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Most academic libraries offer some form of digital reference service
through e-mail or Web forms. Now many libraries are moving toward an
almost-immediate form of digital reference: instant messaging. During
the 2000—2001 academic year, the General Libraries of the University
at Buffalo conducted a pilot project to assess the feasibility of providing
reference through instant messaging. The libraries used the popular “chat
room” format and America Online’s Instant Messenger software. This
article describes the project, its implementation, the software used, staff-
ing issues, and publicity efforts. It also discusses the results of the project
in terms of user demographics, satisfaction levels, usage statistics, pa-
tron comments, and librarian feedback. Finally, the article offers conclu-
sions about offering instant messaging reference in a large academic
library.

ost academic libraries offer
some form of digital reference
service. Digital reference, also
known as online reference,

electronic reference, and e-reference, uses
the Internet to allow librarians to commu-
nicate online with users beyond library
walls. E-mail and Web forms have become
the most common forms of digital refer-
ence, but these impersonal methods in-
volve some time delay. Many libraries
now are turning to an almost-immediate,
slightly more sophisticated form of digi-
tal reference: instant messaging.1 The
General Libraries of the University at
Buffalo (UB) conducted a pilot project in
instant messaging reference service dur-
ing the 2000—2001 academic year. The li-
braries used the popular “chat room” for-
mat and America Online’s Instant
Messenger software. Throughout the
project, user demographic and satisfac-

tion statistics, user comments, and usage
data were collected. When the pilot con-
cluded, this information was reviewed
together with librarian input, software
performance, staffing issues, and public-
ity to determine the viability of provid-
ing instant messaging reference on a regu-
lar basis. This article describes the project,
its implementation, the software used,
staffing issues, and publicity efforts. It
also discusses the results of the project
and gives conclusions.

What Is Instant Messaging?
Instant messaging (IM) has become a
popular communication method, espe-
cially among younger people who form
a large segment of the libraries’ patron
population. Simply stated, IM is real-time
online communication between two or
more people. The medium enables people
to “chat” via the Internet by rapidly ex-
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changing text messages. One user chats
with another user by typing a message
into a specialized window, or “chat
room,” generated by IM software. The
message appears almost immediately on
the other user ’s screen. The recipient
reads it and replies by typing a response.
Only an Internet connection is required
to access basic chat systems. Typically, the
IM system emits sounds when a person
transmits or receives a message. Several
people can chat at one time because all
users see messages that appear in the chat
room. Those who want to chat privately
create a private chat room where only in-
vited users may participate.

Some IM products allow users to send
images and video, play games, exchange
files, and synchronize Web browsing.
Computers equipped with microphones
enable users to chat in the literal (verbal)
sense, although system hardware and
connection restraints can introduce an-
noying breaks in transmission. A grow-
ing number of companies produce IM
software, and although these competing
products function in a similar way, no
software standard currently exists. Fur-
thermore, company mergers and acqui-
sitions are common. A system that is here
today may be gone tomorrow; free prod-
ucts mutate to fee-based services.

IM presents an alternative for librar-
ians seeking to reshape the delivery of
reference services.2 Because physical
boundaries do not stand in the way of
communication, it is possible to reach re-
mote users across campus and around the
world. In addition to immediacy, conve-
nience, and accessibility, online reference
offers other advantages. Patrons who are
embarrassed by the nature of their ques-
tion or their lack of knowledge can remain
anonymous during IM reference. Interac-
tive text communication accommodates
multiple learning styles, the hearing im-
paired, and people who are not native
English speakers. Complicated URLs that
prove difficult to communicate correctly
over the phone, and even at the reference
desk, can be easily transferred during
online reference.3 Unlike e-mail and Web

forms, IM is well suited to conducting
reference interviews, clarifying questions,
and receiving feedback.4 Furthermore, it
now makes telecommuting a practical al-
ternative for busy reference librarians.
However, IM reference is not a panacea.
Visually impaired users and people who
have trouble typing quickly will prefer
other methods.5 Lengthy, complicated
explanations can become unwieldy, and
sometimes there simply is no replacement
for face-to-face communication with a
reference librarian.

