Reference Interview Analysis II: Digital Reference                                           Kristin Yiotis

I asked the same question at three different online reference services all of which use digital reference software. SmartyPants: 24/7 Online Reference at the Denver Public Library and AskNow, http://asknow.org/, provide synchronous chat services. Internet Public Library, http://www.ipl.org/div/askus/, provides asynchronous service. When I last checked, the link for SmartyPants, http://www.denver.lib.co.us/ask_us/ask_us.html, was no longer working. 

My question was as follows: "i have a white silk top that i hand washed and hung out on the clothesline to dry in the sun. About 5 hrs. later i took it down. it had turned yellow all over the front where the sun had hit it. How do I remove this yellow and why does sunlight affect silk this way? It looks like a burn with a hot iron streaked all over the front of the top and the inside of the back where the front neck line dipped down. Is this blouse permanently ruined. If so, what about the possibility of dyeing to change the color. Will the yellow streaks make it dye unevenly?" I wanted to find out why the silk turned yellow and how to remove the yellow streaks. I also wanted information about dyeing the silk top to cover the yellow steaks, if they were impossible to remove. 


At SmartyPants the librarian did not conduct a reference interview. The librarian read my question, gave me the URL of a site, and pushed the site to me. I had never done digital reference before and didn't know where the site would show up. Right after the site opened on my screen the transcript says "[kristin yiotis - has disconnected]," so I may have disconnected, but my window was still open and the transcript continues with my next message: "now i see it." The transcript next reads "[Paden (the librarian)- user has closed this session]." I'm not sure how much of our conversation was seen by both parties. Why was I able to continue asking questions if I had accidentally disconnected? I realize now that this was an aborted session.


I immediately tried the Internet Public Library site at which I filled out a form. When asked for a deadline I unintentionally entered the same day, 6/16. Minutes later, I received an email message saying: "date-not-needed-after requires a faster response time than our service can provide." Last, I filled out the question form at AskNow. The librarian didn't negotiate the question nor ask me about any particular kind of information. He answered with information from a government site, which explained why silk yellowed, and then sent me a silk business site with an email link, along with other URLs. I don’t believe I received pushed sites.


I like that the AskNow librarian admitted that his own knowledge of fabric care was minimal, but that he, or another librarian, would continue to work on the question. The most helpful aspects of the AskNow interview was that the next day the librarian posted my question on Groups.Google.com, at Rec.Crafts.Textiles.Sewing, which resulted in five articles. I also received emails with URLs and instructions from him and from other librarians, one in Yorkshire, England. As a first time user of digital reference, I felt satisfied with the service. I like that many people were able to get involved, which rarely happens in F2F interviews. However, I asked a very specific question, which really didn't require a librarian to answer. A better use of the service would be asking a question for which I was unable to get adequate information.
To me the benefits of the electronic service over F2F are convenience, thoroughness, and friendliness. I received the information on my computer at home and was able to print out what I needed for free: not so at the library. The AskNow librarian was able to ask other librarians for information on the subject about which I asked, and they sent information to me within 36 hours. I was surprised that my question generated the degree of interest that it did.


In both my F2F and digital interview, no librarian attempted any of the "classical questioning techniques" mentioned by Ronan, such as acknowledging or rephrasing the question (2003, p. 46). Janes suggests acknowledging the question is necessary in asynchronous reference services (2003, p. 89). Ronan advises librarians "to continually rephrase statements given by users to get at what they actually mean" (p. 46). I know enough about writing to realize that stating your point clearly is difficult for many, particularly people who aren’t native English speakers. Janes suggests using "common sense" if you are unsure ask for clarification (p. 89). And because everyone likes to have their point amplified by another, rephrasing questions might add to user satisfaction. Janes discusses the "back-and-forth aspect" in an initial interview, and argues that "restat[ing] the query and ask[ing] the patrons if that was what they had in mind" might be a lot less common in the digital world (p. 147). 


Why do librarians begin searching before they negotiate the question? It may have something to do with users rather than librarians. As soon as I realized that the AskNow librarian understood my question, I began to move the question forward to include other options for saving this silk top. So the librarian had to decide which question to answer. My point is that if the librarian verifies or addresses the original question, users take this as an opportunity to add other questions. When I did this, the librarian only addressed the original question, but some of the librarians did address the extended questions.


AskNow's strength was their ability to combine services effectively, starting with a chat session and ending with email. Combining services gives digital reference an advantage over F2F. According to Bopp, reference librarians do provide email follow up, but that has not been my experienced (2001, p. 59). I prefer the synchronous chat to the asynchronic service, because I’m more satisfied by real time interactions. But, if I had a detailed research question, I might opt for the email only service in order to carefully construct my question. Janes stresses that "[I]t's not just users who need help in organizing their thoughts...[U]sing a Web form...allow[s] people to construct answers...in their own time, avoids...tensions..." inherent in F2F (p. 62).


In terms of approachability, Janes believes that "the face [the service] present[s] to the public is...important" (p. 125). He dislikes "cutsy names" saying they "get in the way of people finding and understanding what is going on" (p. 126). While the brand name SmartyPants might appeal to younger users, the phrase is an unfortunate choice and belittles the dignity of the librarians providing the service.


I would adopt some behaviors I saw demonstrated in this interview. For instance, I would email the user with follow up information that I could not provide at the moment. The AskNow librarian said, "I don't have any hot ideas about coming up with more information quickly. But I or another librarian will work on your question some more." I would guard against using the popular chat abbreviations for terms like "by the way," and "for your information," which Ronan suggests avoiding (p. 45). I would avoid these terms unabbreviated.


Users, particularly younger users, may feel more engaged interacting with reference librarians in a digital environment possibly because it seems novel compared with F2F reference and because people from all over the world can get involved. In addition librarians who are interested in my particular question will opt to answer it, whereas F2F librarians usually don't get the chance to select questions that interest them. And I will make sure to respond as a professional and as a person. For instance I like that the librarian said "Wow, what a question!" In terms of customer satisfaction, the human side of the interaction is as important as the information received. 
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