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Although much has appeared in the literature regarding the initiation of virtual
reference services, to date a case study
discussing online reference service’s integration into an academic library’s current
suite of reference services has not been
written. At the University of Saskatchewan, the integration process forced the
library to take a broader look at reference
services as a whole and address several
questions: What is reference? How should
it be delivered? Who should provide it? On
what reference service values are decisions
being based? To facilitate the integration,
it was necessary to identify the needs of
our users and re-examine the core values
of our reference service accordingly. This
analysis resulted in system-wide changes
to all of the library’s reference services.
The paper concludes with a set of planning
recommendations that will be useful for
college and university libraries currently
considering, or presently offering, a virtual
reference or instant messaging service and
aspiring to incorporate the service permanently into their suite of reference services.

A

lthough much has appeared
in the literature regarding
the initiation of virtual reference services and the “need
to integrate ‘digital reference’ into reference,”1 to date a case study discussing
the integration of virtual reference into

a library’s current suite of reference
services has not been written. At the
University of Saskatchewan Library (U
of S Library), the process of integrating virtual reference has proven to be
both challenging and successful. The
library was forced to take a broader
look at reference services as a whole
and address several questions: What is
reference? How should it be delivered?
Who should provide it? On what reference service values are we basing our
decisions? To facilitate the integration
it was necessary to identify the needs of
our users and re-examine the core values of our reference service accordingly.
This case study will benefit all libraries
currently considering, or presently offering, virtual reference and aspiring to
incorporate this service permanently
into their suite of reference services.
The authors also provide a discussion
on some lessons learned as well as
recommendations for libraries moving
forward in this direction.

Virtual Reference
Service at the University
of Saskatchewan Library
Many academic libraries have attempted to serve the needs of their remote
users by offering appropriate reference services based on the technology
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available, such as telephone, e-mail, instant messaging (IM), and short messaging service (SMS).2
A brief history of virtual reference at the University
of Saskatchewan Library provides a context for
outlining our process of eventually integrating our
virtual reference service.
The University of Saskatchewan (U of S) is
located in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan in Canada.
Geographically, Saskatchewan is a large province,
approximately half the size of Alaska, with a small
population of just over a million people concentrated in the southern portion of the province.
The U of S is a doctoral degree-granting university
with approximately 18,500 students (full and parttime).3 The library consists of seven on-campus
branch libraries and employs approximately 150
staff members, 40 of whom are librarians.
For the purposes of this paper, virtual reference, also known as digital reference, is defined as
the synchronous exchange of information between
library reference staff and patrons, using online
chat software. “Ask a Librarian Live” was the name
given to the virtual reference service at the U of S
Library.4
In July 2002, a small virtual reference pilot
project was initiated at the U of S Health Sciences
Library in response to a growing number of health
sciences students and professionals studying and
working outside Saskatoon. HumanClick, a simple
version of chat software, was used. The off-campus
library services librarian expressed an interest in
the project, and from January 2003 until July 2004
both the Health Sciences Library and Off Campus
Library Services used this software, now called
Live Person. In 2003, the authors of this paper,
along with the U of S library reference coordinator,
were asked to establish a library-wide service serving all seven branch libraries. A virtual reference
service interest group was formed, consisting of
librarians and library assistants who provided traditional reference service and who were interested
in providing reference virtually. It is important to
note that interest group members volunteered
their time to both evaluating potential software
and staffing the service throughout its trial period.
They recommended trying more sophisticated chat
software to ensure that the service trial would not
be handicapped by software limitations. LSSI was
chosen because of its intuitive interface, attractive

pricing, good customer and technical support,
proxy server compatibility, and the absence of a
patron download. After two years with LSSI, a
switch was made to Docutek as it was the only chat
reference software at the time that did not require
a user download, which might have presented
an obstacle to using the service. Unfortunately,
Docutek proved unstable, and at the end of the
pilot’s third year a decision was made to move to
an instant messaging software, Meebo. Table 1 provides a summary of software used for virtual reference at the U of S Library from 2004 to the present.
When virtual reference service was first introduced at the U of S Library, the new service
was not integrated into the existing traditional
reference model. For three years, there were two
separate staffing models, schedules, and statistical
tracking systems. The authors clearly recognized
the challenges of sustaining two separate reference
models, virtual and traditional. Issues surrounding staffing, duplication of services and workload,
and assessment were identified as roadblocks for
efficient and effective reference service. The need
to integrate virtual reference into existing reference
service is a challenge faced by many libraries and
is vividly described by Janes:
It was as though two trains were running on
parallel tracks, headed for the same destination, taking effectively the same route but,
yet, somehow not seen as the same. . . .
However, if there are two trains going to the
same place, eventually somebody is going
to ask why. Justifying a separate add-on
service, potentially seen as duplicative or
even wasteful, in tight budgetary times, is
not easy.5

