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Literature Review 

 

I. Introduction 

 This document contains literature pertaining to the State University of New York’s 

Upstate Medical Health Sciences Library’s proposal to add chat reference and triage 

incoming emails (Virtual Service Desk or VSD).  The web staff and librarian staff 

recognized the internal inefficiency of their current Ask a Librarian emailing system and 

a need to accommodate the growing number of virtual users with a chat service.  

Therefore, the members of the library staff would like to know what other 

health/customer service departments are doing in email triage and chat reference. 

 Most narrative literature about other library and businesses’ transition to chat and 

email triage focused on planning and training.  Marketing and assessing were not 

discussed in any great detail.  Thus, this document focuses on the planning and 

training.  Also, since the library staff need to implement new technologies, this 

document also focuses on the chat and email triage technologies available.  So, this 

literature review will broadly encompass planning & training, chat technologies, and 

email triage technologies. 

 

NOTE: All other specific literature for example about marketing or accessing will be 

included in their specific parts of the project plan. 
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II. Planning and Training 
 
 This section, Planning and Training, includes information about staff buy-in, staff 

communication, staff training and piloting because the literature stressed these subjects 

the most. 

 Buy-in 

 After implementing a VSD, some librarians and staff found themselves with new 

tasks and job descriptions.  These changes can lead to anger and frustration with any 

member of the staff, so staff buy-in and comprehension from the beginning stages of 

planning seems paramount to a successful workflow change (Oberg, 1993, p 75).  One 

study found that employees work better with a ―branded‖ company strategy (Thomson, 

de Chernatony, Arganbright, Khan, 1999, p 13).  The success of the project seems to 

hinge on whether the staff buy-in to the new strategy or not.  So, the proceeding 

literature will discuss how to communicate with employees to get them on board and 

understanding of the new changes. 

 Communication 

The librarians at Upstate view their library as more of a business and stressed 

the importance of customer service.  So the management should emphasize that better 

service and workflow means restructuring and potentially new job duties.  At the 

University of Arizona’s Science-Engineering library, the librarians stressed the 

importance of communication between staff and the trainers before, during, and after 

their transition to a single reference point desk.  The staff may have many questions 

during the restructuring period, and an open line of communication should be 
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maintained between staff and the trainers to keep them on board and confident with 

their jobs (Bracke, Chinnaswamy, Kline, 2008).   

Further, Duke University Medical Center Library & Archives (DUMCLA) closed 

down for a day so the entire staff could participate in a retreat to discuss the new 

changes.  DUMCLA’s goals were stressed, new policies were discussed that every staff 

member understood, and the staff could address any concerns or questions (Murphy, 

Peterson, Vines, von Isenburg, Berney, James, Rodriquez, Thibodeau, 2008, p. 383).  

The value of communication shown by the preceding examples exhibits the importance 

of transparency and honesty during restructuring periods that has proved to lead to 

higher employee buy-in and work performance. 

 Many authors stress communication in their pieces about implementing new 

reference models because they are concerned with the feelings amongst the staff when 

their job duties change, mix and overlap.  One author agrees with Oberg and writes, 

―the difference in roles between librarians and paraprofessionals has blurred… this 

perception erodes the quality of contacts between the library and its clientele‖ (Massey-

Burzio, 1993, p. 47).  Some librarians might lose some of their duties to a 

paraprofessional or student staff member, who then may be upset for doing more 

arduous tasks without the same compensation as a librarian.  In order to start 

communication amongst staff and managers, and to get buy-in from the staff, clearly 

defined new duties should be distributed to each staff member. These duties should be 

explained in-depth and should be distributed before any changes to workflow occur.   

 With good staff communication about project plans, the next step would be to 

train the staff about the new services and workflow changes. 
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 Staff Training 

Most literature that discussed the implementation of a new service model 

focused on staff training and preparation.  Some training models used plans with 

modules, while others focused on a set of core competencies, which broadly connect to 

job duties.  At Arizona’s Science-Engineering library, the librarians were advised to 

create a training group for developing their training model.  They ended up creating 

modules that reflected the specific collections of their library such as: General Science 

Reference I, Physical Sciences I, and Engineering (Bracke et al. 2008, p. 8).   

On the other hand, DUMCLA’s librarians developed a set of core competencies 

that every staff member must master, and the librarians emphasized continuous training 

by originally planning to hold annual training sessions.  Later, they switched to quarterly 

training sessions at the request of their staff (Murphy et al, 2008, p. 387).  These core 

competencies from practicing librarians are tailored to their specific institution; for 

instance, DUMCLA’s policies are: 

 Place holds 

 Distribute medical school lecture tapes 

 Determine if the library owned an item   (Murphy et al, 2008, p. 385) 

 

Core competencies developed from general theory seem more useful as a starting point 

because they cover a broader range of skill sets.  For example, in the Virtual Reference 

Training book some core competencies include: 

 Multitasking and Managing multiple window 

 Ability to create and apply reference transaction policies in an online 

environment 

 Knowledge of licensing restrictions connected with the use of library 

databases    (Hirko & Ross, 2004, p. 10-11) 
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The core competencies developed by Hirko and Ross provide less context but cover 

more of the important competencies and issues of virtual reference.  Therefore, these 

broad concepts are more adaptable seem, because they can be boiled down into more 

specific tasks, whereas DUMCLA’s competencies are already specific to that institution.   

 Developing learning modules and core competencies are not the only strategies 

being used to train staff.  For example, University of Memphis libraries use a training 

wiki that offers a continuous, updatable, mode of training (Nall, Rustomfram, Freilich, 

2008, p. 2).  A training wiki seems particularly useful for staff positions that have quick 

turnover (e.g. student staff).  Since Upstate library’s plan is to put a student staff or 

paraprofessional at the VSD, then a training wiki could be a viable option especially 

because it can easily be updated with change and be autonomously used for training by 

new staff members. 

 Further, some practicing librarians doled out advice about implementing virtual 

services or single service desk.  Bracke et al. says, ―A good training program should be 

flexible and able to incorporate feedback from trainees‖ (2008, p. 11).  Further, Bracke 

et al. suggests that freed-up librarian time should be allocated to a newly designated 

task (2008, p. 11).  In other words, with new service models, librarians tend to have 

more time on their hands, because student staff or paraprofessionals spend more time 

with the users, which means librarians should be held accountable for their new roles 

whether it be project management, funding, etc. 

 Pilot 

 On a final note about training, some librarians took their projects slowly and 

implemented a pilot as a stage of training before launching all their new services.  Nall 
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et al. lamented that they did not have enough time to plan, and they jumped into the 

project, neglecting training development (2008, p. 3).  On the other hand, MIT’s Rotch 

library piloted their ―integrated service point‖ for a semester.  They were able to put the 

staffs training into use, to measure and assess it, and tweak it before the whole library 

system made the change (Flanagan & Horowitz, 2000, p. 333).  A trial seems useful 

because processes and staff’s training can be adjusted before everyone is expected to 

use a brand new service model, which is bound to have certain flaws or weaknesses 

initially.  

 

III. Chat Technologies and Caveats  

 This section, Chat Technologies and Caveats, includes information about the 

need for chat, how libraries are collaborating on chat, theoretical & practical advice on 

chat, chat tools, and chat marketing. 

 About  

 As for the actual services being proposed, chat reference is an 

exceedingly popular topic. Chat is a good supplement to other reference services rather 

than a replacement, given its limitations. While a chat service accessed through remote 

servers can allow the reference interview to take place from anywhere there is an 

Internet connection—good for both user and the librarian—the service is still limited by 

the working hours of librarians, even as the website and service itself remain available.  

