.

Nolan, Christopher W. 1992. “Closing the Reference Interview: Implications for

Policy and Practice.” RQ 31, no. 4 (Summer): 513-523. -

Powell, Carol A. and Pamela S. Bradigan. 2001. “E-Mail Reference Services:
Characteristics and Effects on Overall Reference Services at an Academif_:i

DETERMINING THE QUESTION: IN-PERSON, TELEPHONE, AND VIRTUAL REFERENCE INTERVIEWS 33

Healt . . " .
17%&1 1I;S‘Sermces Library.” Reference and User Services Quarterly 41, no. 2:

Radford,lMalrie L 1998, ~ Approach or Avoidance? The Role of Nonverbal Com-
mumcahor} m-the Academic Library User’s Decision to Initiate a Reference
Encounter.” Library Trends 46, no. 4 (Spring): 699-717.

. 1999, The Reference Encounter. Chicago: A iati

9. Lhe Refe go: Association of College and

. 2008. ”Encount.erirllg Virtual Users: A Qualitative Investigation of Inter-

personal Communication in Chat Reference.” Journal of the American Society
for Informc.ztmn Science and Technology 57, no. 8: 1046-1059.

. Radfqrd, Marie L., and Lorri Mon, 2008, “Reference Service in Face-to-Face and
Virtual Env1rqnments.” In Academic Library Research: Perspectives and Cur-
rent Trenffs, edited by Marie L. Radford and Pamela Snelson. (ALA/ACRL

. Publications in Librarianship #59). Chicago: ACRL. '

onan, Jana Smith. 2003. Chat Reference: A Guide to Live Virtual R 1
Westport, CT: Libraries Unlimited. orence servie.

Ross, Cath?rine Sheldrick, and Patricia Dewdney. 1999. “Negative Closure:
Strategies and Counter-strategies in the Reference Transaction.” Reference
and User_Serwces Quarterly 38, no. 2 (Winter): 151-163,

Ross, Catherine Sheldrick, Kirsti Nilsen, and Patricia Dewdney. 2002. Conducting
the Reference Interview. New York: Neal-Schuman.

Ruppel, I\CIargie anc'l Jody Condit Fagan. 2002. “Instant Messaging Reference:
%zerfgfvaluatlon of Library Chat.” Reference Services Review 30, no. 3:

Shath'af, Ppt;na, ;131 Mlavry Snyder. 2007. “The Relationship between Cultural

iversity and User Needs in Virtual Reference Services.” i
Librarignship 33, no. 3: 361-367. rices. Joumatef fcademie

Stemelzfrtsbaral} K, Ce)md Casey M. Long. 2007. “What Are We Afraid Of? A Survey
of Librarian Opinions and Misconceptions Regarding Instant ”
Reference Librarian 47, no. 97, no. 1: 31-50. ° § instont Messenger

Strag, Joseph 1‘]\EI 2000. “A Virtual Understanding: The Reference Interview and

uestion Negotiation in the Digital Age.” Referernce and LI j

- ferly 39, no. 1 (Summer): 376-379. § 4 s serotces Quar

. Swope, Mary Jane, and Jeffrey K. “ ’

A , X v Katzer. 1972. “Why Don’t They Ask ions?”

. RQ12,no. 2 (Winter): 161-166. g y el Questions?

: T:fxylo.r, quel:’t 5. 1968. “Question Negotiation and Information Seeking in

o .L1brar1§s. College & Research Libraries 29 (May): 178-194.

: W__T.:}_lte, Marilyn Domas, Eileen G. Abels, and Neal Kaske. 2003. “Evaluation of

C}_mt Reference Service Quality.” D-Lib Magazine 9, no. 2: 1-13.




Finding the Answer:
Basic Search Techniques

All the right questions have been asked in the reference interview. What next?
In a perfect reference world as epitomized in a children’s poem, the questions
e are asked, understood, and answered to the complete satisfaction of the user.
A The Firefly

L “How DO you make your bottom glow?
How DO you make your sitter light?”
The firefly cleared his throat and said,

“Bicluminescence is the oxidation of an enzyme

or protoplast called lucifern or luciferase.”

I thanked him and went home to bed.
—Jack Kent

At a reference desk, however, the absence of that vocal, erudite firefly makes
for a more challenging interaction. As described in the previous chapter, the
- reference interview is not merely conversation. It is skilled conversation with a
_ definite purpose. It requires the use of pre-established procedures and prac-
ticed skills to be effective. The conscious use of tools such as keeping eye
contact to be approachable, repeating the user’s question to verify, and asking
pen-ended questions that can elicit further details are not a function of indi-
ridual personality but requirements for which every reference librarian should
“be trained.

A Tess-studied aspect of the reference interview is the reference answer. It is
ssumed that once the user’s question is understood to its fullest extent, refer-
ce librarians will, like the firefly, clear their throats and spill out a fully
rmed answer. As even the most experienced librarian can vouch, the clearing
bn_e__s throat is the closest one approaches to the above perfect scenario. The
erence answer, much like the interview, benefits greatly from precondition-
ing; practice, and a conscious adoption of answering tools. With these fools,
reference answer is less vulnerable to the randomness of the librarian’s
'dge coinciding with the user’s idiosyncratic questions. A professional
ctlon is ensured regardless of the personalities involved.
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Tools of the Answeriﬂg Trade can say “1 Will. call you back with an answer within fifteen minutes.” This
. way, the user is not left dangling in a seemingly endless abyss of waiting

| for the phone to ring.