Staffing
Our most significant challenge was the different
staffing models within the two services. Within the
traditional model, a designated reference co-coordinator was assigned the task of overseeing reference services across the library system. Librarians
and library assistants provided traditional reference
service as part of their assigned duties. During the
three-year trial period of virtual reference, volunteers were depended upon to staff the service. This

Table 1. Summary of Software Used for Virtual Reference at U of S Library

Software

Year One
2004–5

Year Two
2005–6

Year Three
2006–7

Year Four–Present
2007–8 +

LSSI (cobrowsing)

LSSI (cobrowsing)

Docutek (cobrowsing)

Meebo (instant messaging)
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presented human resource issues because the two
virtual reference administrators, while recognized
as leaders on this project, did not have formal
administrative responsibilities. Occasionally, this
presented problems when issues of service quality
arose or when the virtual reference administrators were asked to evaluate the quality of service
provision by volunteer staff. The virtual reference
software provided transcripts to assess reference
service that was not possible in traditional reference.
While the virtual reference administrators utilized
many qualitative and quantitative statistics from the
software for program assessment, not all of the staff
were comfortable with having their transcripts used
to formally evaluate their performance, especially
since they were volunteering their time. This type
of evaluation was not standard procedure for staff
providing traditional reference, and it was unlikely
that staff would continue to volunteer if this idea
was implemented.
The virtual reference service operated on a
volunteer model, which proved to be problematic
over the long term. Volunteers moved to new positions or became overwhelmed with additional
responsibilities. Staffing the service became an issue since virtual reference shifts were in addition
to reference desk shifts and were not recognized as
reference hours contributed. As the administrators
grappled with trying to find additional volunteers,
it became clear that the library had never clearly
defined the minimum educational requirements
for staffing reference service. This presented a
major obstacle when trying to recruit additional
volunteers for the service. Ideally, anyone who
was staffing our traditional reference desk had the
ability to staff the virtual reference service, but
there were staff members who were reluctant to
provide virtual reference service for a number of
reasons. The virtual reference administrators could
not mandate participation because they lacked
the authority to do so and because the service
remained a pilot project. Although there were a
handful of dedicated volunteers, there were other
library staff members who believed that the service
was an add-on service that should only be offered
when the library was fully staffed. However, with
medical, parental, sabbatical, and administrative
leaves, it was rare that the library was fully staffed.
This sentiment has also been reported in the
literature.6The differing staffing models between
the two services was not feasible for the long term.

Duplication
Another challenge with providing two reference
services concurrently was the duplication of effort.
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There were separate meetings for all reference
staff and for virtual reference staff; there were two
different schedules for both reference models, as
well as two separate means of gathering and organizing reference statistics. Our virtual reference
service was often available at the same time as our
traditional reference services. Our reference desks
are normally staffed from 9:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m.
Mondays through Thursdays;9:00 a.m. to 5:00
p.m. Fridays; and limited hours on the weekends.
The virtual reference service was offered from
10:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m. from Monday through
Friday. Two different reference staff members had
to be assigned to monitor our two services since
our virtual reference service was often available at
the same time as our traditional reference services.
While this may not have been deemed negative,
it is ideal when one staff member can monitor the
virtual reference service while working at the traditional reference desk.

Pilot Project or Permanent
Service?
The pilot-project nature of the service was yet another challenge for the virtual reference administrators. Unlike the traditional reference model, the
virtual reference service started as a library-wide
trial project and maintained this status for three
years. The temporary status proved challenging
for planning, marketing, funding, and staffing the
service. Although the administrators were aware
that marketing the service would likely increase
its use, they were reluctant to do so, in case user
expectations were created for a service that might
cease to exist by the next academic year. This was
yet another reason for the recommendation to integrate the virtual service into the current suite of
reference services.

Response to the Service
From the service’s inception, both qualitative and
quantitative statistics were collected for assessment. Some statistics were essential and have been
collected from the beginning, and some questions
were introduced later as we tried to compose a
clearer picture of our users. It is important to
note that the service moved from a commercial,
virtual reference product at the beginning of the
2007–2008 academic year to an instant messaging service that lacked the ability to gather usage
statistics and administer user surveys. At this time,
the user survey was separated from the online chat
form and appeared as a separate link on the “Ask
a Librarian” page. Patrons were not prompted to
Reference & User Services Quarterly
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answer the survey at the end of their session, but
some chose to do so. Survey responses decreased
significantly once that separation was made.
Of prime interest was the number of questions we received through virtual reference, and
how the number compared to traditional reference questions (comprised of in-person, telephone
and e-mail questions) (table 2). Questions asked
through virtual reference do not represent a large
percentage of the total number of questions asked,
but they do represent a growing percentage of the
whole. Significant to note is the downward trend
of traditional reference questions and the growing
number of virtual reference questions. Over the
last five years the number of virtual reference questions has increased 291 percent. Undergraduates
remain our largest patron group, although not as
markedly as at the beginning of the project, while
graduate students’ questions now make up almost

one quarter of our total, up from 16 percent in
2004–2005 (table 3).
For the first three years, we tracked the type of
virtual reference questions being asked; research
questions represent the majority (table 4). Research questions were defined as those about how
to find information on a specific topic, how to find
journal articles or books, how to search a database,
or how to cite a resource. Definitions of other types
of questions can be found in appendix A.