 Chat Collaborations  

Some libraries have entered into cooperatives with each other, balancing shifts to 

maximize their availability up to twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week: the 24/7 



10 

 

Reference Academic Cooperative / QuestionPoint, for example, is possibly the best 

known collaborative service.  

Also, Altarama Information Systems is piloting a service called My Info Quest that 

allows librarians to collaborate on text-messaged questions (AltaRama, 2009, My Info 

Quest, 2009). This, however, introduces a different problem when users from outside 

the library’s own system have queries specific to their own institutions, which may also 

have different database access (Francoeur, 2004b). 

 Chat Theory & Practice 

 The University of Illinois and the University of Pennsylvania discovered that 

more time is needed to communicate through writing rather than verbalization—on 

average, ten to fifteen minutes more (McKinzie & Lauer, 2002, p. 56), but commercial 

call centers have shown the duration can be as much as double compared to a phone 

discussion (Coffman, 2004). This should be taken into consideration when marketing 

this service to different user groups, as doctors seeking rapid answers may not find a 

chat environment convenient, depending on the circumstances, and should instead be 

encouraged to call. 

There is also a distinction between instant message (IM) and chat reference 

services. The latter uses a ―server-side software‖ (like the aforementioned 

QuestionPoint) so that users need not download any particular client to utilize this 

feature, with the drawback of having to visit a particular site to initiate dialogue. It may 

be packaged with a number of useful features, such as co-browsing, to help in the 

reference process, and cooperatives yield a great ―return on time investment‖ for 

participants (Houghton, 2005).  
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 Popular Chat Tools 

Meebo and Meebo Me have turned out to be very popular among librarians, 

surprising its developers (Elaine, 2006) and was first integrated to a library page at the 

University of Calgary (Levine, 2007). Meebo now has support for Apple iPhones and 

Google Android phones for users who are out and about (Meebo products, 2009). Users 

may leave the textual equivalent of a voicemail behind if they try to contact the library 

after-hours (Levine, 2007), but at that point an email would probably be more effective 

as the librarians will have to resort to that medium to reply anyway.  

It should be noted that QuestionPoint now has the option of forwarding questions 

to email automatically in this eventuality (Werhane, 2008). An alternative chat widget is 

LibraryH3lp, which interacts with a variety of chat services (including text messages 

from cell phones) and opens incoming reference questions to all available librarians: the 

first one to respond closes the question to the others (What is LibraryH3lp?). This may 

help keep appropriate reference staff in touch with questions best suited to their 

specialty without troubling the user with guessing whom they should speak. 

Another piece of software developed to build searchable FAQs, 

KnowledgebasePublisher, has a similar integration. If the search of the FAQ database 

returns nothing, a chat widget is presented so the user may continue his search with the 

aid of a librarian (Francoeur, 2009). This system can be seen on the library sites for 

both Ohio University as well as the University of California - Berkeley (Booth, 2009).  

 Chat Marketing 

Once in place, users must be made aware of its presence. Notices within the 

library itself are helpful only to those who actually come to the building, which may not 
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overlap with the population that is most likely to use a remote reference service. Steve 

Frye of the University of Wisconsin-Madison noted his library’s blended IM/chat service 

is ―ubiquitous‖ throughout library web pages (Werhane, 2008). A number of libraries, 

including at the University of Iowa, the University of Calgary, and Baylor University as 

well as the Shawnee & Topeka Public Library system, have taken this a step farther, 

inserting a chat box on the ―no results found‖ pages of their catalogues and possibly 

even on Gale database results (Francoeur, 2004a; King; Levine).  

 

IV. Email Triage Technologies and Caveats 

 This section includes information about email reference, email caveats, and 

emailing tools. 

 About 

As e-mail reference is already in place at the library, there seemed to be no need 

to extensively pursue literature related to implementing this medium of virtual reference. 

It has been noted to be an inefficient form of support, however, as emails are 

unstructured and may not contain all the pertinent information for resolving a question 

(Robertson, 2007, p. 66). Librarians know this process of gathering more of that 

information as standard to the reference interview, but much time may be wasted as 

each party formulates a reply to reveal the exact information need. As for the 

consolidation of inboxes: as mentioned earlier, most articles about creation of single 

service points centered on the creation of a single physical reference desk.  

 Email Caveats 
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There was not a great deal of discussion about consolidated email reference, 

possibly because it is a much less visible change. Central email boxes were, however, 

briefly discouraged by Robertson due to the possibility of an accidental deletion that 

would leave the customer’s question unanswered and unknown unless there is an email 

management system to log incoming emails (2007, p. 67). This is only a brief note near 

the end of a chapter, and the lack of elaboration on this point makes it unclear why such 

a system would be necessary. Presumably this refers to very high volume inboxes in 

which some messages could be easily overlooked, but even so, basic email clients 

retain deleted emails in a trash folder that need only be checked periodically to ensure 

none are ignored. Alternately, there is the possibility that unanswered questions may 

mistakenly be deleted along with the answered ones, suggesting an email management 

system of some kind might be useful in classifying and storing questions. 

Discourse about the proper dispersal of remote reference questions was also 

difficult to find. Many of the articles associated with the remote reference systems 

previously described did not seem concerned with getting particular questions to 

particular people. The basic principles in the physical single service point are 

analogous, but in that environment referring a question to a more adequate colleague is 

a matter of pointing at someone or calling him over. A small library staff also need not 

get too complicated, as intra-office communication is simpler without useful software 

packages (Leykam & Perkins, 2008, p. 14).  

Once a question has been dispersed and answered, Robertson, albeit from a 

corporate support center perspective, suggests tagging accounts as ―resolved but not 

closed‖ to prompt staff to do one last follow up with the customer to ensure satisfaction 
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(2007, p. 63). This last process does not necessarily need to be isolated as its own 

phase within the reference exchange, but feedback is necessary not only to serve the 

patron but also to monitor the viability of the system as a whole.  

 Email Tools 

The Association of Research Libraries produces the LibQUAL+ survey tool to 

monitor user satisfaction and perceptions of service quality (Murphy et al, 2008, p. 389). 

The program HumanClick stores transcripts on a remote server, which can provide 

background information for an evaluation (Kibbee, Ward, & Ma, 2002, p. 29).  In 

addition, surveys and focus groups are popular methods of getting feedback; the former 

can be easily attached to the end of a reference interview (Murphy et al, 2008, p. 389; 

Kibbee et al, 2002, p. 30). The process of developing a new service system is an 

evolutionary one and may undergo transformations for years to come as new needs 

arise and faulty processes are discovered (Murphy et al, 2008, p. 380). 

 

V. Conclusion 

 In conclusion, although literature about reference technologies is abundant and 

literature about triaged email at a VSD is minimal, much of the literature pertaining to 

consolidating service desks, adding a VSD or changing the reference model focused 

heavily on communication, planning and training, and reference technologies.   

First, management needs to be focused in the planning processes of developing 

a new service model.  Honest, explicit changes to the workflow must be presented to 

the staff before any changes are made to ensure buy-in and concerns are addressed.  

Further, management must have mechanisms in place to assess their new services and 
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staff member performance because every library has different needs and the literature 

shows that in every case adjustments had to be made.  For example, if a particular 

technology (e.g. Meebo, QuestionPoint) is not effective, are mechanisms in place to 

recognize any shortcomings so informed adjustments can occur? 

 Second, the lines of communication between staff and management must be 

clear and open.  Many concerns and questions will arise due to role mixing.  Student 

workers, paraprofessionals, and librarians will, to a degree, take on new tasks.  

Confusion and frustration were common themes of staff in the literature, so the 

management must foster a culture of open communication and be available to it. 

 Last, the most heavily stressed theme in the literature is training the staff.  