: » It alerts the librarian to possible complications. Approximating a time

l value to each gmswer can sometimes be miscalculated, but most questions in

| a school, public, and academic library are answerable within fifteen minutes

Questions, queries, quests, and quizzes, the range of user needs is vast. It is
both the most exhilarating and the most terrifying aspect of the reference
librarian’s job. Below is a list of requests received during a day at an academic

library:
) of research. If not, th i i .

« Ineed examples of funerary sculpture from the eighteenth century. must be upgraded ti %Lrllefrt:_(g; n:ﬁ};ssee};asﬁd on ?correct assumptions, or
. ISJO you have articles about deforestation in the Dominican Republic in ! reference question, or a referralpmay e i;Cor?l;lreslf ﬁaniﬁg thanﬂfjll q;lllck
panish? ‘ ersey gove ho s i : non T vew
s ] have to write about how the Internet has negatively affected American {v as Blgfinte;n:));v;}:é}i;g;}e;isS;;ntr)ida:aiontc}f Irclldepend'ergze, for example,
society. . " X ent sheet and occupied two reference
. Do yo}; have an outline map of Georgia? librarians. Almost one hour was squandered before it was finally deduced
. that such a governor simply did not exist. It was suggested that perhaps

What is the date for the first Seder in 20127

I need to do a paper on the relation between monasteries and printing.
Are there cookbooks in this library?
Which New Jersey governor signed the Declaration of Independence? i .

For my senior thesis, I have to research the life of Emily Bronté. ) Sim pie or Com DIEX?
o How can I tell if a journal has been peer reviewed?

the as_s;igr}ment was alluding to the New Jersey governor who signed the
Constitution rather than the Declaration.

Simplicity allows the librarian to think “within the box” and allot relatively
little time to finding the answer:

The act of leaping reflexively from one type of answering level to another
can be done by everyone, much as hitting back at an approaching tennis ball is
done. To effectively leap, however, requires much the same dedicated training
as a professional tennis player who learns to hit balls with skill combined with
instinct. Answering skills can be developed, just as questioning skills can be
developed in a successful reference interview. As the reference interview
proceeds, the librarian should simultaneously consider the following three

steps to avoid a scattershot search:

* A question can be simple because it is pedestrian. An outline map of Georgia
for fexample, has no hidden complexities. It is a graphic. Moreover, it is ap:
ord1r}ary graphic that can be found in well-established sources Suci'l as the
Quthne Maps folder published by Facts on File, Inc., or printed via a
simple Google images search.

e A que.stion can be simple because it falls within the purview of the librarian’s
own interests and therefore the resources are highly familiar. Locating
explaining, and presenting the best resources does not require fresh initia‘cive;

_ or the rapid acquisition of “knowledge on the fly.”

. A question can be deceptively simple such as the above request for cook-

books, which proceeded to develop into a search for obscure recipes for

co'ck'tails that could use cardamom as an ingredient. In such cases, when
orlgmal searches balloon into quite another direction, time and sirr{plicity

. estimates must be recalculated.

1. Categorize the answer
2. Visualize how the final answer will appear
3. Test the waters to check if the answer is proceeding in the right direction

Step 1: Categorize an Answer

Time-consuming or Quick?

Slotting an answer into ready reference versus time-consuming is of immense _
It can be useful to delineate questions that require current information from
_lgho_s_e_:that do not. Literary critiques, biographies, histories, word etymologies
-and'e_'thuette books are subject areas that require currency but do not put z;
prem um on it. Stock reports, directories, almanacs, and statistical yearbooks
d D__egl_dmg on whether the question is retrospective helps to veer the search
ocess to appropriate formats. A question on the life of Emily Bronté would
ostde thitely benefit from an exhaustive print biography. Searches on a data-
¢ for current articles on Bronté would be more likely to provide a single
olarly pgrspective on some aspect of her work. The question on the firs’;

help:
s It helps in avoiding panic and frustration on the part of both the librarian "
and the user by setting up a level of expectation. .
o Tt also helps in organizing the flow of a reference desk. Alerting the user
that finding the answer could take five minutes or fifteen minutes or one
hour or more allows the user to vacate the desk and plan his or her time
more effectively. ' o
o It assigns a more professional stamp on the interaction. For telephone refer-
ence, if the answer does not fall in the realm of ready reference, the librarian
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Seder of 2012, on the other hand, would be most efficiently answered by an
Internet search.

Specific or Cross-disciplinary?

Being alert to differences in questions aimed at facts versus analyses helps in
structuring the search process. Factual information is usually to be found in
one classification area, though not necessarily one source. Analyses requiring
cross-disciplinary perspectives will have to be broken down into their compo-
nent parts in order to select multiple classification areas. See, for example, the
difference between the following two inquiries:

o What are the different kinds of illegal drugs?
o Ineed to do a five-page report on the impact and incidence of illegal drug

abuse in the teenage population of the United States.

In the first question, the Dewey area of the 360s or the Library of Congress call
numbers in the RC566-RC568 area would amply cover a listing of all the dif-
ferent kinds of illegal drugs. In the second assignment, however, additional
research would have to cover the 306 or HV5825 area on drug culture; 613 or
RAB64.5 for impact of drugs on teen health; the 310 or KDZ32 area for criminal
statistics; 909 or H35 for overviews such as those found in CQ Researcher; and

databases for articles.

Single Source or Multisource?

Questions requiring no more than a single source are usually closed-ended
questions. “I was born on 10 January, 1976; what day of the week was that?”
The question requires one perpetual calendar. There is no need for further
confirmation or evaluation. The World Almanac would suffice. A question on the
“impact of ancient Roman architecture on the perceived power of Rome” on
the other hand, would draw from multiple sources dealing, at minimum, with
the history of Rome and the dynamics of architecture and architectural forms.