Recommendation for
Integration
The aforementioned challenges prompted the
virtual reference administrators to include the following as the primary recommendation in the final
reports for both Year II (2005–2006) and Year III
(2006–2007) of the virtual reference pilot project:

Table 2. Reference Questions Received at U of S Library

Total Reference
Questions

2004–5

2005–6

2006–7

2007–8

2008–9

2009–10

28,111

26,900

25,169

19,699

18,945

16,043

647

674

653

770

1,347

1,444

2.30%

2.51%

2.59%

3.91%

7.11%

9.00%

Total Virtual
Reference
Questions
Percentage of
Total

Table 3. Breakdown of Virtual Reference Questions Received at U of S Library by Patron Category
2004–5

2005–6

2006–7

Sept. 2007*–
Mar. 2, 2009

Mar. 3, 2009–
Present **

55%

58%

57.6%

50.0%

40.3%

Off-Campus (not
in Saskatoon)
10%

13%

8.2%

n/a

n/a

Undergraduate

Graduate
Student

16%

12%

15.1%

22.6%

24.6%

Public

5%

7%

2.2%

n/a

n/a

Staff

4%

4%

9.2%

5.7%

1.8%

Faculty

6%

3%

3.9%

6.6%

8.8%

Alumni

3%

2%

3.2%

n/a

n/a

Reciprocal

1%

1%

0.3%

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

0.3%

15.1%

24.5%

Borrower
Other

*from Sept. 2007 forward, patrons could choose from 5 categories only: undergraduate, graduate, staff, faculty or
“other”
** last verified Jan. 26, 2011
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Table 4. Type of Virtual Reference Question Asked at U of S Library
Question Type

2004–5

2005–6

2006–7

Research

42.2%

53%

45.3%

Circulation

18.2%

14%

15.2%

Access

17.9%

12%

14.9%

Catalogue

8.1%

7%

9%

Directional

7.2%

7%

8.4%

Other

4.0%

5%

5.7%

Reconnect

2.4%

2%

1.5%

Total

100%

100%

100%

“that an integrated reference model be developed
and that virtual reference be subsumed under this
service model.”7
The authors stated
Ask a Librarian Live has become a vital
component of reference service at the University of Saskatchewan Library, and should
be mainstreamed into reference service
offered at the University of Saskatchewan
Library . . . . In this context, it is essential
that virtual reference become part of an
integrated approach to reference service. . . .
An integrated reference service would treat
all types of reference service at the Library
equally. This would require providing reference service via one or more modes, and
in one or more locations, depending on the
needs and anticipated needs of our users,
and within available resources.8
The process of integrating the virtual reference
service at the U of S necessitated that the needs of
library users be reassessed and that what is meant
by ‘reference service’ at the library be re-examined.
To undertake such an assessment there needed to
be a return to the foundations of reference service.

Origins of Reference Service
Samuel Swett Green is often considered the “American pioneer of reference service.”9 In 1876, at the
first conference of the American Library Association, Green presented a talk titled “The Desirableness of Establishing Personal Relations Between
Librarians and Readers in Popular Libraries.” The
ideas in this presentation were seen as quite revolutionary and controversial for the time. That same
year, Green published an article on the same topic
in Library Journal.10 In these two works, Green
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stressed that the role of librarians was not only to
be the keepers of books and organizers of information, but that librarians must expand their role to
include reference services. This was the first time
reference services were clearly identified as an
important component of librarianship. Tyckoson
summarized Green’s four core functions of reference librarians:
•
•
•
•

Instructing the reader in the ways of the library
Assisting the reader with his queries
Aiding the reader in the selection of good
works
Promoting the library within the community.11

Tyckoson argues that although there have been
many changes and improvements to reference services in libraries since Green’s time, these founding
four philosophical functions remain unchanged.12