Training seems to be the most important because the staff members carry out all of the 

customer services.  Some tasks will remain, but different people will need to do them.  

New technology will require new tasks altogether that require several trained staff 

members.  In order to maximize efficiency, mechanisms for dynamic training such as 

training wikis, modules, or continuous training sessions should be in place and updated 

regularly as procedures evolve.  Finally, staff members should be able to give feedback 

on training, so management can better train and produce more efficient work habits.   

  

     
  
   
  
  
 
 

 
 
 



16 

 

Project Plan  

 

I. Introduction 

The proposed service is an improvement and extension of the already existing 

virtual reference options. In the current system, library users can contact the librarians 

via an email form on the website. Ideally, the users would be able to determine which 

general topic category to select (e.g., "request training" or "ask a librarian a question") 

from the list attached to the form.  

However, the reality has been that users do not always care to differentiate 

between topics, nor do they necessarily care to make the proper distinctions. The result 

is librarians and staff receives emails for questions outside their specialty, and thus they 

must forward the question on to the correct party themselves. This has led to the idea 

that this distribution of emails should be fully moderated by the library, removing from 

the unknowing and often uncaring user the need to consider their question's direction in 

the first place.  

In the new system, there would be only one inbox to which emails and form 

submissions are sent to, and from there a trained library circulation staff member or 

student worker can make the decision about to whom to direct more in-depth questions. 

Once this set-up has been established, a wiki could be established to provide answers 

to simple and common questions, which the workers could direct users to themselves.  
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Figure 1. The Current Form System on the LHS site: 

 

Also under consideration is the creation of a chat reference service. In recent 

years, the library has seen a shift towards people accessing the library virtually rather 

than physically, and the library is trying to accommodate and facilitate this change. As 

many other libraries have done, the Health Sciences librarians has been focusing on 

using the free chat client Meebo, which allows users to contact the librarians via instant 

message (IM) or through a Meebo window embedded in the library page. 

The goals of adding these reference service options are: 

 Improving customer service through chat; 

 Smoother workflow for reference librarians and customer service 

staff; 

 Wider, more convenient access to library services for users; 
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 Simplify the process of contacting the library;  

 Enhanced service for distance and mobile users; and 

 Provide more immediate feedback and quicker response times. 

Two staff members, who envisioned a better customer service model with better 

handling of reference questions, developed the idea for the VSD.  Their current 

reference system has obvious flaws that could be addressed using a VSD as a single 

point of contact.  Internally, the staff recognizes the need for a more efficient customer 

service model because many users have cited confusion about using the current online 

forms; also, the staff notice that they often bounce user reference questions around 

several times because the users email the wrong staff member in attempt to seek 

information. 

Current reference system flaws include: 

 Staff time diminished by forwarding user questions via email 

 Users cannot use the Health Sciences Library's website effectively to satisfy their 

information needs 

 The Health Sciences Library's website does not have data to populate an FAQ 

page to address common user concerns 

 Technology has become pervasive among users, but the Health Sciences Library 

has not yet accommodated to remote users with chat or mobile services 

             
            The user community of the Health Sciences Library is very diverse –much like a 

public library.  The library serves students, faculty, medical staff, staff and constituents 
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from other medical institutions, and the general public.  In addition, many staff members 

will be considered users because the implementation of a VSD requires them to perform 

new duties and give feedback in order to adjust the new system accordingly. 

The measurable users include: 

 1300 students (170 live on campus) 

  2,504 faculty 

 1800 nurses and doctors  

 15-20 Health Sciences Library staff 

 
 
II. Relationship to Library Strategic Planning 
 

It is vital that an organization uphold the values laid out in its mission statement, 

both to stay true to its purpose and to help guide the organization through inevitable 

changes. The President of SUNY Upstate Medical University summarizes the mission of 

the university on whole as:  

―…to improve the health of the communities we serve through 
education, biomedical research, and health care.‖ 
 

The Health Sciences Library in particular has the mission of: 

―…support[ing] the patient care, teaching, and research activities of 
SUNY Upstate Medical University. The Library also serves the 
health information needs of both the general public and health care 
professionals throughout Central New York.‖ 
 

The expansion of the library’s reference services, including the virtual service desk, is in 

line with these mission statements. By making its services more readily and widely 

available, the library can better serve its users, whether its users are patients, students, 

or doctors. Patients or even just members of the general public seeking medical 
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information will more conveniently be able to receive assistance; improved virtual 

services means they can be aided from their hospital rooms or homes. Distance 

students and doctors also receive the same benefit, of course, helping students in their 

educational pursuits as well as supporting doctors in their duties of patient care or 

research. 

 Proposed future additions to the virtual service desk (pending initial success) will 

only further this connection to the mission. If reference services can be administered 

remotely by staff, greater service flexibility and thus library support would be available in 

the event of something preventing one of the staff from being physically in the library. 

Further, there is the consideration of possible collaborative efforts with other health 

science libraries, sharing reference services and possibly resources. This would bolster 

SUNY Upstate Medical’s relations with its peer universities as well as foster research 

collaboration, in addition to the potential for even more hours of library service 

availability if the partnerships should span time zones as well as service communities. 

 Upstate Medical’s strategic plan lists and elaborates on the following goals: 

―Goal 3: Grow Our Research Enterprise [by] building partnerships 
within our SUNY system, …neighboring universities, and with 
researchers across the globe…‖ 

 
The Health Science’s Library can assist the University in building partnerships 

especially with researchers if it can establish itself as an institution with premier 

services.  By serving users well e.g. quickly, efficiently, in various modes of 

communication, the Health Sciences Library can build dynamic relationships with 

valuable researchers and the user community. 
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―Goal 4: Commit To Our Community [to improve] the health and 
quality of life in our…communities‖ while working ―collaboratively 
with…community partners to address … pressing health needs…‖ 
 

In order to serve and truly commit to the community, the Health Sciences Library 

must address how new developments in technology and software allows users to 

communicate with it.  If the library can more efficiently and broadly communicate 

with the community by using the VSD model, then the more members of the 

community can benefit and help build the reputation of Upstate Medical 

University. 

 

III. User Needs Assessment 

Key Internal Stakeholders 

 Reference Staff – These individuals’ will be responsible for managing and 

training student staff and clerks.  Their day-to-day job duties will remain the same, 

but the method of performing those tasks will be different.  The outcomes of the 

VSD will both benefit and highlight these staff members’ abilities. 

 Web and Technical Staff – They will be responsible for administering software 

changes to allow for the VSD.  In addition, they will be important in assessing the 

VSD, gathering and analyzing feedback, and making adjustments.  The 

outcomes of the VSD will be to the credit of the Web and Technical staff’s 

abilities. 

 Customer Service Staff – This group includes: student staff, clerks, and 

supervisors, who will be responsible for carrying out new job tasks associated 
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with the VSD.  Most of their responsibilities will directly affect the outcomes of the 

new customer service model.   

 Key External Stakeholders 

 Library Users – The VSD will primarily benefit this group of students, affiliated 

and unaffiliated users.  With the usage of these users and their feedback, more 

efficient tools can be developed to better tailor to their needs (e.g. population of 

FAQ webpage). The VSD enables faculty to more efficiently and easily locate 

and satisfies their information needs, while fostering an improved atmosphere for 

research and collaboration among faculty and students. 

 University Administration – In order to reach the strategic goals of the 

administration like ―Grow Our Research Enterprise,‖ the library can help the 

University reach these goals by using efficient customer service methods while 

quickly satisfying user needs.  

 Library Management – The VSD can help this group satisfy University-wide goals 

of the mission, which can lead to better funding, but also gain the library notoriety 

among other health institutions.  