User Appropriate?

Academic librarians are faced with students attempting to pick up resources for
absentee friends, just as public librarians are invariably approached by parents
wanting resources for the “Civil War,” “The Holocaust,” or “a famous African
American.” A printed sheet in their hands, a slight disconnect in their enthusi-
asm for the subject, and a successful reference interview should establish their
role as middlemen, rather than as end users of the information. For such
“imposed queries” (Gross, 2001), ascertaining the age, grade level, or purpose
of the end user’s needs is critical in choosing the appropriate answer source.
Recognition of the reading level of the user is also required. A question on the
workings of democracy in America could be answered with Tocqueville’s dense
treatise or with Cliffs Notes’ simple explanations in American Government.
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Step 2: Visualize an Answer

This book describes hundreds of important resources. While envisioning the exact
resource to consult for each question is an unlikely scenario, it is both possible and
advisable to triangulate onto the category of sources. Indexes, guides, directories
catalogs, dictionaries, journals, statistical yearbooks, government pub]icationsl
almanacs, Web sites and databases: the strengths of each are established so that e;
move toward any one appropriate category or format is a logical first step.

_Most reference librarians follow the visualizing search strategy without con-
sciously practicing it. The librarian who spends time looking for the “oversize
commercial atlas that was right here in the business section” has admittedly
used a visualization tool, but has been stumped by the change in shape as the
publication has morphed into two smaller-sized publications, as was the case
with the 135th edition of the Rand McNally Commercial Atlas and Marketing
Guide. Conscious practice improves the visualizing process. As Tim Owen
(2003: 27) suggests, “You can’t see the fine detail, and you don’t know yet
whether there is a source. .. [but]... conjure up a picture in your mind’s eyes of
what the final answer will look like.”

The focal points for successful visualization of answer resources are not color
and size, but a rapid mental slide show of whether the answer would be in:

e Print/Internet/Database;
e Textual/Graphical/Statistical; or
e Reference/Circulating/Children.

While the first step of categorizing the answer is essential in visualizing the
answer source, shuffling through rapid images of format, category, source type,
and reading-level appropriateness not only helps triangulating onto the right
resources, but aids the process of continuing to ask the right follow-up questions.
Here are three questions on Africa:

1. What were some of the causes and effects of imperialism in Africa?

2. What are current crime statistics for countries in the African continent?

3. Is the African setting necessary for character and plot development in the
novels of J. M. Coetzee?

Given the breadth of information and the analytical requirements inherent to
Question 1, a circulating print textual manuscript may be the first choice in
re§ource visualization. For Question 2, current crime statistics for all countries
might be most accessible through the Internet with globally vested sites such
as the United Nations at www.uncjin.org/Statistics/WCTS/wets.html. Unless
a specific critical study exists of all aspects of Coetzee’s works, a database of
literary criticism might be the best bet for answering Question 3.

Step 3: Test the Waters

Ir} ?Jasketball, players are urged to use soft-focus techniques and peripheral
vision to be aware of the entire playing area. While providing answers, it is
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useful to use a similar technique to continually gauge whether the answer is
proceeding in the right direction.

Creative Browsing

Float a trial balloon with introductory information and check user response.
Calibrate accordingly. As studies have shown, individual research can be highly
nonlinear. Users are far more likely to recognize the information they need
when they see it than know all the details of what they need before they start.

For example, a somewhat taciturn user asked this question: “Where is your
section on airplanes?” A reference interview of some length established that
the user needed “pictures of planes flying together.” Faced with an illustrated
encyclopedia of aircraft, the user was interested but continued to want more
material. At this point the ongoing verbal interview was not producing new
insight, so a trial balloon was floated. The user was asked which type of illus-
tration was closest to what he wanted. He pointed to a V-formation of military
aircraft, but remembered that the V was disrupted at one point during the
flight. This was the clue that it was the classic “missing man formation” aerial
maneuver enacted at parades and funerals to honor the MIA. That further
piece of information led the user to remember that he had seen it in a broadcast
of President Reagan’s funeral. That was the exact image he wanted and the
librarian was able to get it for him.

In short, the more inchoate the question and the more limited the ability to
draw clues from a reference interview, the greater is the value of trial balloons
in locating the right answer.

Subcategorizing

Draw the user into various subcategories of the question to see if any strike
the right chord. As the user shows interest in one category over another, focus
on the chosen material and add to it.

For example, a user was interested in sexually transmitted diseases (STDs).
The topic, being of a somewhat sensitive nature, was treated to a less than
exhaustive interview. Presented with monographs, statistical data material, a
dictionary of diseases, an illustrated encyclopedia of diseases, and a quick
sample of online sites, the user was most interested in graphic images of people
afflicted with STDs. In this case the online option worked best as the user was
a concerned mom who wanted gory pictures to scare her adolescent son into
following the straight and narrow.

Overviews

Provide a fange of synopses of material and ask, “Do any of these appear to
answer your question?” While ready reference questions require a single
source, broader queries can be answered through different perspectives requiring
different resources. However, as Joseph Janes has correctly pointed out, “users
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often want a response that is good enough—not perfect but optimal” (Janes
2003: 38). The user rather than the librarian, though, must necessarily decidé
the optimal response. A way to navigate between the lines separating the
overzealous librarian flooding the user with material and the Spartan librarian
assuming the optimal choice is to provide “bites.” A quick look at the “About”
icon in an online resource, or a scan of the preface, table of contents, or back-
page blurb in print resources is enough to provide a sweeping overview of the
kinds of perspectives available to answer the question.