Project Background
UB is the largest and most comprehensive
campus in the State University of New
York system, with approximately 25,000
undergraduate, graduate, and profes-
sional-degree students. The administration
requires all freshmen to have access to a
computer running Windows 98, NT or
higher, or the Apple OS 9.0 operating sys-
tem. Every room in student housing is
wired with Ethernet ports, and public com-
puter labs offer around-the-clock access to
2,000 high-performance workstations. The
university also provides more than a thou-
sand high-speed modems to give students,
faculty, and staff access to the Internet from
home. In April 2000, Yahoo! Internet Life
named UB eleventh of the one hundred
“Most Wired Universities.”6

The UB Libraries Web site, BISON (Buf-
falo Information System ONline), offers
online access to myriad resources includ-
ing the library catalog, journals, e-books,
research guides, course reserves, and tu-
torials. As a result of the university’s em-
phasis on electronic resources, the Gen-
eral Libraries launched an IM reference
service during the fall 2000 semester. The
General Libraries consist of Lockwood
Memorial Library (for humanities and the
social sciences), the Science and Engineer-
ing Library, and the Oscar A. Silverman
Undergraduate Library.

Specifically, the General Libraries de-
sired to:

• provide reference assistance to re-
mote modem users without second phone
lines;
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• enable distance education students
to avoid long-distance phone charges;

• assist students in crowded
cybraries (library computer labs) who do
not want to relinquish their seats to visit
a reference desk;

• make reference service more invit-
ing to young people and others who regu-
larly engage in real-time chat;

• provide extended reference hours.

Implementation
To choose an IM product, the General Li-
braries reviewed more than ten chat soft-
ware programs in early 2000. Many fea-
tures were considered, including (but not
limited to) price, ease of use, privacy, plat-
forms, Web browser integration, file
transfers, document sharing, and spam
protection. Based on this evaluation,
AOL’s free and ubiquitous Instant Mes-
senger software was chosen.

AOL offers two chat alternatives: Us-
ers can download and install Instant Mes-
senger (AIM) client software on their own
computer or use the Web-based AIM Ex-
press (Express), which requires no down-
load, only a Web browser with Java en-
abled. IM librarians and patrons were al-
lowed to choose their preferred method.
Both options require users to create an
AOL account and then register a unique
screen name and password. For consis-
tency, one person created all librarian ac-
counts, passwords, and user names
(UBLibrarian1, UBLibrarian2, etc.).

Before launching the service, a sched-
ule was established, shifts assigned, and
library personnel notified of the start date.
On October 23, 2000, the project went live
with the addition of an Instant Message
hyperlink to top-level BISON Web pages
and an eager librarian monitoring the IM
chat room. By clicking on the hyperlink,
visitors were directed to the Instant Mes-
sage page and given the option to down-
load and install AIM software or to use
Express. The page also described the ser-
vice, provided brief instructions, and
listed hours of operation. Furthermore,
users were cautioned that IM service was
intended to provide short answers; users

with in-depth questions were advised to
call, e-mail, or visit the library.

The library’s computer system routed
those who chose AIM directly to a chat
room named ublib; patrons who selected
Express had to invite themselves into
ublib. After a visitor entered the ublib chat
room, the librarian on duty would take
the user (by clicking on the user’s screen
name) to a private chat session to main-
tain privacy. To protect patron privacy, li-
brarians did not maintain transcripts of
the sessions.

After seven weeks of service, the fall
portion of the pilot concluded on Decem-
ber 8, 2000, for the holiday intercession.
Before the spring semester began, library
administrators assessed fall statistics,
staffing issues, patron comments, and li-
brarian input. Due to encouraging statis-
tics and positive feedback, the General
Libraries decided to extend IM reference
through the spring semester. In both se-
mesters, the service ended before read-
ing days and final exams.

Software
AOL software was found to have both
advantages and disadvantages in deliv-
ering real-time reference service in a large
academic library. On the positive side,
AOL offers free software along with name
recognition and a system that is relatively
easy to learn. The chat room format ac-
commodates multiple users and allows
librarians to overlap during shift transi-
tions. However, the staff had no control
over AOL service and occasionally expe-
rienced periods of instability when they
could not log in or were inexplicably dis-
connected during a session. Infrequently,
the entire system was unavailable, which
meant that IM reference service had to be
canceled temporarily. When this oc-
curred, an explanation was posted with
an apology on the Instant Message Web
page. Sometimes access could be gained
through AIM, but not through Express,
and vice versa. Occasionally, AIM users
could not chat privately with Express us-
ers, possibly because of “net split,” an
Internet failure that interrupts communi-
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cation among groups of servers, but not
within the group.7 Unlike other products,
AOL chat software does not compile sta-
tistics or send automated messages to in-
form visitors when the librarian is busy
or the service is closed.