For easy reference, here is a descriptive list of participating staff members and groups 

(also see p. 22 for a simplified, color-coded work flow diagram or Appendix 5 for the 

complete library organization chart): 

Mike Mulligan (Head of Informatics)  

Emily Hart (Web & Digital Content Librarian)  
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Web Team ( Mike Mulligan & Emily Hart) 

VSD staff (student staff, library clerks, circulation staff) 

Reference Librarians  
(Kate Flewelling, Rebecca Kindon, Chris Kucharski, Virginia Young) 

Brad Long (Head of Reference & Liaison Services) 

Nancy Burtis (Manager of Access Services)  

Olivia Maggio (Evening & Weekend Supervisor; immediate supervisor of clerks) 

Wendi Ackerman (Head of Resources Management) 

Christina Pope (Director of Library) 

Diane Luft (Assistant Director) 

 

Table 1. Stakeholders 

Category Name Interest or Stake in 
Project 

Project group/team/staff Kate, Emily, Mike, Olivia, 
Nancy, Brad  

Improving jobs of selves 
and whole library staff 

Library staff not working 
on project 

Clerks, student staff, upper 
management 

Their jobs are affected and 
actually carry out the new 
service model 

Champions Mike & Emily Customer service role 
models;  
Improving experience of 
users and selves 

Users See Figure 2 Better access to information 

The Profession  Health Science Libraries Model customer service 

 
 
 Service Users 

The service users of the Health Sciences library at Upstate Medical are more 

diverse than service users of a traditional academic library.  Since this library is a library 
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specializing in health and medical resources, the library is used by many people outside 

the institution's campus.  These users include: 

 faculty 

 students 

 hospital and university staff 

 administration 

 affiliated users (from other hospitals, universities, health care professionals, etc) 

 unaffiliated users (general public, consumer health information seekers)    
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Figure 2. Who Uses the Library 
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Figure 3. How Users Contact Library   
 

 
 
 

 Internal User Needs Assessment 

The statics reflected in Figure 1 and 2 were collected by the reference staff 

during the month of January.  Although the tallies do not accurately reflect the average 

amount of usage, the percentages accurately portray who uses the library.  Based on 

the data gathered by the library staff (Figures 1 and 2) and their own assessment that 

forwarding emails between themselves because their website has several points of 

contact that confuse the users. Other than Figures 1 and 2, the library has no other data 

to support their assessment. 
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 External User Needs Assessment 

The library staff did not collect data from users to support their own assessment; 

however, the staff received some unrecorded feedback that some users had confusions 

contacting the library remotely. 

Table 2. Needs Assessment 

Benefits 
 

 Improved relationship between users, library staff,  and 
information 

 Users satisfy their information needs more quickly 
 Reference and web staff need only answer questions 

pertaining to their expertise without having to forward 
questions around 

Opportunities  For staff, more time could be spent on other job duties 
 Upstate Health Sciences library could become model for 

other libraries and increased funding due to notoriety 

Costs 
 

 Zero to little monetary spending 
 Substantial amounts of staff time allocated to planning, 

training for the VSD 

Risks 
 

 Waste of staff time that could be used for other projects 
 Service might fail to improve the libraries services 

noticeably  

 
 

 Importance  

Users contact the library because they need information.  The information that 

the users seek help them to complete an assignment, diagnose and/or treat a patient, or 

even complete research that could be ground breaking for humans.  Therefore, users 

need to feel comfortable and confident contacting the library and get their information in 

a quicker and more effortless manner.   
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 Demand 

 Since the assessment of the current service model is not very measurable due to 

the lack of external user data, the demand cannot be reasonably measured.  However, 

the internal user data and assessment shows that the employees would like and benefit 

from the VSD because the staff recognize that this new service can simplify their jobs 

and hasten the user’s ability to gain information. 

 
 
 
IV. Relevant Literature 

The creation of a virtual service desk is not a new concept, though of course 

none of the discovered examples perfectly modeled the intended plan for the Health 

Sciences Library.  

 At the University of Arizona’s Science-Engineering library, the librarians stressed 

the importance of communication between staff and the trainers before, during, and 

after their transition to a single reference point desk.  The staff may have many 

questions during the restructuring period, and an open line of communication should be 

maintained between staff and the trainers to keep them on board and confident with 

their jobs (Bracke, Chinnaswamy, Kline, 2008).   

Duke University Medical Center Library & Archives (DUMCLA) closed down for a 

day so the entire staff could participate in a retreat to discuss the new changes.  

DUMCLA’s goals were stressed, new policies were discussed that every staff member 

understood, and the staff could address any concerns or questions (Murphy, Peterson, 

Vines, von Isenburg, Berney, James, Rodriquez, Thibodeau, 2008, p. 383).  The 

librarians also developed a set of core competencies for every staff member to master, 
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and they initially planned on holding annual training sessions.  Later, they switched to 

quarterly training sessions at the request of their staff (Murphy et al, 2008, p. 387).   

University of Memphis libraries use a training wiki that offers a continuous, 

updatable, mode of training (Nall, Rustomfram, Freilich, 2008, p. 2).  A training wiki 

seems particularly useful for staff positions that have quick turnover (e.g. student staff).  

Since Upstate library’s plan is to put a student staff member or paraprofessional at the 

VSD, a training wiki could be a helpful option especially because it can easily be 

updated with changes and be used autonomously for training by new staff members. 

Some librarians took their projects slowly and implemented a pilot or trial before 

launching all their new services.  Nall et al. lamented that they did not have enough time 

to plan, and they jumped into the project, neglecting training development (2008, p. 3).  

On the other hand, MIT’s Rotch library piloted their ―integrated service point‖ for a 

semester.  They were able to put the staffs training into use, to measure and assess it, 

and tweak it before the whole library system made the change (Flanagan & Horowitz, 

2000, p. 333).  A trial seems gives staff the chance to adjust processes and training 

before a brand new service model goes live to all their users, which is bound to have 

certain flaws or weaknesses initially.   

Once a question has been dispersed and answered, Robertson, speaking 

from a corporate support center perspective, suggests tagging accounts as 

―resolved but not closed‖ to prompt staff to do one last follow up with the 

customer to ensure satisfaction (2007, p. 63). In addition, surveys and focus 

groups are popular methods of getting feedback; the former can be easily 
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attached to the end of a reference interview (Murphy et al, 2008, p. 389; Kibbee 

et al, 2002, p. 30).  

Chat reference services have become increasingly common over the last decade 

and a number of perspectives on implementing and using this mode of communication 

are available. A number of libraries, including at the University of Iowa, the University of 

Calgary, and Baylor University, as well as the Shawnee & Topeka Public Library 

system, have inserted a chat box on the ―no results found‖ pages of their catalogues 

and possibly even on Gale database results (Francoeur, 2004; King; Levine). Another 

piece of software, developed to build searchable FAQs—KnowledgebasePublisher—

has a similar integration. If the search of the FAQ database returns nothing, a chat 

widget is presented so the user may continue his search with the aid of a librarian 

(Francoeur, 2009). This system can be seen on the library sites for both Ohio University 

as well as the University of California - Berkeley (Booth, 2009). A useful FAQ, however, 

that minimizes the occurrence of referrals to the librarians (i.e., automates some of the 

question/answer process) is necessary for the scalability of the reference service as it 

hopefully becomes more popular (Pomerantz, 2005, p. 1297). 