Values of Reference Service
As Green identified the original core functions of
reference librarians in the late eighteen hundreds,
core values for reference service have also been
identified.13 Tyckoson identified these values as
accuracy, thoroughness, timeliness, authority, instruction, access, individualization, and knowledge.14 In Our Enduring Values: Librarianship in the
21st Century, Gorman discusses broader values
for the librarian profession, such as stewardship, intellectual freedom, rationalism, privacy,
and equity of access to recorded knowledge and
information.15While these values are foundational
and important, each library must consider the
needs of its patrons and place different emphasis
on particular values to best serve them.
In the 1997 article “The Shape of Things to
Come: Values-Based Reference Service for the
Largely Digital Library,” Ferguson and Bunge
Reference & User Services Quarterly
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make a compelling argument to retain traditional
library values “while exploring new values such
as integrating technologies, maintaining holistic
computing environment, delivering core services
through the network, making technology work
for all, and collaborating across administrative
lines.”16 He advocates providing services to users
where they are and when they need it as well as
maintaining personal assistance. To move forward,
libraries need to rethink their core values and perhaps identify new values to meet users’ changing
needs and expectations.
It was the value of “equity of access” discussed
by Gorman 17 that stood out for the authors as
they struggled with integrating reference services.
At the U of S Library, patrons have increasingly
accessed library resources online. Because of the
vast size of Saskatchewan, many students choose
to study by distance or online. These students may
never have the opportunity to visit campus or use
the library in person but, nevertheless, deserve
equal access to library services and resources.
Gorman points out that technology such as virtual
reference can be used to provide equitable access
to reference service, explaining that “none of these
methods is as effective as human-to-human reference, but they are far better than no reference service for the rural, the home bound, or other such
seekers of knowledge and information.”18
Compounding the issue of vast physical distances between patrons and the library is the issue
of resource format. Like other academic libraries,
the U of S Library has experienced a huge shift
from housing print material to providing an increasing amount of material electronically. Consequently, even more users do not have to enter our
library to gain access to services and collections.
Because so many library resources are available
online, users can choose to come into the physical library or not, and many, for numerous reasons, choose not to. The Association of Research
Libraries (ARL) statistics reflect this trend in other
academic libraries. Between 1991 and 2004, the
number of in-person reference questions went
down 34 percent,19 while in-house use of material
decreased by 57 percent.20
There are other indications that the trend toward users accessing library materials remotely
will continue. In 2006 the Association of College
and Research Libraries (ACRL) Research Committee was given the task of identifying ten assumptions about the future that would have the most
impact on academic libraries and librarians. Topping the list was “there will be an increased emphasis on digitizing collections, preserving digital
archives, and improving methods of data storage
volume 50, issue 3 | Spring 2011

and retrieval.” Another assumption was that “distance learning will be an increasingly more common option in higher education, and will coexist
but not threaten the traditional bricks-and-mortal
model.”21 With more material being digitized and
made available online, and the growing number of
students studying online or at a distance, users are
now spending a greater proportion of their time
online and not physically in the library.
What does that mean for reference service in
academic libraries? It means that libraries need
to re-examine what they do and how they do it.
Martell expresses this well: “Libraries are no longer bound; they are boundless. Our users need
our assistance as never before. Our challenge is to
discover the roles we must develop in order to be
of greatest benefit to them and to society.”22 While
the format of library materials is increasingly online, and we see our patrons less and less, Samuel
Swett Green’s core functions remain constant: to
instruct, assist, and aid our patrons (in-person
and remotely), while promoting the library and
its services.
In this dynamic environment, libraries need to
reexamine their reference service values to ensure all
patrons are well served, regardless of their location.
Providing assistance to users who do not physically
visit the library speaks clearly to Gorman’s value
of equity of access, which “involves removing or
minimizing all the many barriers to use of library
resources and programs for all library users.”23
Gorman feels that “one should be able to have access (either to a library building or from a remote
location), that library services should assist in the
optimal use of library resources, and that those
resources should be relevant and worthwhile.”24
Equity of access is felt to be a key value at the U
of S Library, where many patrons are off campus
or online. Library staff confirmed that they continued to demonstrate Tyckoson’s values of accuracy,
thoroughness, timeliness, authority, instruction, access, individualization, and knowledge. Yet to serve
the growing population of remote users well, and
acknowledging the growing number of online resources, it became apparent that the library needed
to emphasize the core reference value of equity of
access. What equity meant to library staff members
was that a conscious decision was made to treat
each question equally, regardless of the format in
which a patron chose to contact the library. For example, an in-person request for information would
be given no more and no less time and attention
than a request sent digitally. Placing an emphasis on
equity of access meant that remote users received
the best reference service they could, given their
physical distance from the library.
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In 2008, the virtual reference administrators
wanted to know more about the service users.
Were they our “regular” patrons who visited the
library and asked questions in person, or perhaps
by telephone or e-mail? Or were we reaching a
population that had never used traditional reference services? For this reason, we added to the
survey the question “In the past twelve months,
have you (check as many as are applicable):
•
•
•
•
•

Sent an e-mail question to the library?
Phoned a library information desk?
Asked a question in person at a library information desk?
Attended a library orientation session?
I have never used any of the above services.”

We were quite surprised to note that 30.16
percent of patrons taking the survey have “never
used any of the above services.” It is possible to
conclude from this result that the virtual reference service was reaching a population that has
not been reached before with traditional reference
services. By offering virtual reference services,
then, we are both assisting greater numbers of our
patron population and promoting the library and
its services, as Green advocates.
Gathering feedback was an important component of the service. The feedback survey was carefully designed to allow for both survey-type and
open-ended questions. Some of the values Green,
Tyckoson, and Gorman mention, particularly timeliness, access, individualization, and knowledge,
are reflected in the feedback that patrons provided
in their surveys. Most patron comments can be categorized according to these main themes: clarifying
information, helpfulness, time saving, cool factor,
access, technical concerns, responsiveness, and suggestions for improvement. For each theme, we attempted to select a spectrum of comments, including both positive and negative, to highlight many
different experiences with the service since 2004.