Whether the user is gently pushed into creatively browsing through the
material to clarify the research and enable the librarian to select the right
answer source; ot the librarian organizes the range into subcategories from
which the user can choose; or the user is provided with a quick and sweeping
overview of the resources available, the end result is still the same. The librarian
tests the waters to see if the initial response to a question is heading into the
right answer field.

Types of Answers

Like all of human language and communication, the phrase “reference answer”
conceals as much as it conveys. An “answer,” far from being a uniform entity,
can be of many different types, and more pertinently, provide various levels 012
utility for the user. Both during and after a reference interaction, it helps to be
clear about what kind of answer was given to a user and whether another level
of utility could have been possible.

Levels of Utility
Value-added answer « Skilled answer < Elementary answer

While all of_ the three broad answer gradations given above are helpful to
the user, the highest level of utility can be assumed to derive from the value-
added answer.

Value-added

The value-added‘answer goes a step beyond merely providing the right
resources. It organizes the material, prioritizes the resources, keeps an eye open

for potential research needs being generated by the material, and presents the
answer with élan.

On‘paper, providing a cover lefter annotating the various sources so that
their relevance is made clear goes a long way to adding value to an answer.
Corporate and law librarians are perhaps the best practitioners of value-
added answers. Not only are the right resources to the question selected
but the relevance of each resource is made clear so that answers aré pre:
sented as professional time-saving reports. Such reports, of course, are far
from the fifteen-minute answers averaged by desk reference and c’an take
up to weeks or months to prepare (Williams, 2002).
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e In-person answers can benefit greatly from professional tips and the librar-
ian’s perception as to why one source is more relevant or reliable than
another. If six print resources have been presented to the user, for example,
the librarian can point out that the top two resources are the ones to begin
with as they contain the most relevant information and are from highly
reputable publishers. Alternatively, if different resource formats have been
presented, the librarian can explain why a certain Web site would provide
the most current updates, or how a database has a better chance of leading
the user to a richer range of sources through hyperlinks.

o Answers provided via e-mail can employ simple cut-and-paste methods
to consolidate the relevant facts from a variety of Web sites or database
articles. With citations provided for each extract, the user has the option to
do further research if necessary. If not, the user is provided with a high-
utility answer that has saved both time and energy.

e In live or chat reference, thinking ahead and out of the box makes for a
value-added answer. For example, a user had a question on the control of
pests without the use of pesticides. The librarian was able to locate a perfect
environmental Web site and a transcript of a radio interview on the subject.
Most librarians would stop at this point, having provided a complete
answer. This librarian picked up on the minor clue that the information
was for a college paper and did a follow-up question on whether the user
had access to a style guide to cite Web sites and transcripts. The user was
most appreciative.

e Concerns, suggestions, and possible referrals can also be included in all
formats, so that the user has the best possible overview of a topic before

starting the research process.

Skilled

Value-added answers, however desirable, can be quixotic in the working life
of many librarians. Often, there is just not enough time or staff to provide the
icing on the answer cake. At this point, the skilled answer adequately serves
the purpose. To provide such an answer, the right resources are located, sifted,
and judged so that only the best sources are selected for research consumption.
As Kathleen Kluegel (2001: 109) states, “Most of the decisions a searcher
makes in the search strategy are made to achieve the appropriate balance
between the two aims of information retrieval: precision and recall. ‘Precision’
refers to getting only relevant material. ‘Recall’ refers to getting all the relevant
material.”

Sifting through all the material available on a subject, especially in a large
library with vast resources, is almost as daunting as having no information at all.
While there is some truth and much humor in Roy Tennant’s (2001) aphorism
that librarians like to search and users like to find, a complete and calibrated
answer includes both the challenge of a search and the satisfaction of a find.
Fast and effective ways to vet multiple sources and create a hierarchy of utility

for the user include the following:

———— o

e Check the table of contents to get a quick overview of subjects included
and pertinent keywords included.

* Locate keywords in the index to see if there is a long list of entries or pages
on the subject. Pes

e Skim through the preface to gauge the focus of the author.

®  When available, review excerpts on book jackets; these may also provide a
clue to the strengths of the resource.

° Past experience with certain publishers or series can be used to expound on
resource choices. For example, a Gale encyclopedia can be expected to have
glossaries, boxes highlighting interesting important facts, enlivening illus-
trations, and extensive cross-references. A DK publication is guaranteed to
have spectacular graphics. CQ Researcher can be relied upon to provide
an unequivocal overview, chronology, statistics, and evaluative account of
hard-to-find sociocultural issues.

In chat reference too, the skilled answer would require professional weighing
gf resources. For example, a question was asked about Turner syndrome. The
librarian was able to locate two authoritative Web sites. One was the acclaﬁned
Merck Manual and the other was a special-interest national organization, the
Turner Syndrome Society. The user wrote back to say that he or she ’was
confused because the occurrence rates listed in the two sites were variant. Here
was the librarian’s assured answer: “That’s a tough call; they are both repll.ltable
sitefs. While the Merck is a reference book, the site for the Turner Syndrome
Society may be more in touch with the actual statistics, because they deal
exclusively with the condition” (Gurzenda, 2005).

Elementary

There are occa-sions when you simply do not have the right resources or you do
not have the time to provide a value-added or skilled answer.

Collaboration

If t}.le resources are not available, a strong system and ethic of referrals is both
valid and highly useful for the user. As mentioned in Chapter 9, keeping a list
of the nearest medical, legal, and business libraries is essential to all library
reference services. The areas are specialized and invariably require more in-depth
research. Keeping a list of databases available in other open-access libraries is
also helpful. At the Harvard University Library Web site, links to catalogs far
b(.eyond the university are offered so that it is possible to check the British
Library Cata-log and Germany’s Karlsruhe Virtual Catalog.