Chat transcripts are also useful tools of analysis with some caveats. The 

chat client under consideration, Meebo, does not currently support downloading 

or e-mailing saved IM history (IM history, 2009). This means that if librarians 

want to store transcripts for later study (both for evaluation of the chat service 

itself as well as to shape the content of an FAQ) or if they want to e-mail a 

transcript to that user, they will have to manually copy-paste transcripts into their 

own files for storage. Because of this, Flaccavento notes, ―there is the possibility 
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that some librarians may either forget or even choose not to save them‖ (n.d., p. 

13) which has the potential to effect the conclusions drawn from transcript 

analysis. When evaluating the transcripts, a random, anonymized sample (to 

avoid bias) should be selected; since the HSL is fairly small, a high percentage of 

transcripts should be considered (Hirko, 2004, p. 32).  For very serious 

evaluation, Flaccavento suggests someone outside the evaluation group do the 

anonymizing (n.d., p. 9), but in consideration of staff constraints, as well as the 

difference in purposes—academic study versus practical evaluation—this is 

probably unnecessary in this situation. 

It is likely a good idea to also display a caveat to users that transcripts, 

though stripped of identifying information, will be retained for the purposes of 

internal evaluation, as done by the library at Simon Fraser University on their 

―AskAway‖ chat service help page (Bodnar, 2010): 

Figure 4. AskAway Privacy Notice 

Privacy is another important issue to consider when retaining any kind of 

patron record, especially in a health sciences library that may field questions 

from both doctors and patients. Meebo’s support documentation notes that their 

users do not have the ability to delete parts of a chat log: ―it is either all or 

nothing!‖ the page warns (IM history, 2009). In this way, manually copying the 
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logs over would give librarians the opportunity to strip out any personally-

identifying information without much extra effort. Alternately, a computational 

algorithm could possibly be developed to automate the process of stripping out 

names (Berman, 2002, p. 29), but this probably would not catch the nuances in a 

reference interview and could eliminate portions of the question itself. At SUNY 

Buffalo it was decided that no transcripts would be stored and instead librarians 

would paraphrase their reference session at its conclusion, but this led to 

unreliable reporting (Foley, 2002, p. 40). No matter what course of action vis-à-

vis privacy is decided upon, it is important that the library include a notice on their 

website informing users of the policy (American Library Association, 2005). 

 

V. Recommendations for Action 
 
 Goals and Outcomes 

Big Picture: Improve WORK FLOW for staff and COMMUNICATION between library 

and users with chat and email triage. 

The goals and outcomes of adding the VSD are: 
 

 Smoother workflow for reference librarians and customer service staff; 

o After first semester of VSD, professional and some paraprofessional staff 

(clerks, circulation) will report on a survey having more time for other 

assignments. 

o During the first semester of VSD, 8 out of 10 email and form-generated 

queries will go to the correct person on the first triage forward. 

 Wider, more convenient access to library services for users; 
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o During the first semester of VSD, library staff will experience at least a 

10%-15% increase in usage of virtual reference services. 

o During first semester of VSD, the library will see a 5% increase in 

circulation (books, journals, etc). 

 Simplify the process of contacting the library;  

o During first semester of VSD, 80% of users will respond on a survey that 

they found it easy to remotely access library services. 

o During first semester of VSD, the librarians will see a 10% increase in 

overall reference usage. 

 Enhanced service for distance users;  

o During first semester of VSD, a 30% increase in web page hits will occur 

indicating greater usage of remote library services. 

 
 Budget 

 
Note: The library’s fiscal budget is extremely limited and has been treated as, in 

effect, non-existent. There will be no new staff hired for this project and software 

implemented will either be open-source or developed in-house. The greatest 

expenditure will be time. 

 
 Resource requirements: 

 Staff time is the primary necessary resource. In the initial phases of the 

project, the project team needs time to both meet with management to 

decide on an official plan and to make adjustments to the original project 

plan where necessary. Staff should set aside time for meetings to discuss 
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and develop training materials. Where open-source software is being 

applied, time must be taken to set up the applications and test their 

functioning. Once the infrastructure is in place, employees must be trained 

in its usage; that is, instructed in the software and tested in a pilot version 

of the services. After the service is put into effect, the library staff will need 

to take time to administer surveys and other collect and evaluate feedback 

data, as well as to hold meetings to discuss the results of this data and 

plot alterations to the service. 

o Estimates for staff time: 

 Activity Time in 
hours 

Project Plan Training 40+ * 

Meetings 15 

Resource development 30+ 

Marketing Plan Resource development 8 

Assessment Plan Meetings 15 

Data aggregation & analysis 50 

Resource development 10 

*integrated into normal work schedule 

 Open-source software is free of charge, and many of the available 

options are already being used by other libraries. The project team has 

been focusing on utilizing the following software: 

o DeskTracker was implemented already to monitor reference 

activity, both physical and virtual, though this is a paid service 
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rather than open-source. It is already in the budget, but will provide 

helpful data for this project, too. 

o Meebo has been a popular chat/IM multi-client and is not only free, 

but users do not even have to install any IM clients at all.  

o OS Ticket is free to download and install, but official customer 

support is available only for a charge. However, due to a member 

of the web team’s programming skills, it may be unnecessary for 

the library to pay for support. 

Other available software that should be considered: 

o Survey Monkey can be used to administer surveys of both library 

staff as well as users to gather opinion data about their experiences 

with the new service; however, the basic (free) version has some 

potentially crippling limiting factors. The next higher plan is $20 per 

month ($240 per year). An alternative designed in-house may be 

viable but would take more time, and comparable data processing 

features may complicate programming. 

o KnowledgebasePublisher can be used to build an FAQ, as done 

by UC Berkeley or in conjunction with LibStats software to build off 

of recorded questions, as done on Ohio University’s website 

(Francoeur, 2009). There is an open-source version available at 

http://sourceforge.net/projects/kbpublisher.  

There is also a licensed version available in a range of prices, from 

$98 for the ―start‖ version to almost $1,000 for the corporate level 

http://sourceforge.net/projects/kbpublisher
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(Purchase, 2010). The ―basic‖ or ―start‖ packages would probably 

suffice for the library’s needs, with costs of $198 or $98, 

respectively. 

In addition to the project plan, expenses for marketing and assessment must be 

considered. The required resources break down into the following: 

 Activity Time in 
hours 

Marketing Plan Resource development 8 

Assessment Plan Meetings 15 

Data aggregation & analysis 50 

Resource development 10 

 

A more detailed distribution is available in the Marketing Plan, but its budget can be 

summarized as thus: 

 Staff time 

 Paper for flyers – 2 reams of paper at $8/ream - $16 (Copy & Multipurpose 

Paper, 2009) 

 Post ad in local paper (optional) - $45-$90 depending on length of display 

time, lines of text, and other advertisement package options (Click-n-Buy, 

2009) 

Total marketing expenses: $61 - $106 

 

In his Virtual Evaluation Toolkit, Hirko (2004, p.45) does mention an interesting tool 

developed by a physics and math librarian at Carnegie Mellon designed to estimate the 
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yearly total cost of synchronous digital reference. Pictured below is the chart run with 

sample figures, some from DeskTracker data while unknown figures were left at the 

default simply for illustration (plus a probably over-optimistic $0 figure for software 

costs) (Marstellar, 2005): 

Figure 5. Screenshot of sample cost calculation 

 

As Hirko points out, this is a great improvement over a simple questions per hour 

calculation, which suggests that answering questions more quickly is the best model. 

Here the main problem with this tool is the assumption that for every minute of service 

the librarian is dedicated solely to virtual reference and unable to multitask (2004, p. 44). 