Clarifying
•
•

•

“Now I understand how to do it” (year 2)
“[I] was getting so frustrated. But at least I
know how to find them now. Thank you!”
(year 2)
“I think I just had to keep filtering words and
keep going. I can keep working on this, thank
you so much!” (year 3)

with all databases that are available, or how to
use them. This service has allowed me to not
only get an immediate response, but to also
watch and learn” (year 1)
• “Okay, thank you for your help, I was about
to remove my hair strand by strand. This has
been wonderful” (year 2)
• “I was stressing all night and you have made
my day. Thanks soooo . . . much” (year 2)
• “ya I sure do thank you . . . ok well I have to
go to class now but if I need any more help I
will come on here again . . .” (year 3)
• “The person helping me answered my question,
provided other related, useful information, and
asked for my e-mail address to provide additional information as it became available. Excellent and convenient service!” (year 4)
• “It was my first time using it, but it was very
helpful and so efficient, I got my answers
quickly and I am going to be promoting this
service–thank you very much!” (year 5)

Time Saving
•
•
•
•
•

“Cool Factor”
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
286

“Very fast and reliable. I am not overly familiar

“It is very nice to have someone for help at the
time you experience a problem. I find this an
example for a very good use of technology”
(year 1)
“Pretty cool service” (year 1)
“This is a wicked function of the library”
(year 2)
“Neat system, this Librarian Live” (year 2)
“Pretty freaking awesome. Great idea” (year 3)
“FABULOUS” (year 3)

Accessibility
•

Helpfulness

“This service is great! You get your answer right
away!! Awesome! Thanks!” (year 1)
“It saved me a lot of google searches” (year 2)
“This saved me a trip to the library” (year 2)
“It worked great! My questions was answered
fast and succinctly” (year 4)
“I love how efficient this is. I don’t have to wait
a long time for an e-mail and if I have further
questions there is less wait time. Also, it’s more
personal. It’s easier to explain something when
the person is able to converse, not simply jot
down notes” (year 4)

“It was very helpful, considering some students
are at all different places on campus and may
not have time during the regular reference hours
to run to main library, go see the reference
Reference & User Services Quarterly
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•

•

•

•
•

•

•

librarian and go back to class” (year 1)
“This is an awesome way for students to get
help and questions answered especially when
they are not at the school and are on their
computers at home” (year 1)
“great service–have used several times and is
particularly helpful during my fieldwork overseas when I am not able to go into the library
myself” (year 2)
“I found the help desk was always busy so it
was great to get some help online immediately.
I didn’t want to keep wasting time on the job.
Thanks” (year 2)
“This is the best thing in the world for Off
Campus Students! Thanks” (year 2)
“Fantastic! Especially for nursing students
who are not in Saskatoon but have access to
the U of S Library as we are full-time U of S
students” (year 3)
“This is an excellent way for questions to be
answered—I think that I may be tempted to
use library services more with this type of communication method in place. It’s fast and very
simple. Thanks” (year 4)
“It was great. Fast and convenient!” (year 5)

•

•
•

Suggestions for Improvement
•

•

Technical Concerns
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

“The information was helpful except I had to
stop due to computer error” (year 1)
“I hate it when technology does not work!”
(year 3)
“If it were faster, like instant messaging, then
I would use this service a lot more” (year 3)
“I waited but didn’t get a reply L“ (year 3)
“The browser was much too slow!” (year 3)
“I used the IM embedded in the library reference page and I didn’t hear back immediately,
so while I was waiting I clicked on the ‘Survey’
link and it navigated away from the IM page! I
have no idea what happened to my request . . . ”
(year 4)
“I have often experienced disconnections while
using the Ask Us service through the University service . . . .” (year 5)

Responsiveness
•

•
•

“I didn’t get a response. Cool idea, but not
helpful when resources are not employed to
their full potential” (year 1)
“Will I use it again? No, I didn’t receive a reply” ( year 4)
“I have used the Ask Us Live service on more
than one occasion but it is a complete and utter waste of time. I just sit there waiting for
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a response and never receive one. I have not
been able to ‘Chat’ YET, unless typing to myself
counts. Extremely dissatisfied” (year 4)
“That’s awesome! I didn’t even know about the
service until I saw it on the website, but I’ll definitely use it again! And it was fast! I thought
I’d have to wait for someone to get back to me,
but they were right there! Awesome! (year 4)
“Thanks you for your prompt response! J”
(year 5)
“I have waited for almost ten minutes for
someone to respond to my question or to acknowledge that I am online. There is also no
way of mentioning to me that it may take some
extra time and to be patient regarding the ask
us live chat. This is very frustrating and does
not help in allowing questions to be answered
away from the library” (year 6)