. Encouraging the increasingly sophisticated system of electronic bookmark-
ing .and “blinklisting” can help when sufficient resources do not appear to be
available. Traditionally, librarians have a list of “Favorites” bookmarked on
reference desk computers. This tradition has carried over to roving librarians
with lap.topf computers. However, with each computer needing to be book-
marked individually, there is a pattern of irregularity in what gets bookmarked
In one and forgotten in another. With innovations such as “Blinklist” at

]
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www.blinklist.com, links can be stored online so that they can be accessed from
any computer. A “tagging” system allows for a categorizing of the links. Yet
another iteration currently gaining relevancy is “social bookmarking.” Digg,
Delicious, LibMarks and Frassle, to name a few, allow a “finding, keeping, and
sharing” of online information (Fichter, 2004).

Strategizing
When time is scarce, some methods can stave off the inclination to simply not
answer users’ questions or to keep them waiting indefinitely.

o  Ascertain whether the question can be “tabled” and answered at your con-
venience or whether it requires an immediate response.
o Hand over a handy introductory resource such as an encyclopedia to get

the research started.
o  Escort users to the right area to browse and inform them you will be rejoin-

ing them in a certain number of minutes.

Common Pitfalls in Reference Answering

Wrong Information

The pressure to “just answer” can sometimes be overwhelming. Take for example
the following scenarios: An irate user on the telephone who wants the location
and number for a gas station “right now” because she’s running out of gas on
some highway; the trusting teenager who asks a trivial question for which your
mind draws a blank; the new coworker who is at the desk with you and looking
to you for reference know-how—the world of human reference can be fraught
with the pressure to “just answer.” The point to remember is “do not do it.”
Anticipating the pressure and recognizing that it is part of every reference
librarian’s experience helps in developing a resistance to “just answering.”
Wrong information can range from being irksome to dangerous. Rather than
just answering, compromises can always be negotiated. The highway driver
can be asked to pull over to the shoulder so you can conduct a more reliable
search. The teenager can be drawn into a minute of conversation as you Google
the trivia. The new coworker can learn along with you as you consult with a

colleague.

Inappropriate Information

A poor cousin to wrong information is inappropriate information. Heaping a
researcher with resources on African-American culture because of an inability to
find a specific resource on Kwanzaa is counterproductive. It not only may not
answer the question, it wastes the time of the researcher. In addition to librarian
lassitude, a poor reference interview is usually at the root of inappropriate
information. The school librarian who pulled out multiple biographies of Karl
Marx even though the student had continued to expand on his need for a
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Marx biography as part of a book report for Black History Month could easily
havg established the confusion between Marx and Malcolm X. The futile
mechcs‘ll information plied on the user who needed to research “Wounded
Knee” is a painful product of poor reference interviews leading to inappropriate
information.

Haep yurself
Avoidance t 1o
Avoidance of difficult questions is highly unprofessional and unethical. It is
usuallly an outcome of momentary panic in the face of a seemingly impenetrable
question. A guard against falling prey to avoidance techniques is to remember
a few helpful tips when faced with a panic attack.

e Develop handy referral systems both within and outside the reference area.
Knowing staff special interests or aptitudes can help refer users to the right
person in the event of a difficult reference question in that area.

e Keeping pathfinders, how-tos, “knowledgebases,” and referral lists on
intractable subjects are other tools to prevent avoidance tactics. An inter-
esting online incarnation of this can be found in the blog created by Q&A
NJ, the virtual reference answering service established in New Jersey.
The blog, inaugurated in October 2005, aims to keep a set of handy FAQs
(Frequently Asked Questions) with successful search strings for the use of
librarians conducting live answering sessions.

e Establish a context for the question. Technical jargon, for example, can be
intimidating on its own, but is considerably tamed when located within a
subject context for which material is handy. The user looking for “Mott
insulator transitions in Bose condensates” is really looking for a basic text-
book on condensed matter physics.

e Attack questions from different angles. If all the books on the Reformation
in sixteenth-century Europe are out, you can still help a user by providing
biographies of Martin Luther.

e If a resource simply cannot be located for a query, play Sherlock Holmes
for a moment and reasonably deduce what institution might have a vested
interest in creating, organizing, or advertising such information. An
overview of soybean production in Argentina, for example, would most
likely be located in online sites for organizations such as the Ministry of
Economy and Production for the government of Argentina or the Economic
Research Service of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

C Finglly, do not succumb to feeling that you must know everything. If the
topic is unfamiliar, get familiar with it. Ask the user for clarifying infor-
mation, or else consult a ready reference resource. Even wildly unfamiliar
concepts and words can be decoded with a handy dictionary, encyclopedic
entry,. or a quick browse on the Internet. Having understood the word, the
question no longer appears as unapproachable.

j’Disa}ppejaring into the stacks,” as one study found (Ross and Dewdney, 1998),
18 quite simply unthinkable.
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Poor Knowledge of Resources

No librarian can escape from the inevitable errors committed by not knowing
the reference collection. Most librarians have, at some point in their career, for-
gotten a perfect resource available in their collection; however, the experience
must be avoided at all costs. The best way to minimize the margin of error is to
consciously refresh familiarity with resources on an ongoing and unremitting
basis. Studying a new acquisition as it is received provides bedrock knowledge
that is both incremental and absorbed at an unhurried pace. Shelf reading,
weeding, swapping stories of successful answering resources with colleagues,
and testing alternate sources with hypothetical questions are all ways of getting
intimate with the collection.

