Reference Interview Analysis I: In Person Reference                                    Kristin Yiotis

I visited the Sunnyvale Library, my local public library, to conduct this reference interaction. My question was in regard to information about human fertility or human birth rates during times of prolonged famine or starvation. I wanted to answer this question: is human reproduction tied to availability of food resources; in other words does human fertility abate in times of scarcity or does it continue unaffected? I hoped to receive information in the form of a scholarly journal article, such as an original study, or an article that reports on original studies.

My interaction was a partial "reference interview" according to Bopp's sense of the term. Bopp (2001) defines the reference interview as having five steps (p. 48). In my interaction with the reference librarian, we accomplished four of the five steps, opening the interview, negotiating the question, the search, and closing the interview.

The first two steps are opening the interview and negotiating the question, which happened very quickly in my encounter. On this Friday afternoon two librarians were on duty. I asked the one if she was busy and she asked what did I need help with? She was more professional than friendly. She didn't smile but didn't appear irritated or annoyed. She was approachable and immediately gave me her full attention, standing up and making eye contact. 

I told her that I was looking for information about human fertility or human birth rates during times of prolonged famine or starvation. She seemed to understand the question immediately and appeared interested. She did not repeat the question for verification, and there was no further discussion about the question. She didn't ask any neutral questions, the open-ended questions that gain background about the information need (Boop, 2001, p. 56). Nor did she ask me the kind of resources I needed or expected to find, such as scholarly journals or science magazines. To her this was a research-type question. 

The next step according to Bopp (2001) is the search. The librarian walked me over to one of the library online catalogs and opened the library databases page. She explained what databases might be most productive to search and why. She opened a database said to form keywords from my question and explained the difference between a full text, abstract, and refereed journal search. She didn't explain the differences between keyword and subject searches, the default being subject. She also showed me the location of Reader's Guide print edition, and explained how to search by subject. The librarian left after ten minutes, and I started my search. 

The fourth step, communicating the information, never took place because I did my own search. The fifth step, closing the interview, took place about 45 minutes after the initial contact. She put her hand on my shoulder, asking me how I was doing. At this point I was pretty frustrated. I showed her the current search string I was using and asked about using the AND, OR, NOT operators. She suggested a more simplified search using only two words to broaden my scope. I had already tried that and showed her the 170 plus hits this pulled up. She offered no more advice. I kept at it for about 30 more minutes. Eventually I asked another librarian in the area for her help, telling her my question and showing her the search strings. She sat down at the neighboring computer and started searching herself, using keywords I hadn't thought of. Her input changed the direction of my search and leads me to articles that came closest to my topic. The whole process took about two hours. I did not locate information that answered the question.

The most helpful part of the interview was that I didn't have to wait in line and got started on the search immediately. In addition, the reference librarian spoke slowly, distinctly, didn't rush, wasn't judgmental, and was practical about costs of printing out full text articles, asking whether I had access to the Internet at home. In addition she defined terms that I might not understand, such as full text, citations, abstract, refereed, and she helped me pick appropriate databases. Also I appreciated the help of the second librarian, our discussion of other possible keywords, and the fact that she sat at a computer and searched with me for a while. 

The librarian was right in starting with a broad search. If we had negotiated the question, I might have brought up the point that I had read an article about this topic in either Discovery or Science News and I could have limited the search to those publications. If success is measured in terms of answering the question, this was not a successful reference interaction. I spent close to two hours on various databases and the closest answer I came up with was a study that surveyed women in Africa about lapses in their periods. Incidental to this study was that women missed periods because of poor health, of which malnourishment was one of the causes. The subject headings under which I searched in Reader’s Guide had no relevant material.

Both Bopp (2001) and the Reference and User Services Association (RUSA) Guidelines (1996) suggest that the librarian's involvement in the reference interview is a key issue. The RUSA Guidelines include searching as the fourth behavioral performance. But when do you, the librarian, take on the user's search, and when do you leave it in the hands of the user? The Guidelines aren't specific about this, and Bopp proposes that the "search process...be a joint enterprise, (p. 57). He suggests that the "librarian ...discuss with the user each tool chosen and the relevance of the information found there" (p. 57). Does he expect the librarian's involvement throughout the search process, until someone, the librarian or the user, completes the search and finds the answer? 

Bopp doesn't discuss differences in reference questions and the level of service each kind requires. I am confused by his discussion of the search process. He says, "With research questions, the librarian must make several decisions before communicating the 'answer' to the user," one of which is "Should the librarian or the user take primary responsibility for this work...?" (p. 58). To me the librarian would have to make this decision well before anyone found any 'answer.' So what does he mean by the 'answer' in this case? 

When Boop says, "When the librarian has found the answer to a user's question or has identified the research for the user to pursue..." is he referring to simple questions that have a single answer, closer to ready reference questions, or does he mean all questions (p. 57)? And to what extent is the librarian responsible for answering the user's question? My experiences in public and academic libraries, and in this particular reference contact, conflict with Bopp's conviction, that the reference librarian’s job is searching and finding the 'answer.' In my experience this doesn't happen; instead the librarian directs you in locating the answer.

The librarian I worked with did meet some of the RUSA Guidelines (1996) in the search category, but did not meet others (4.0). She identified sources appropriate to my need that had the highest probability of containing information relevant to my query (4.7). She accompanied me to the database computers (4.13). She did briefly explain how to use sources when I showed interest (4.14). She tried to work with me to narrow or broaden the topic when too little or too much information was identified (4.15). She did suggest an alternative to the online databases. 

But at no time during this interview did the librarian initiate a search, and so did not model for me how to break the query into specific facets (4.1, 4.2), nor did she construct a competent and complete search strategy (4.3). The second librarian I consulted did both and attempted to conduct a search within my allotted time frame, which was about ten minutes (4.12). After two hours of searching, I did not find relevant information and stopped. In a real life, I would either change my topic to include information I found, or continue searching another time, using a better thought out strategy, such as limiting a keyword search to applicable journals. I might have thought of this search, if the librarian had better negotiated the question.
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