•

•

•
•

•

“I think that this kind of service is absolutely
appropriate. I hope that you will hire a librarian
work a night shift and other times that students
are working throughout the year” (year 1)
“This service is a great idea—quick, friendly
service. However, the library website has so
many usability problems, that sometimes the
librarians can’t find the answers. Improving the
website would reduce the frustration of your
users!!!” (year 1)
“Many thanks for your assistance. I really find
this service. Valuable. I’m hoping that at some
point it will be extended past 5:00p.m. I will
definitely use the service again and think that
it is a great idea!! Very helpfulJ” (year 2)
“It is a good service, but at least a regular email about the facilities and services offered
by the library can be sent to grad students.
Thanks!!” (year 3)
“It would help traffic considerably if you put
this widget on the main page” (year 4)
“The service is great, the results are poor. They
should be a bit more friendly and if they do
not understand how to help me, tell me the
truth, don’t just close the chat window or fail
to respond” (year 4)
“If the service is offered there should be staff
available to make it work” (year 5)

What stood out for us is the number of comments related to responsiveness after the instant
messaging service was implemented in 2007. Although we did receive some negative feedback in
2006 while we used Docutek, it was quite minor
compared to the negative feedback that we received
287
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after implementing Meebo. Patrons who successfully connected to the service seemed quite satisfied
with it, but those whose calls were not responded
to were quite irate. The issue of disconnecting is
challenging for library staff, who are often simultaneously assisting an in-person patron and trying
to monitor incoming virtual reference requests. At
times, library staff will be physically away from the
desk and therefore temporarily unable to monitor
the service. Although it is possible to indicate that
staff are “away” while monitoring Meebo, this step
is often inadvertently overlooked. From the virtual
patron’s perspective, Meebo indicates that library
staff are online, so they are naturally perplexed
and annoyed when they request help and do not
receive it. Patrons’ expectations seem to be different
with telephone or e-mail reference service. If their
telephone call is not answered immediately or their
e-mail is not returned immediately, there does not
seem to be the same sense of frustration. This is an
area requiring further research.

Moving Forward
In spring 2006, two years into the virtual reference
trial, the U of S Library welcomed a new dean who
undertook an extensive strategic planning process.
The purpose of the planning process was to determine the vision for the library’s future and set appropriate priorities for action.25 A strategic action
item, specific to transforming reference service, was
to “implement library-wide integrated approaches to
services, collections and facilities that remove barriers to learning and teaching.”26 In August 2006
the authors met with the dean to discuss the final
report for Year II. The dean endorsed the report but
noted that the “virtual reference service had already
moved beyond being a pilot project, although organizationally there seemed to be some reluctance
to accept/admit this.”27 The dean recommended
speaking about the project to the librarians’ forum
group, a group which discusses matters of interest
to the library profession as well as library policy at
the U of S. Although concerns were expressed at the
librarians’ forum about the relatively small number
of questions answered through virtual reference,
there was general support for the service, since it
was agreed that the needs of the user were paramount to the format of the question posed. Consensus was reached to strike a task force to implement
an integrated reference model.