Lack of Follow-up

A less obvious but equally egregious error in answering reference questions is
not following up after providing the resources. As mentioned in the chapter
on the reference interview, user questions tend to grow roots as more research
is done. It is good practice to return to the user to see if anything else is
required. Even live reference usually has a preset message requiring the user to
write back if “further information is required.”

Competent Search Skills

The most powerful deterrent to the answering of complex questions, however,
is an underlying sense of inadequacy in searching skills. This is easily reme-
died. All reference librarians can become proficient search strategists if they
consciously practice the art of “searching,” rather than fall into the habit of
“browsing.” Search skills can be practiced with three major tools of reference:

1. The local library catalog
2. Electronic databases
3. The Internet

Given that Internet searching has sounded a dominant note in the past few
decades, Chapter 13 is devoted to the study of finding answers on the Inter-
net. In the following sections, the other two search strategy tools are outlined.

The Library Catalog

As one reference veteran correctly remarked, the catalog is the “first-resort tool
for identifying and locating reference works in the library and if the catalog
records includes links, on the Web” (personal communication, 12/29/2005).
Catalogs in the majority of libraries use the Library of Congress Subject
Headings (LCSH). A conscious recognition of the structure of authority head-
ings goes & long way in honing the art of catalog searches. The LCSH, for
example, can offer “magic searches” (Kornegay, Buchanan, and Morgan, 2005)
if one acknowledges the efficacy of its form subdivisions. Form subdivisions,
of little value in pre-online cataloging times when author and title searches
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predominated, allow “librarians to combine the precision of the cataloger with
the freewheeling style of a Googler” (Kornegay, Buchanan, and Morgan, 2005:
46). They do this by establishing what the material “is,” rather than what it is
“about.” So, for example, if a user is searching for primary documents on the

Revolutionary War, a search strategy that recognizes form subdivisions would
look like this:

<Revolutionary War—Diaries>
OR
<Revolutionary War—Correspondence>
OR
<Revolutionary War—Sources>

By directing the search to what the material “is,” namely primary documents
such as diaries, correspondence, and sources, the search avoids the necessary
irrelevancies associated with random topical keyword searches. It also obvi-
ates the necessity for having any prior knowledge of a controlled vocabulary,
as would be required for a strict subject search where the search string would
have to look like this to get the same results:

<United States—History—Revolutionary War, 1775-1783—Dijaries>

While the list of form subheadings runs into the thousands, a study of actual
usage found a highly skewed pattern with barely 100 subdivisions being used
90 percent of the time (O'Neill et al., 2001). It is therefore both a productive and
feasible exercise for reference librarians to keep a handy list of some of the
most-used form subdivisions. The following is a selected list of twenty
common LCSH form subdivisions:

Common LCSH Form Subdivisions
Periodicals Case studies
Biography Dictionaries
Bibliography Pictorial works
Directories Guidebooks
Statistics Indexes
Maps Databases
Handhbooks Study guides
Poetry Interviews
Fiction Popular works
Scores Tables
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Similarly, in an effort to train new reference librarians, a list of 25 high-
performance subdivisions” was created by the reference staff of the Hunfer
Library of Western Carolina University and reported in a study (Kornegay,
Buchanan, and Morgan, 2005). A lengthier list of selected subdivisions can be
seen at Princeton University’s reference cataloging at http:// library.princeton
.edu/departments/ tsd /katmandu/reference/ formsubdiv.html. Having a
handy kit of subdivisions that anchor topical keywords to subject areas allows
a speedy and effective search of the online library catalog.

Database Searching

A bewildering array of interfaces prompts one to believe that databases are
very different creatures. Although the differences in databases must be
acknowledged, some basic search patterns and strategies prove effective,
regardless of whether one is looking for images in AccuNet/AP Multimedia
Archive or global equity pricing in Mergent Online.

Step 1 involves identifying the research topic.

Writing out the topic either as a full sentence or as a list of concepts central to
the topic is critical in establishing the framework for starting the search. Database
searches can quickly derail with misleading or unnecessary keywords. Search
strategy worksheets and search tips such as that created by the Humboldt State
University at http:// library.humboldt.edu /infoservices/ sstrawrksht.htm help
researchers to organize their search strings in a methodical and preductive
way. Worksheets such as the one designed by the J. Paul Leonard Library at
San Francisco State University and reproduced as Figure 3-1 can be used to
clarify the initial topic for both the researcher and the reference librarian.

Step 2 requires identifying the appropriate database.

Database collections typically resemble a suburban mall. There are a few “big
name” databases highlighted by the library, accompanied by a host of smaller
or more subject-specific acquisitions. Each of these has an “About” or “Help”
icon that lists the scope and focus of the collation. Combining a comprehen-
sive “big name” database with a more specialized subject database can result in
a well-balanced search. Randomly wandering through a mall of databases in
search of specific information can conversely be an enervating, even fruitless,

experience.

Step 3 encourages becoming familiar with the sparch screen and search functions. _
A number of major databases are subscribing to a somewhat similar form -
interface where the entry box for search terms is typically followed by a set of
limiters. The limiters are of tremendous value and should be exploited to the
fullest extent possible. Searches can be variously limited by date ranges, full-text
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Figure 3-1. Database Search Strategy Worksheet

Database Search Strategy Worksheet

Name Date

Reference Librarian

Please fill out this form to hefp the Reference Librarians assist you in determining the best
databases and search strategy for your topic.
I. State youor research topic (in complete sentence}.
Example: Huw has the relationship between blacks and Jews historically been
portrayed in the popular media?
Il. List any limitations such as language, period of time, periodical title, etc.