 
VI. Responsible Parties 

An abbreviated organization chart showing the parties who will have some kind 

of involvement in the project:  
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Cristina Pope, 
Director of HSL

Diane Luft, Asst. 
Director for Services 

to the Campus

Nancy Burtis, 
Manager of Access 

Services

Olivia Maggio, 
Evening/Weekend 

Manager

Clerks, student 
assistants

Brad Long, Head of 
Reference & Liaison 

Services

Reference librarians 
(3.5 )

Deputy Director 
Recruiting

Wendi Ackerman, 
Head of Resource Mgt

Mike Mulligan, Head 
of Informatics

Clerks

Emily Hart, Web & 
Digital Content 

Librarian

 
Figure 6. Health Sciences Library Work-flow Chart 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Key: 
 Orange: The Web development department.  

 Mike Mulligan, Head of Informatics (as well as Inter-library Loan), is the 

staff programmer and will be responsible for creating any software that is 

needed that cannot be found freely elsewhere, requiring a potentially 

significant time investment on his part.  

 Emily Hart, Web & Digital Content Librarian, has thus far been working on 

the Meebo implementation. Mike and Emily together developed the 

original idea for this project. 

 Required competencies: web design; programming; usability knowledge 

Purple: Reference services. 

 One of the reference librarians, Kate Flewelling, has served as the primary 

contact for the development of this project, and she is mainly invested in 
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keeping a reference librarian aware of developments in a project that will 

alter the work flow for all the staff.  

 There are only three full time reference librarians and one who works part 

time. 

 Brad Long, as Assistant Director for Customer Service in charge of both 

reference staff and Head of Reference and Access Services, would be the 

ultimate authority for training and project implementation at the staff level. 

 Required competencies: familiarity with chat/IM set-up; fluent typing skills; 

sensitivity to communication in a nuance-free environment 

Blue: Customer service. 

 Olivia Maggio is responsible for the part-time staff, including clerks and 

student employees. 

 Nancy Burtis and Olivia would both carry out training for their subordinates 

and thus would have a significant time commitment to the execution of the 

VSD. 

 Clerks are generally involved in circulation, customer service, anything to 

do with services desk (like checking in visitors), clerical tasks, weeding 

and shelving, etc. depending on their particular project.  

 Required competencies: management and teaching skills; full 

understanding of the new system to be able to adequately guide 

subordinates 

Green: Management 
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 Cristina Pope, though none of the aforementioned people are listed 

directly beneath her on the hierarchical chart, is the Director of the Health 

Sciences Library and has power over the budget, such as it is. She is also 

currently motivated in developing a library-wide assessment policy and 

how to get qualitative data while focusing on customer service staff and 

how to evaluate them.  

 

VII. Action Plan & Timeline 

 Communication Plan 

 Internal— Due to the desired ultimate effect of this project—a streamlined 

work flow and consolidated virtual service desk—everyone in the library 

who actively deals with users and/or the website will be directly affected. 

This includes clerks and student assistants, reference librarians (Rebecca 

Kindon, Kate Flewelling, Chris Kucharski, and Virginia Young), and the 

web development team (Emily Hart and Mike Mulligan). Internal users—

students, doctors, patients, faculty, etc. (see figure 2 for more precise 

breakdown)—will also be affected though in a less dramatic way. Chat 

services will improve their access to the library, and they will experience 

faster service as a result of the changed reference distribution model, but 

this biggest change is behind the scenes and otherwise not a concern for 

users. 

The bulk of communication must take place among the library 

employees. The new plan and its benefits must be expressed to staff not 
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part of the project plan, including, of course, the management, who must 

first sign off the proposal. A detailed email explaining the proposed 

changes as well as the opportunity for staff meetings/discussions would 

open up the conversation about the plan and keep everyone aware of the 

system. As the plan progresses and training materials are developed, 

deadlines are approached, and major milestones are reached, staff should 

all be updated via an e-mail newsletter (which could also include updates 

for other, unrelated projects, as well). There will periodically be meetings 

held to get feedback from staff after certain stages of the project are 

completed (e.g., at the end of training, at the end of the pilot program). 

Users, meanwhile, need to primarily be informed when the new 

services are made available to them. Posts to the library’s Facebook page, 

a campus-wide email, notices on the website, and posts within the library 

itself can all be used to inform users of the new chat service or, if later 

developed, the wiki or FAQ. 

 External— External stakeholders must be informed about the libraries 

customer service model restructuring, so these stakeholders can take 

advantage of the new modes of communication and quicker more efficient 

reference service.  These people should be informed at the planning 

stages for two reasons.  First, they can provide any input they may wish to 

share or participate.  Second, they can realize the intentions and benefits 

that the library staff is trying to provide.  Without early attempts at 

communication, the new service could be overlooked or even criticized. 
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Several newsletters throughout the various stages of the project will 

be the main form of communication between the library project staff and 

external stakeholders.  These newsletters will inform as well as ask for 

feedback and participation from these stakeholders.  The newsletters 

should be emailed, and perhaps printed and distributed into mailboxes of 

faculty and hospital staff.  The planned newsletters will mark the 

milestones of the project and each newsletter will contain the next steps of 

the project and instructions for users to provide feedback.   In addition, the 

library’s website has a newsfeed on the front page that can and should be 

updated with project information and requests for user feedback.   

 

 Timeline 

Task People Date: from Date: until 

Discussion and proposal of plan 
to middle management and 
director 

Kate, Emily & Mike 5/31 6/4 

Project plan newsletter #1 written 
and emailed to users announcing 
intentions of project 

Emily 6/7 6/7 

Email staff to set up meeting(s) 
to discuss project 

Brad  6/7 6/7 

Staff meetings (more than one to 
accommodate PT workers) to 
discuss goals more fully and take 
suggestions; sell staff on idea 

Everyone; meeting to 
be headed by project 
team 

6/14 6/25 

Test, evaluate software: Meebo, 
OS Ticket, etc 

Mike & Emily 6/14 6/18 

Set up standardized library 
screen names for Meebo 

Emily 6/18 6/18 

Complete necessary in-house 
software programming 

Mike 6/14 ? 

Decide how software interacts w/ 
staff 

Mike, Emily, & 
reference librarians 

6/28 7/9 
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Plot question flow & types of 
questions for triage 

Mike, Emily & 
reference librarians 

6/28 7/9 

Designate tasks & 
communication stages of plan to 
staff 

Nancy & Olivia 7/5 7/16 

Create training schedule/ 
determine administrators  

Brad, Nancy & Olivia 7/19 7/30 

Develop training literature 
(manual), software guide 

Mike, Emily & Kate 7/12 7/30 

Develop entrance & exit surveys 
for staff  

Project team 8/2 8/4 

Train staff: costumer service staff 
about triage/best practices & rest 
of staff about new triage model 

Project team 8/4 8/25 

Project plan newsletter #2 written 
and distributed to users asking 
for volunteers, for feedback & to 
inform 

Emily 8/18 8/18 

Develop a representative list of 
sample reference questions to 
distribute to focus group 

Reference librarians 8/23 8/25 

Administer surveys to staff about 
training regiment 

Brad 8/26 8/27 

Update training manual based on 
requests/suggestions from staff 
survey 

Olivia 8/30 8/31 

Gather 10-15 volunteers (for 
focus group) to submit test 
questions online. Volunteers may 
be internal or external to library. 