Still, AIM has several helpful features,
including the ability to easily send im-
ages, colorful emoticons, and hyperlinks.
The system also emits audible signals
when someone on a buddy list (a personal
list of friends with AIM screen names)
enters the chat room so that the librarian
does not have to watch the screen con-
tinuously. Regrettably, this sound feature
proved useless because librarians could
not add all possible patron screen names
to their buddy lists. Thus, a librarian on
IM duty who chose to use AIM had to
monitor the chat room vigilantly. In con-
trast, Express generates sounds when any
visitor enters the chat room, thereby al-
lowing the librarian on duty to perform
other tasks while waiting for questions.
But Express lacks the other useful features
of AIM described above.

Administration Issues
Staffing
During the fall semester, twenty librar-
ians and four library school students
agreed to participate in the IM reference
pilot project. Librarians contributed be-
tween two and seven hours per week to
monitoring the IM chat room, and library
students covered the evening and week-
end shifts. Only one person monitored the
room at a time. The library provided IM
reference service an average of sixty-eight
hours per week according to the follow-
ing schedule: 9 a.m. until 9 p.m. Mondays,
9 a.m. until 11 p.m. Tuesdays, 9 a.m. until
8 p.m. Wednesdays and Thursdays, 9 a.m.
until 6 p.m. Fridays, 1 p.m. until 3 p.m.
Saturdays, and 2 p.m. until 11 p.m. most
Sundays. [Note: For brevity, henceforth,
this article will refer to both IM librarians
and library students as librarians unless
a distinction is required.]

Evaluation of IM service in the fall re-
vealed two specific staffing challenges
that needed to be addressed in the spring.

First, one person could not simulta-
neously staff the IM chat room and a
physical reference desk because of the
many distractions around a reference
desk. Because AOL chat software does not
provide a way to notify incoming patrons
that the librarian on duty is temporarily
preoccupied, an online patron could feel
ignored or erroneously conclude that the
system had disconnected. As a result, li-
brarians performed their IM shifts sepa-
rately from their reference desk duty in
the spring.

Second, IM evening and weekend
hours did not meet patron demand. To
offer more hours, it was necessary to in-
crease the size of the IM staff. Therefore,
library administration requested that all
reference librarians contribute one hour
per week to IM reference. The IM coor-
dinator also recruited more library stu-
dents to give a total of thirty-eight IM
staffers. The larger staff made it possible
to offer chat reference an average of sev-
enty-five hours per week with more
evening and weekend hours. It also al-
lowed librarians to reduce their IM shifts
to one hour per week, while library stu-
dents took night and weekend shifts of
up to five hours.

Because only one question was re-
ceived before 10 a.m. in the fall, it was
decided to open one hour later in the
spring. The IM chat room was staffed be-
tween 10 a.m. and 11 p.m. Monday
through Thursday, 10 a.m. and 5 p.m. Fri-
day, 11 a.m. and 5 p.m. Saturday, and 1
p.m. and 11 p.m. Sunday.

Training
Before starting the pilot project, a few tu-
torial sessions were conducted for librar-
ians but were poorly attended, possibly
because most of the librarians who par-
ticipated in the fall were sufficiently fa-
miliar with technology or the concept of
online chatting to learn it on their own.
Senior librarians trained and mentored
the library school students. Librarians
who joined the project in the spring
sought guidance from, and practiced
with, veteran IM librarians.
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In terms of policy, two guidelines were
established. First, IM librarians were di-
rected to use only the ublib chat room to
minimize visitor confusion. Second, li-
brarians who provided simultaneous ref-
erence service via IM and the physical
desk were advised to give preference to
patrons within the library. IM staff were
encouraged to welcome visitors with a
short greeting, keep their responses brief,
and periodically send delay messages
such as “I’m still working on it.” They also
were advised to refer difficult questions
to a subject specialist or to encourage the
patron to call or visit the library. Other-
wise, the IM librarians were free to use
their best judgment.

As an additional aid, a Quick Links
Web page was maintained with links to
ready-reference  sources such as contact
information for the various UB Libraries,
class assignments, and frequently used
BISON pages. This page was designed to
allow librarians to easily copy and paste
information into messages. However, IM
librarians confessed to rarely using it.

Librarian Communication
Initially, everyone communicated infor-
mally through individual e-mails or small
meetings, but just before launching the
service, a listserv devoted to the project
was created. The list was used to post
weekly statistical summaries and to make
announcements. Unfortunately, it did not
adequately facilitate “shift trades” in the
fall, so in the spring IM staff were directed
to report schedule conflicts to the IM co-
ordinator who then would arrange
changes. One face-to-face meeting was
held each semester to compare notes, ask
questions, and make recommendations.