Integrated Reference Task Force
The integrated reference task force, created in
the fall of 2006, “was charged with preparing
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a draft program statement and implementation
plan for the transition to an integrated service
delivery model for reference services as the U of S
Library.”28 An extensive literature search was undertaken and many open staff forums were held
to gather comments, experiences, and suggestions
about reference services in general. At the forums,
library staff expressed concern about the relatively
small numbers of questions asked through the
service but also agreed that most other universities were offering the service. There was also
discussion about how efficiently virtual reference
can assist patrons when compared to telephone
or e-mail reference, but the discussion came back
to the issue of our patrons and their preferences
for contacting us. We agreed that the patrons and
their choices should be driving our services, not
our awareness of the limitations inherent in each
type of reference service. Another major point of
discussion was the skills required to provide effective virtual reference service. While the library
was moving toward a liaison librarian model that
encourages subject-specific knowledge and appropriately tailored services, it was agreed that a more
generalist approach was ideal for providing virtual
reference service. Clearly, two different types of
skills were required to provide traditional and
virtual reference service: in-depth, subject specific
knowledge to support each college or department
at a program level following the liaison model,
and more generalized information about library
policies, procedures, information on undertaking research, and the ability to know when and to
whom questions should be referred.
After consulting the literature and obtaining
input from staff, the task force was compelled
to address many overarching questions: What
is reference? How should it be delivered? Who
should provide it? The task force also addressed
micro-level questions: Did directional questions
count as reference? Did confirming the status of a
patron’s fines constitute reference? Was answering
a telephone call about library hours considered
reference? Does a patron standing at the reference
desk have any priority over a patron phoning or
e-mailing the library? The task force was obliged to
consider all of these different types of questions. It
is important to note that this level of analysis had
not been undertaken before. With input from all
library staff, the task force drafted a final report
recommending several revisions to the existing
service model.
The Integrated Reference Task Force Final Report
recommended major changes to the current reference model. Changes included implementing a
two-tier reference model with library assistants
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and librarians with limited liaison responsibilities
providing tier one reference services. Tier one reference was defined as helping patrons (generally
first and second year undergraduate students) with
general or directional questions and providing
one-on-one instructional activities, such as finding books, journal articles, and other sources of
information for a given topic. Tier two reference
services were to be delivered by liaison librarians
who assisted patrons with in-depth, complex research questions in their respective subject liaison
areas and providing extensive one on one subject
instruction by appointment. Tier two service was
mainly designed for senior undergraduate and
graduate students, faculty, and other researchers
and practitioners. One of the goals of this new twotier approach was to alleviate the reference desk
workload concerns of liaison librarians while utilizing the skills and experience of library assistants.
To successfully implement a two-tiered reference service, the Integrated Reference Task Force
Final Report recommended that a formal reference training program for library assistants be
developed. At the time, the library did not have
enough reference staff to adequately cover both
traditional and virtual reference services. Remaining true to our newly developed strategic plan, we
wanted to develop our existing human resources
and take advantage of the skills that our library
assistants had to offer. Before that could be done,
however, it was necessary for the library to identify
the formal educational qualifications required to
work at the reference desk, since there had been
system-wide inconsistency in this in the past. To
reach a decision, the senior management team
reviewed a Canadian Association of Research Libraries (CARL-ABRC) survey of the qualifications
of library staff working at reference desks as well
as the qualifications required by two other libraries
in the province: the University of Regina Library
and the Saskatoon Public Library. After much discussion, it was agreed that newly hired reference
assistants would require an undergraduate degree
and/or a library technician diploma. Existing reference assistants without an undergraduate degree
or a library technician diploma maintained their
current classification and remuneration but were
encouraged to attain formal qualifications. This
decision had implications for library assistant
remuneration, which necessitated meetings and
agreement with the Canadian Union of Public
Employees (CUPE). Library assistants who expressed interest in and were chosen to attend the
formal training session received a reassignment
memo documenting the inclusion of reference
service provision in their position responsibilities.
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A pro-rated higher-level duty pay was agreed upon
by the university and the collective bargaining unit
governing library assistants.
A standard reference training program was
developed to provide “a foundation on which
library assistants could acquire and build reference knowledge and skills.”29 The program was
offered as a pilot project, which could then be
assessed for viability. The program’s goal was to
train qualified library assistants not currently providing reference service to increase the number of
people who could undertake reference service. A
call for expressions of interest was issued to public
services library assistants within specific branch
libraries participating in the program. Ten library
assistants were chosen. The program was designed
by the reference coordinator, along with another
librarian who had taught reference courses in two
different library technician programs in western
Canada. The course was delivered over a sevenweek period and consisted of weekly three-hour
instruction sessions. The participants identified
key competencies that they expected to acquire by
the end of the training program. These included
approachability, communication, interviewing,
searching, source knowledge, user knowledge,
referral, and technology. Participants and branch
heads assessed the training program. The final
report concluded that the “project was successful
in meeting the goal of adequately training library
assistants with appropriate academic qualifications
and interest to provide Tier 1 reference service . . .
[but that] there has not been any formal assessment around how well the pilot project addressed
the issue of reference desk release time for liaison
librarians.”30 Although the program was deemed
successful, the second recommendation of the report was “that an alternate method of conducting
general reference training be investigated, e.g.,
utilizing existing reference courses offered by library technician programs (online or face-to-face)
or through contracting out training to an external
trainer.”31 The primary reason for this recommendation was the time commitment required by the
reference coordinator and other course instructors to deliver the content. By the end of the pilot
project, the reference coordinator position was
eliminated in the library’s organizational structure,
which presented a major obstacle to delivering this
program in the future.
Although the integrated reference task force’s
final report did not directly address the integration
of the virtual reference service, it did recommend
that the library continue to offer its current virtual reference service until the end of the 2006–7
academic year and switch to instant messaging
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software in the fall if reliable cobrowsing software
was not found. Recognizing this oversight, the
July 2007 meeting of the library’s senior management team focused specifically on integrating the
virtual reference service into the traditional reference service model. Much discussion focused on
what hours to offer virtual reference service. The
point was raised that telephone or e-mail reference
service was not restricted to limited hours of the
day, so why restrict the hours that virtual reference
was offered? The senior management team decided
that virtual reference should be fully integrated
and offered whenever traditional reference service
was offered, which included evenings and weekends. Virtual reference statistics were incorporated
into the central networked reference statistics
spreadsheets and reported to senior management.
Because the virtual reference service was staffed
system wide, the allocation of hours per branch
was determined jointly by the reference coordinator and one of the virtual reference administrators.
The total number of reference hours provided by
the U of S Library during the week was divided
proportionately by the number of reference staff
available at each of the seven branch libraries.
Larger branches with more staff were assigned
more hours to staff the service. It was left to the
branch to determine how they would staff the
service—some branches chose to staff the service
from the reference desk, while others chose to
have a second person monitor the service from a
separate location, such as an office or from home.
The most popular choice has been to monitor the
service from the reference desk.
Since the fall of 2007 the U of S Library has
been using Meebo instant messaging software.
This software was chosen because it is easy to use,
works on different operating systems, supports
many types of instant messaging services, and
incorporates a widget allowing patrons to easily
type in their question without having to use chat
software. Since that time, there have been human
resource changes in the library that have directly
impacted reference services. The authors, former
virtual reference administrators, are no longer responsible for virtual reference as this service was
subsumed under the larger integrated reference
service model. The reference coordinator position
was also eliminated, resulting in the absence of a
champion for reference services. Internal statistics
reveal the use of the virtual reference service continues to be a small but steady proportion of the
library’s reference service.
In light of the impact of the recent economic
downturn in Canada, some library staff have
questioned continuing a service which is not
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statistically overwhelming. Despite the relatively
small number of questions received, comments
submitted by users through an online survey have
demonstrated that the service is valuable and significant. Recently, a study by Granfield and Robertson used both surveys and focus groups to identify
the “help-seeking preferences of library users” in
two academic universities in Ontario.32 The survey was administered to two groups, one at the
reference desk and one online after patrons asked
a virtual reference question. The study concluded
that even though both groups acknowledged the
physical reference desk as their first choice for
getting help, there was a strong feeling, particularly from graduate students and students living
off campus, that virtual reference is “an important
service point even from within campus libraries.”33
The study concludes that “libraries should respect
and accommodate the use of VR within library
facilities.”34