Kate 8/19 8/27 

Meet with volunteers to explain 
their role in project in more detail 

Kate 8/30 8/30 

Develop survey for staff & focus 
group for this exercise 

Project team 8/31 9/3 

Volunteers each submit 2-3 
questions to system via email & 
chat 

Volunteers to be 
determined 

9/1 9/3 

Begin official reference 
monitoring for trial program 

DeskTracker, OS 
Ticket, monitored by 
Mike 

9/6 12/17 

Copy and anonymize chat 
transcripts 

Clerk I [pending PT 
scheduling] in 
conjunction with Kate  

9/6 9/9 

Evaluate system performance 
internally: feedback from staff via 

Kate 9/10 9/17 
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survey 

Process new data on system 
performance (condense to 
charts, percentages, etc) 

Brad 9/20 9/24 

Meeting to discuss whether 
adjustments are needed 

Headed by project 
team; meeting 
includes staff but not 
the volunteers 

9/27 9/29 

Make adjustments where 
deemed necessary 

Project team 9/30 10/8 

Develop exit survey to be 
appended to end of chat session 
assessing satisfaction 

Chris (with input from 
all reference 
librarians) 

9/30 10/8 

Aggregate gathered data at end 
of each month 

Emily 10/1 10/5 

Move forward with pilot: bring 
new system elements online  

Mike & Reference 
staff 

10/8 12/17 

Attach exit survey code Mike 10/8 10/8 

Aggregate gathered data at end 
of each month 

Emily 11/1 11/3 

Aggregate gathered data at end 
of each month 

Emily 12/1 12/3 

Task People Date: from Date: until 

Hold meeting with project team to 
discuss system 

Brad or Nancy 12/20 12/23 

Determine system weakness with 
staff and user survey input  

Mike & Emily 12/20 12/24 

Incorporate input into system 
where necessary 

Mike & Emily 12/27 1/7 

Meet to discuss official launch 
date to market to users  

Project Team 1/10 1/13 

Make final adjustments to 
system, training guides 

Mike & Olivia 1/14 1/24 

Review last minute changes Brad 1/25 1/31 

Project Newsletter # 3, informing 
users of new and improved 
services 

Emily 2/1 2/1 

Update Newsfeed on website, 
update Facebook page 

Emily 2/1 2/1 

When ―launch date‖ occurs, 
begin official data gathering for 
the rest of the semester 

DeskTracker, OS 
Ticket; Emily, 
reference librarians 

2/1 5/6 
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VIII. Pilot-Test 

Initially, the pilot test should remain internal to the library staff perhaps with the 

exception of a few student volunteers to submit queries.  This part of the pilot should be 

run in conjunction with training to assist staff in learning their future job duties.  In this 

initial, internal phase of the pilot, staff feedback can be used to teach and develop a 

solid training regiment for future employees.  Volunteers will be needed to ask random 

contrived questions, so the instructors can guide the staff through the triage 

model.  Feedback from staff should be gathered at this point. 

The second phase of the pilot should be more dynamic by slowly unveiling the 

new software on the website to allow the real users to start communicating with the 

library through the VSD.  During this time, the IT and web staff will need to have time 

set aside from normal job functions to tweak the system.  This phase will slowly take on 

Aggregate gathered data at end 
of each month 

Emily 3/1 3/3 

Aggregate gathered data at end 
of each month 

Emily 4/1 4/5 

Mid-project stakeholder meeting: 
report progress to upper and 
middle management 

Project Team 4/18 4/19 

Aggregate gathered data at end 
of each month 

Emily 5/2 5/4 

Aggregate gathered data at end 
of each month 

Emily 6/1 6/3 

Survey all staff members via 
email 

Brad 6/1 6/1 

At end of semester commence 
data analysis  

Project team 6/6 6/20 

End of project meeting: talk 
about past experience and future 
expansion, scalability 

Staff forum 6/27 6/30 
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the attributes of the fully functional project, but will not be considered fully operational 

until another round of feedback is gathered from staff.  Once feedback is collected, 

analyzed and adjustments made, the next step would be to market and the pilot would 

officially come to an end.   

 

IX. Scalability 

 Even if the Health Sciences Library had the staff and budget with which to do it, 

trying to scaling this project up by merely adding on more librarians and/or 

paraprofessionals is implausible: response time or quality or both will suffer. As 

mentioned in the literature earlier, the scalability of a reference service depends on the 

ability to automate a portion of it (Pomerantz, 2005, p. 1297). Fortunately, this dovetails 

nicely with the project team’s stated goals to add an FAQ and a wiki in the future.  

 The clerks’ duties are limited by union precepts and they are not in decision-

making roles; student workers, of course, lack the training in reference librarian skills. 

Both groups, however, are ideal for handling the simple questions that come into the 

library, such as inquiries about their hours of service. With proper consideration of chat 

transcripts with an eye towards recurring questions, a truly useful FAQ can be 

developed that reflects what their users really need to know. From there, a clerk or 

student can redirect related questions to either source for a faster answer. The wiki can 

also provide training support for workers with a fast turnover rate (i.e. student workers), 

updated with lessons learned by those with editing authorization within the library. 

 The chat service is being initially launched with Meebo, and much of the 

discussion of chat in this project is based on Meebo’s features, but the library will not be 
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limited only to that platform. Mike Mulligan is able to customize the basic chat code to 

expand their options in the future. However, using the standard software in the 

beginning will be useful for getting librarians and circulation staff accustomed to 

providing service in this medium. 

Figure 7. SWOT Chart 
 

 

Positive Negative 

In
te

rn
a
l 

Strengths: 
 
Clear goals from staff 
 
Small staff 
 
Web developer on staff 
 
Open many hours 
 
Customer service driven 

Weaknesses: 
 
Lack of staff on night shifts / reference librarian 
shifts don’t cover total number of library hours 
 
Small staff 
 
Lack of budget 
 
Training abilities impacted by above. 

E
x

te
rn

a
l 

 
Opportunities: 
 
Open source software 

 
Threats: 
 
Privacy/confidentiality in electronic 
communication 
 
Economy affecting budget 
 
Internet as alternate information source 
 
Other Health Science libraries or libraries 

X. Limitations 

 Training - Since training has to be individual and on the job, project 

longevity could become problematic.  Whereas group training allows the 

collective staff to address their questions in one location, individual 

training will require open and accessible lines of communication between 

trainer and trainee. 
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 Bottom up – This project is lead by the web team and could face 

resistance from upper management if new developments in library 

priorities change and force the abandonment of the project. 

 Budget – Money is tight and any development in the project that requires 

large monetary investment could sink the project. 

 Conflicting job duties – Every staff member currently has their hands full 

with current duties.  The project and training team could find themselves 

with little time to develop the necessary tools to move the project forward 

while attempting to satisfy other job requirements. 
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Marketing Plan 

 
I. Introduction 

 
 Currently, the Upstate Health Sciences Library does not have any marketing 

strategy for the VSD proposal.  However, the library has mostly virtual but established 

methods of marketing new services to library users and university administrators.  The 

library staff advertises using the following outlets: 

1. Upstate Announcement (on university’s front webpage) 

2. Upstate Update (online pdf) 

3. Email distribution lists to various schools, faculty, and hospital staff 

4. Flash update (on library website) 

5. Faculty meetings for different schools 

6. Monthly meeting of hospital leadership 

7. Executive committee meeting1 

8. Social media, especially Facebook 

 
The director of the library confirmed that certain outlets are chosen to address a 

specific user group.  For example, for a change at the library, she said that a simple 

sign was most effective rather than elaborate emails.  Meanwhile, certain users like 

faculty never come to the library and often access the library’s database from their own 

computers.  Therefore, she says, for updates for these remote users, virtual marketing 

becomes necessary. 

 However, since virtual reference services will be added, more efficient ways to 

reach the various virtual user types has to be the priority.  A market segmentation 

                                                      
1 Director Christina Pope (2009) said this outlet is used primarily for large scale changes 
to library services or facilities. 
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approach should address the diverse groups of students, faculty, hospital staff, affiliated 

hospital staffs, and general public, which accounts for roughly two million people. 