Publicity
Overall, IM reference service received
little promotion aside from the addition
of the Instant Message hyperlink through-
out BISON. The IM coordinator chose not
to advertise in the fall because of the
project’s experimental nature. It also was
decided not to promote the service in bib-
liographic instruction sessions to prevent

students from sending in a flood of
course-specific questions. During the
spring, publicity was delayed to give new
IM staff time to become comfortable with
this mode of reference interaction, al-
though in February an article appeared
in a library newsletter to describe the ser-
vice. Throughout March, three advertise-
ments were placed in the student news-
paper and flyers were distributed across
campus during two days in April.

Data Collection
Patron Survey
Demographic and satisfaction data were
collected from patrons through an online
questionnaire. After a patron clicked on
the IM link, a separate browser window
opened to display the survey. Users were
asked to indicate age range, gender, the
location from which they sent their mes-
sage, whether they were affiliated with
UB, and their degree of satisfaction with
IM reference. They also were asked to
briefly explain why they chose to send
an instant message instead of visiting,
calling, or e-mailing a library. Once com-
plete, users transmitted the information
by clicking a button labeled submit. To
encourage responses, participants were
offered the chance to win a $25 gift cer-
tificate from Media Play, a large entertain-
ment store near campus.

Librarian Reports
To ensure patron privacy, it was decided
not to generate session transcripts. Still,
in order to understand the nature of ques-
tions posed during IM reference, IM staff
were asked to paraphrase the questions
they received  and to enter the informa-
tion into an online form immediately af-
ter the exchange. Unfortunately, a few
people completely forgot this task or sub-
mitted the question much later with some
acknowledged loss in accuracy.

Usage
When a user submitted a survey, the Unix
system server recorded the data along
with the time and date of submission.
This information was used to gauge when



Instant Messaging Reference in an Academic Library  41

and how often the service was used. To
reduce errors, a JavaScript program de-
leted duplicate entries (possibly caused
by a user pressing submit twice) and in-
complete surveys. A survey was consid-
ered complete if it contained satisfaction
data and the location of the patron dur-
ing the exchange. Because many people
resist supplying age and gender for per-
sonal reasons, it was felt that this should
not eliminate other valuable information.

Unfortunately, this counting method
cannot produce a true reflection of use be-
cause it is based on when surveys were
submitted and not the actual time that a
reference interview occurred. Thus, a user
might ask a question in the afternoon but
not submit the survey until the evening.
Also, no information is available about
users who did not complete the survey.
Their demographics and satisfaction lev-
els may differ greatly from those who re-
sponded.

Project Findings
Patron Demographics and Satisfaction
Demographic and satisfaction statistics
were assessed for fall, spring, and both
semesters combined. Because there was

little to no difference between the semes-
ters, the following values are presented for
the entire pilot project. The nonresponse
rate varied between 1 and 11 percent and
the sample size n differed for each charac-
teristic because not all patrons completed
every survey question. Table 1 summarizes
the results for age, the location from which
the visitor sent the message, and satisfac-
tion level. Results worth noting include:

• The majority (70%) of respondents
were between the ages of eighteen and
twenty-five.

• More users (69%) sent their ques-
tion from on-campus than from off-cam-
pus.

• Of the on-campus patrons, most
(25%) sent their message from a cybrary.

• There were no significant differ-
ences in use by gender.

• Eighty-four percent of the respon-
dents were affiliated with UB as students,
faculty, staff, or alumni.

As for satisfaction level, 45 percent of
respondents reported being very satisfied
with the service. In fact, 79 percent de-
clared themselves satisfied or better com-
pared to 10 percent who registered some
level of dissatisfaction. Most of the un-
happy patrons had tried to access the ser-
vice when it was closed.