IN. Goncept terms you think might be useful in searching your tepic.

Us_se _another sheet of paper if your search has more than three concepts. Note: Terms
w[:rhm :t,he same columns are connected by the Boolean operator “OR” and are calfed
a “set.” Sets are connected by the operator “AND.”

Sources for relevant terms:

= natural language; that is, familiar words you know

» database thesaurus (see if one is available for the spacific database you are using)
» subject headings and descriptors in relevant citations records you find

= terms from encyclopadias, texthooks, coursework, etc.

Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3
Example: Jews Mass Media  Broadcasting
Bla.cks Jewish Radic Telavision
Adfrican Americans Film Movies
Afra-Americans MNewspapers
Negroes

AND AND

Search statement example: (black® or African Amarican*) and Jew* and (mass media or
broadcast* or televis* or film*)

availability, peer-reviewed entries, within-text searches, subject descriptors, and
formats. Boolean operators such as AND/ OR/NOT are also available to narrow;
broaden, or eliminate unnecessary terms in a search string. Other standard

Thg}_asterisk {*) symbul in this statement is used to truncate. Truncation symbols vary among
tabases. Look in the database help sections to find which symbol is used.

search tools such as proximity operators, truncations, wildcards, and pluralé:_
are also part of the database search-polishing arsenal. A key describing what

SaU'rgg:San Francisco State University, J. Paul Leonard Library, www.library.sfsu.edu.
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polishing tools can be found in any given database is always included. Sometimes
the tools are nested within an “Advanced Searc " button, and will perform more
effectively than the “Basic Search.” Figure 3-2 is an example of an archetypal
form interface where the search terms are fine-tuned with a set of Boolean
operators and followed up by a set of date, title, subject, images, and target

audience limiters.

Step 4 urges a search that uses subject headings or/and refines keywords.

If keyword searches using the advanced limiters do not produce the desired
results, be prepared to step up to a higher level of search strategizing. Refer to
the controlled vocabulary inherent to each database. This can be done by con-
sulting the thesaurus attached to most databases, or by retrieving the subject
descriptors listed in every individual record. Most thesauri list terms with
broader, narrower, and related terms as well. These can be methodically used
to dredge up more accurate material. Alternately, retrieving subject headings
fisted in an initial search entry can achieve the same results. A great many data-
bases are set up with subject headings. Many of these headings are linked and
allow for a one-click entry to new descriptors. Institutions such as the Alvin
Sherman Library of Nova Southeastern University in Florida provide detailed
individualized instructions to aid users in creating the most effective database
search. A small sample of the instructional pages is given in Figure 3-3.

Step § evaluates the results.
The results can be speedily evaluated both by the number of documents returned

and by the occurrence of search keywords in the title, subject keywords, or

Fig_ltj‘_e _3-2_. 'Form _IntErfat_:'é: fora Database {Gale PowerSearch™)

Advanced Search
Select index to search, th

Publication Tidefpu)-~—
[

1
H
et

Add 3 Row

Hide search eptions | COL Advanced Search goo}e;:n
care
Limit rasuits:

# to documents with full text

[ to pear-reviewsd p
Images _ﬁh\lo document with images
by pulicallon date(s} & All Dates T+ Before C on i ater @ Betwaen

Date — amiary 7] and .
ay /——' Publication
5 . TR H . . . Tit]e -
by publication tle: | ~15th Century Music ! Browsa Publication Title

by publication i"13¢h cunmqﬁ.s.'nk‘atsmlam se_Publication Subloct

subject; ) Subject
by Lesdte score | ; X

%m

Source: Fram Ga'le. Screen shot from Pawer Search Database. © Gale, a part of Cengage Learning, Inl'f)-"
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Figure 3-3. Refining a Database Search

u Additional Features

The Thesalrus Is a controlled vocabulary list of subjects and related terms used to standardize the
indexing in the database. You can select and sgarch for synonyms, related, and preferred terms.

To use the Thesaurus

® ctick the Thesaurus button-left side of scraen
& select one or more databases

| enter 2 tarm or phrase

B click Start

The rasults screen displays your term, or a related term, in a hierarchy. The repert includes the
database(s), and how many related records are available.

To clear the terms entered

W click Clear in the bottom taskbar

Search Thesaurus For:

Jeomputers

Sefact ong or more databases.
Enter a subject,
Click Starnt,

The Thasaunfs is a list of suggested subject headings and ralated terms in
tha database’'s controlled vocabulary. You can look up and get information
zhout subjacts covarad.

Thesaurus in Education Full Text,

Jlpstnie, povea. caidibrarydilsdessonsvilrompededcation/
Alvin Sherwan Library, Research, and fiformaiion Technology Cenrer, Nova Sontheastern Unfversin

Source: Created by the Distance and Instructional Library Services department of the Alvin Sherman Library,
Research, and Information Technology Center at Nova Southeastern University in Ft. Lauderdale, Florida.

abstract prefa}cing the document. Much like Goldilocks entering the bears’
house and trying out things until she found them to be “just right,” the number

-'gf do\?’uments returned in a search indicates whether the terms used were “just
right.” For the most part, searches that result in less than ten documents may

uggest a search string that has been overly cautious and can be broadened by

truncating the term or using the <OR> operator. More than 200 documents can

be frequently defeating and may benefit from <AND> or <NOT> operators or
ny of the given limiters offered by the database. Any number in between is a
ood indication that the search string was “just right.”