Lessons Learned and Planning 
Recommendations
The authors offer lessons learned and planning
recommendations from their experience with integrating virtual reference into their current reference service model.
1. It is vital that the library both identify and
communicate its core reference values to all
staff. From the very beginning, the authors felt
strongly that equity of access was a key value.
This reference value was a guiding principle
throughout the years of providing reference
service. It is important for libraries to identify,
communicate, and reassess their reference values on an ongoing basis.
2. The integration process forced the U of S Library to look at reference services from a wider
perspective. While this was not the original
intent of the integration project, it was a very
useful process to undertake. It forced the library to question the basic tenets of reference
including what is reference and how should it
be delivered? Who should deliver it and when?
3. The integration process revealed a need for a
clearly communicated policy about the minimum educational requirements needed for all
reference assistants. Because of this oversight,
there was a disparity between staff members
who were providing different forms of reference service. After a rather lengthy process
involving numerous meetings with a collective
bargaining unit and the university’s human
resources department, the library successfully
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developed a policy on educational requirements for staffing its reference services.
4. There should be a designated reference person
on staff to monitor system-wide reference issues such as staff training, technological advances, and new products.
5. The only way U of S Library reference services
were able to move forward was with the support and dedication of all library staff: library
assistants, librarians, branch heads, senior administration and our dean. Without this support, the project would not have been possible
or successful.

Conclusion
Core reference values as well as the importance
of a strong reference service philosophy can be
traced back to Samuel Swett Green’s belief in the
importance of the personal relationships between
librarian and patron. Although Green introduced
this foundational ideal in the late 1880s, it still
remains true today.
Evolutionary uses of technologies for fielding
reference questions, from the use of the telephone
to instant messaging, have allowed library patrons
to ask questions and receive assistance in a variety
of modes available and convenient to them. Over
the years, libraries have adopted commonly used
technologies and communication tools to best
suit their users’ changing needs. Does the mode
or method of how the question is asked make
a reference question any less valid? The authors
would argue not. Equity of access for patrons, and
therefore equity of reference service, was a guiding
principle throughout the integration process. A
reference question is a reference question regardless of format or location of the patron.
The virtual reference administrators initially
introduced the idea of developing an integrated
reference model at the University of Saskatchewan
Library. This recommendation’s implementation
provided the impetus to re-examine reference
services as a whole at the library and forced us to
question what we do, how we do it, and why. The
successes of this examination led to a new reference model that had far-reaching implications,
including a more integrated approach to service
delivery and a new reference staffing model. From
the authors’ point of view, the integrated reference task force was a success in that most of the
recommendations addressed all types of reference
services, not only virtual reference. The integrated
reference project has evolved into a truly integrative reference service, not simply a reference service with a virtual reference add-on.
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Appendix. Definitions of Question Types
These definitions were modeled after definitions drafted by the University of Alberta Library, and were
used with permission.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Research: How to find information on a specific topic, how to find journal articles or books, how to
search a database, how to cite a resource.
Circulation: Questions concerning circulation policies, loan periods, the “My Account” feature, barcode or PIN number, renewals, requests, ILL, reserve.
Access: E-journal passwords, difficulties with database connection, proxy server/EZProxy questions,
TAL/COPPUL cards, distance ed. services, accessing a particular e-journal title.
Catalogue check: Simple search of the catalogue. Do we have a specific journal (Harvard Business
Review) or a specific book, how to interpret/use the catalogue (use limiting features, etc.).
Directional: Hours of operation, how to find a building on campus, do we have group study rooms.
Reconnect: Patron disconnected from a previous session and reconnected to continue where s/he
left off.
Other: Anything that doesn’t fit in the above categories.
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