Nature of Questions
As mentioned earlier, librarians para-
phrased the questions they received dur-

TABLE 1
Patron Demographics and Satisfaction Levels

Age % Message sent from � % Satisfaction Level %
(n = 271) (n = 272) (n = 262)
< 18 3 Off campus 31 Very satisfied 45
18�25 70 On campus 69 Moderately satisfied 8
26�30 6 *Cybrary *25 Satisfied 26
31�40 4 *Housing *18 Somewhat dissatisfied 4
41�50 8 *Computer lab *13 Very dissatisfied 6
51�60 4 *Office *13 No response 11
>60 3 No response 1
No response 2
* Denotes on-campus location

To determine whether usage trends
existed, the hours, days, and weeks
were reviewed when surveys were
submitted.
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TABLE 3
Daily Trends in Survey

Submissions
Day Fall Spring
Monday 18% 16%
Tuesday 20% 17%
Wednesday 12% 20%
Thursday 16% 20%
Friday 9% 10%
Saturday 8% 7%
Sunday 16% 11%

ing their IM shift. For evaluation pur-
poses, the reported questions were
grouped into several categories. The ma-
jority of questions received during IM
reference fell into the information literacy
(26%) and catalog (23%) categories. Infor-
mation literacy questions required the li-
brarian to explain the difference between
the online catalog and electronic data-
bases, to suggest a database, or to offer
database search tips. The catalog category
included questions about specific hold-
ings or catalog terminology. As with ex-
changes at the physical reference desk,
librarians found that many patrons do not
understand the distinction between the
Web-based catalog and electronic data-
bases. Twelve percent of users required
help navigating BISON Web pages and
another 12 percent asked for specific li-
brary information such as hours, renewal
policies, and so on. To a lesser extent, us-
ers requested assistance with technical
troubleshooting (6%), Web navigation
(5%), electronic course reserves (4%), and
finding UB information (4%). Surpris-
ingly, only five percent of users asked in-
depth questions about a particular sub-
ject while two percent posed short, factual
questions (more had been expected). An-
other two percent sent inquiries about the
library’s IM service.

Usage
Based on data gathered from the system
server, seventy-seven surveys were sub-
mitted in the fall and 185 in the spring. If
one survey is interpreted to represent one
reference interview, then between ten and
eleven IM interviews per week were con-
ducted in the fall, on average. In the spring,
the rate grew to thirteen transactions per
week, on average. Based on users’ screen

names, there were very few “repeat cus-
tomers.” To determine whether usage
trends existed, the hours, days, and weeks
were reviewed when surveys were sub-
mitted. These values reflect the time when
the server received information, not nec-
essarily when the user asked the question.
It should be remembered that duplicate
and incomplete entries as described ear-
lier were eliminated and that not all pa-
trons may have submitted a survey.

Hourly Trends
Table 2 shows that demand for IM ser-
vice was greatest between 1 and 5 p.m.
throughout the project. As for specific
hours of use, survey submissions peaked
during the 8 p.m. hour (14%) in the fall
and 2 p.m. (16%) in the spring.

Daily Trends
As table 3 shows, daily use remained
fairly consistent Monday through Thurs-
day, declined on Friday and Saturday, and
then increased on Sunday. To interpret the
results correctly, it is important to con-
sider that limited IM service was pro-
vided during Thanksgiving week. In the
fall, more surveys were submitted on
Tuesdays (20%) than any other day, while
in the spring Wednesday and Thursday
led with 20 percent each.

Weekly Trends
Lastly, weekly trends were examined
throughout the project. Figure 1 reveals
that survey submissions increased gradu-
ally throughout the fall, excluding

TABLE 2
Hourly Trends

Time Fall Spring
10 a.m.�1 p.m. 23% 23%
1 p.m.�5 p.m. 42% 47%
5 p.m.�12 a.m. 35% 30%
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FIGURE 1
Weekly Trends in IM Usage
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Thanksgiving week, and then tapered off
during the last week of the semester.
Spring showed no definitive patterns.

Patron Comments
The survey asked patrons why they chose
to use IM versus calling, e-mailing, or vis-
iting the library. Figure 2 presents a small
sample of their responses. Overall, the
comments were unexpectedly positive
and very rewarding. Negative remarks
typically came from visitors who tried to
access the service when it was closed. One
person remarked that the service should
be made “more widely known.” This un-
derscores the lack of publicity and sup-
ports the criticism of library marketing
that the users do not know what services
are offered.8 Apparently, the Instant Mes-
sage hyperlink confused a few people
who thought it would open a generic chat
session rather than take them to a spe-
cific library service.

Librarians
During the face-to-face meetings, it be-
came evident that most librarians felt
more pressure answering questions dur-
ing IM than at a physical reference desk.
They sensed an obligation to provide an
exact answer and to provide it rapidly,
making it difficult to give clear answers
if the response required extensive typing.
Much of this anxiety arose from serving
online patrons who cannot exhibit facial

expressions and body language for the
librarian to interpret nor see the librarian
actively working. However, these con-
cerns may be misplaced because few us-
ers complained that a librarian took too
much time. On the contrary, the majority
of patrons were found to be patient, cor-
dial, and very appreciative, particularly
evening visitors.