: S_t-;farch words are frequently highlighted by databases so that a quick eye-
allmg of the fitle, descriptors, and abstract is sufficient to suggest whether the
ESU}F_:}S worthwhile. Most results are also arranged in reverse chronological
rder, 50 that the timeliness of the articles can be gauged immediately? Some
dtabases tab the results into scholarly and general categories; others list the
Itatlo'p- and the number of words so that they need to be checked for evaluating
els of appropriateness.
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Step 6 pulls together the search results into an organized whole.

Having conducted a successful search, it is important to remember that data-
base results, unlike print material, disappear unless immediately organized.
The results can be printed so that a hard copy is available. They can be saved
on diskette, CD-ROM, or flash drives or exported directly into software such as
EndNote or RefWorks. Students and staff at Yale University, for example, have
open access to import citations into RefWorks. The globally renowned scientific
database, SpringerLink, adopted CiteULike, a bookmarking Web site so cita-
tions can be instantly stored, shared, tagged with personal ratings and
exported. Alternately, the results can be e-mailed, a welcome management
addition for users who do not have the immediate means to print hard copies,
and for research collaborators alerting members to pertinent research. The
results can also be tagged as the search is being conducted. This is particularly
useful when an introductory or overview of a research field is conducted and a
large number of entries are being scanned for possible relevance.

However careful the original search strategy, it is vital to keep in mind that
the sirategy has to be constantly revisited and redefined as the research process
continues. New subject descriptors suggest different tacks to the same fopic.
Indexed terms are certainly not graven in stone, and “related” terms can vary
quite noticeably between databases, Searches may also have to be repeated
over time since there can be significant time lags. As the University of Glasgow
library Web site has noted, “MEDLINE gives priority to American titles and is
notoriously slow to index non-U.S. specialty journals such as the British Journal
of General Practice” (www.lib.gla.ac.uk/Docs/Guides/ searching.html, accessed
on 1/3/2006).

With the ongeing development of federated searching and open URL link
resolvers, which allow a single query interface to trawl across multiple data-
bases {Linoski, 2008), the future trend of database searching appears to be striv-
ing for increased search friendliness. Kids Search, Power Search, Metafind,
Serials Solutions Article Linker, Muse Global Muse Search, and Innovative
Interfaces Web Bridge are just some of the innovations that “offer a bridge
between the reluctant searcher and the wealth of information in library data-

bases” (Curtis and Dorner, 2005: 37).

Raison d’étre: Finding the Answers

Finding answer

their full flowering in the effective answering of user questions. It is quite:

simply our raison d’étre.

Clarity in establishing the processes that go into the making of an answering -

strategy is a good thing. Deconstructing the process can appear as a slow-motio

take that confirms and validates what the experienced reference librarian 15

doing almost instinctively. Or it can provide an instructive framework .t
condition and hone the librarian’s techniques in answering queries of wildl

s is what we do as reference librarians. All of our skills in’;
collection development, format management, and reference interviewing find
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different provenance. Either way, it ai i
ance. ¥, it aims to emphasize the pedagogical
of search strategies and the answering process. prdsgoicaaspect

Recommendations for Further Reading

Duckett, Bob, Peter Walker, and Christinea Donnelley. 2008, Know It All, Find It
Fast: An A-Z Source Guide for the Enquiry Desk. 3rd ed. London: Facet, Cross-
rgferepced and comprehensive, this book is a helpful guide for re.ference

. hgralr(lar:z confronted with unfamiliar enquiries.

urodesk. Available: www.eurodesk.org/edesk/Suppor Tg0=
{accessed 11/27/2008}. This Web sitg is an exanligle tgf I;zee.:lilz;\;ge(lirlf
process set up on “How to answer European questions.” Designed fo%
Eurodefsk, an online support site for professionals working with youn
pﬁopklf in the Eu-ropean region, the site establishes an “enquiry answering
lc0 ‘i:; dltslie ;r;;lciz’\;es examples of successfully answered guestions that fol~

“The Exchange.” A one-time regular column in RQ/Reference and User Services
Quarteﬂy, “The Exchange” is an interesting way to study the asking and
answering of tricky reference questions, some of which were never
answered. The compilation of questions and answers is available to RUSA
‘(Reference and User Services Association) members at www.ala.org '

National Health Service (NHS). Sponsored by the NHS, a national Br.itish' phar-

macy service available online at www.ukminhs.uk, aims to provide col-

%aboratllve and evidence-based information on medicines and supplies an

interactive template for “standard search patterns” such as one for dru

interactions. Templates such as these can be useful for searches that ar%
repeated often. In academic libraries, subject-specific templates can be
d‘eveloped based on curricula. In public libraries, genealogy searches, rela-
tive car prices, personal finance resources, doctor information’ and
researching a house, are some general areas that one can find 1,:ead
answers with prepared pathfinders. ’
er, Norman. “The End of LC Subject Headings?” 2006. Library Journal (Ma

:15): 14. In a report both commissioned and publicized by the Library 0};

Congress, it was suggested that the Library of Congress Subject Headings

~or LCSH, are becoming less necessary in an emerging research worlgd

where “we think of Google as the catalog.” The debate between the use of
ree-text searching as epitomized by information searches online, and the
use of controlled vocabulary as traditionally espoused in both I;rint and

'..._r_l_I__l_ne research, appears to have sharpened following the LC report

ject:.__Wor‘nbat. Since 1992, Stumpers-L was a popular reference li.stserv

here librarians could post challenging questions that had “stumped”
hem.'.As of January 2006, Project Gutenberg hosted the new version (;F’)f the

TV, kno.wn as Project Wombat, named after the mascot of the darlier

tv. Available at http:// project-wombat.org, the list has various levels

b_sici:.lption so that the user can choose between unmoderated and fil-
sts,