Rarely were multiple patrons in the
chat room at one time. When this did oc-
cur, the librarian worked with the first
visitor and sent delay messages to the
later arrivals. In fact, many librarians
never received even one question, which
led them to conclude that chat reference
creates too much idle time for the on-duty
librarian. Other librarians found it diffi-
cult to perform IM duty from their office
because of a variety of workday distrac-
tions. A small number resented IM refer-
ence duty as an extra responsibility.

Punctual shift transitions proved to be
the biggest staffing problem throughout
the project. Although the shift schedule
remained constant through the semester,
librarians (not library students) fre-
quently forgot their IM shift or arrived
late because of other commitments. To
improve shift coordination, the IM coor-
dinator e-mailed reminders to librarians
on the morning of their scheduled day.
However, this effort met with little suc-
cess, possibly because librarians fre-
quently traded shifts without informing
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the coordinator. Other staffing problems
involved librarians using the wrong chat
room and misunderstanding the differ-
ence between AIM and Express.

Conclusions
Evaluation of the IM reference pilot
project revealed that the service achieved
its goals. Statistics show that two of the
target populations, young people and stu-

FIGURE 2
Patron Comments (Verbatim)

Responses to the survey question: Why did you choose IM versus calling,
e-mailing, or visiting the library?
working on paper... wanted instant help...
didn�t want to leave my office and didn�t feel like waiting on hold
I was off campus and the commute time is 40 minutes and it was easier to im the
message than to make the commute. If I had called I would have had to locate the
phone number and go through being transfered to someone who could help me if
anyone knew who could help and then wait for them to become availaible. E-mailing
would have taken just as long
because I thought it would be quicker, but nobody answered
it�s more fun
It save time and it�s convenient
Easy, fast and cool
Because it�s cheaper to use the computers around campus than to call someone.  I
spend most of my time on my computer in my room, i guess that it�s the same
throughout school.
More direct dialect while being able to form my question by typing without being on
the spot on the phone
because, i can still browsing while waiting for my answer =)
It was quicker then trying to find someone and there was no line to wait
Already sittiing at my computer � it�s just a clik away....I think this is a really, really
great idea and should be made more widely known that you can do this.
because i�m allready on the computer
immediacy!
I feel like I should know the answer.
most people i know are on AIM 24/7
I am out of state
It is easier and more convenient for an off campus student.  I can�t call if I am on the
Internet, I only have one phone line.
Very convenient�quicker than e-mail, easier than telephone
because i am a single mother, i cannot just get up and go to the library whenever i
want, plus, i can�t call if i�m on line..email takes too long. i need an answer now

dents in cybraries, used the service
heavily. Although the majority of patrons
were on-campus, comments indicated
that the off-campus users included dis-
tance education students, another group
the project had hoped to reach. Moreover,
user comments demonstrated their enthu-
siasm and need for the IM reference.

Questions posed during chat reference
were very similar to those received at the
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reference desk; primarily, they reflected
patrons’ confusion between the online
catalog and electronic journals. Trend
analyses suggest that most IM reference
occurs in the afternoon and evening and
remains fairly constant Monday through
Thursday, with less traffic on Friday and
Saturday. Weak promotional efforts pre-
vented the library from drawing general
conclusions about the effect of publicity.

Naming the real-time reference service
with the ubiquitous term Instant Message
caused unnecessary confusion among
users. Perhaps one Web page that consoli-
dates all electronic reference options
would lessen perplexity and increase
awareness. Titles devoid of librarian jar-
gon also may help, for example, “Ask Us”
or “Have a Question?”9 Moreover, service
hours must be displayed prominently.

To alleviate many of the staffing prob-
lems encountered, the IM staff probably
should remain small, receive more for-
malized training and extended practice,
involve people with an interest in the vir-
tual format, and perform shifts in a des-
ignated IM office (to remove distractions
and facilitate shift transitions). To provide
real-time reference service on a large scale,
IM software should accommodate high
volume, automate redundant tasks, com-
pile statistics, and offer consistently reli-
able access.

The experiment with IM reference ser-
vice may be considered a success, despite
a few problems and some growing pains.
Chat reference will not supplant the
library’s other reference services, but it
offers another way to reach and educate
patrons.