The main gaps that need to be addressed are: 

1. Website that promote the services in its design 

2. Promotion to the general public 

   Currently, the library’s website contains deficiencies for addressing even its 

current services.  Therefore, the library’s website must be the main focus of the 

marketing plan because virtual users must go through the library site before deciding 

how to contact it in the first place.  

 Also, the library does not seem to have an adequate outreach to members of the 

general public who may use their services.  Perhaps with a more informed public user 

group, the percentage of public users could drastically increase. However, due to the 

limited resources the library has to devote to this project, this plan is focused more on 

internal users than external, and more on the actual student and medical staff users 

than on the library staff who must also be sold on the concept. This decision was made 

in light of the librarians’ expressed emphasis on customer service and the library’s 

mission to support the education and health care of the medical center and campus. 

 
II. Relevant Literature 

 
When starting a marketing regiment for a new service, attention must be given to 

who is the intended audiences (market segments), when the service will be close to 

implementation, and what modes of conveyance  

Each user group will probably approach the service in different ways with 

different expectations, and an advertisement targeted to a student should read 
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differently from one targeted to a doctor (Lipow, 2003, p. 132-133). It takes more time to 

communicate through writing rather than verbalization—on average, ten to fifteen 

minutes more, per studies by the University of Illinois and the University of Pennsylvania 

(McKinzie & Lauer, 2002, p. 56), but commercial call centers have shown the duration 

can be as much as double compared to a phone discussion (Coffman, 2004). This 

should be taken into consideration when marketing this service to different user groups, 

as doctors seeking rapid answers may not necessarily find a chat environment 

convenient, depending on the circumstances, and should instead be encouraged to call. 

Students and the general public, on the other hand, are less likely to have as urgent of 

information needs as health care professionals as well as having different attitudes 

about how to approach the library.  

Other factors are introduced when planning how much marketing to do and at 

what time. When the University of Buffalo’s librarians implemented an instant 

messaging reference service, they opted to minimize the initial amount of publicity due 

to ―the project’s experimental nature‖ and to keep students from flooding the system 

with ―course-specific questions‖ (Foley, 2002, p. 40). At the same time, it may be a poor 

plan to introduce the service to the students at the end of the semester when they are 

focused on finals and too stressed out to take note of new library services. 

 In the spring semester at the University of Buffalo, publicity was further delayed 

to give staff time to become comfortable with the system, although a February 

newsletter included an article describing the service. In March, ―three advertisements 

were placed in the student newspaper and flyers were distributed across campus during 

two days in April‖ (Foley, 2002, p. 40).   Since the library has such a wide user base in 
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various settings, posting flyers is a good way to widely reach target audiences while 

branding the service with a logo and slogan (Fisher & Pride, 2006, p. 78). 

Awareness can be integrated into the presentation of the service itself, as well. A 

number of libraries, including at the University of Iowa, the University of Calgary, and 

Baylor University, as well as the Shawnee & Topeka Public Library system, have 

inserted a chat box on the ―no results found‖ pages of their catalogues and possibly 

even on Gale database results (Francoeur, 2004; King; Levine). Pictured below in figure 

1 is a sample search depicting the integrated LibraryH3lp chat window (BearCat, 2009): 

 
 
Figure 1. 

 

Another piece of software, developed to build searchable FAQs—

KnowledgebasePublisher—has a similar integration. If the search of the FAQ database 

returns nothing, a chat widget is presented so the user may continue his search with the 
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aid of a librarian (Francoeur, 2009). This system can be seen on the library sites for 

both Ohio University as well as the University of California - Berkeley (Booth, 2009). 

Pictured below (figure 2) is a sample result page from the Ohio University’s library’s 

FAQ with the integrated Meebo chat window (Search results, 2009): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. 
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This is a simple, low-cost method of getting the attention of any user who tries 

searching the catalogue at precisely the time they need it. While notices may be sent 

out in emails or posted by the library computers, it is not unlikely they may be 

overlooked or deleted by a number of potential users. 

 
III. Marketing Goals and Outcomes 

 
 These following goals and outcomes require the various constituencies of users 

to use the reference desk of the library.  The need to better serve these users drives the 

goals and outcomes of the VSD. 

 

Goal: Inform the library users of its suite of reference services old/new. 

 Outcome: During the first month from the launch of the marketing campaign, the 

reference desk will have experienced a 15% increase in reference inquires. 

 Outcome: During first semester of VSD, at least 50% (majority) of users will 

indicate on surveys that they found out about the new services or were exposed 

to the new services from the various components of the marketing campaign 

(website itself, flyers, emails, faculty meetings) and not by word of mouth or other 

reasons. 

Goal: Update the library website to simultaneously provide chat services and a 

single emailing point.  

 Outcome: During the first semester of VSD, the library website will experience a 

10% decrease in webpages viewed besides the homepage. 
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 Outcome: During first semester of VSD, user surveys will report that at least 75% 

of users found using the website to contact the library simple rather than 

confusing. 

 

IV. Target Audiences  

  The target audiences should include groups who use the services of the 

VSD and not administer them.  Even though the VSD must be marketed to staff, this plan 

focuses on the users. 

Demographics: These criteria includes the general age ranges and education levels 

of each audience group. 

Library Priority: This criterion includes the librarians’ pecking order of audiences 1st 

being most important.  

Library Usage Rank:  Based on Desk Tracker data, this criteria includes who uses 

reference the most. 

Communications Preference:  This criterion includes how the majority of each 

audience group communicates with the library either direct (in person) or virtual/phone 

(email). 

Information Needs:  This criterion includes the depth of research each audience 

group generally does.   
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Table 1. 
 
  

Demographics Library 
Priority 

Library 
Usage 
Rank 

Communications 
Preference 

Information 
needs 

Undergrad 
Students 

No freshman or 
sophomore 
students.   
At least 20 yrs 
old  

2ndTier 
Priority 

5th Direct  Low-level  

Graduate 
Students/ 
Medical 
Students 

Various ages 2nd Tier 
Priority 

1st Direct Deep 
research 

Nursing 
Students 

Various ages 2nd Tier 
Priority 

4th Direct Low-level 

Faculty Majority at least 
30 yrs old  

2nd Tier 
Priority  

No Data Virtual/phone Deep 
Research 

Health 
Professional
s (Doctors, 
nurses, 
therapists) 

Various ages 1st Tier 
Priority  

3rd  Virtual/phone Urgent & 
Deep 
Research 

Patients & 
Public 

Various ages 3rd Tier 
Priority 

2nd  Virtual/phone Low-level 

 

V. Positioning Statement 

 The Upstate Medical Health Sciences Library is oriented towards supporting 

education and health-care needs; to those ends, the librarians are strongly focused on 

providing good customer service. By implementing synchronous virtual reference and 
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by consolidating the users’ points of access, the library will be efficiently and cost-

effectively broadening its customer outreach and enhancing the services it offers. 

 
 
 
 
VI. Key Messages 

 
Students:  Need help using the library or have a research question?   Chat with us 

on our website.  Email any question from a single point on our home page: 

http://library.upstate.edu/   

 

Faculty:  To satisfy your information needs, you can now chat and use a simpler 

email system on our website! http://library.upstate.edu/  

 

Health Professionals: Need medical information, stat?  Chat with us for quick 

assistance or leave a detailed inquiry on our simplified email system all on the library 

website:  http://library.upstate.edu/  

 
Patient/public:  Worried about something health related or just curious?  Now you 

can chat or email a question more easily from the Upstate Medical Library website:  

http://library.upstate.edu/  

 
 
VII. Tools 

 
1.) Logo: this logo was designed to brand virtual reference services.  A 

distinguishable image will assist people in remembering and describing the link 

http://library.upstate.edu/
http://library.upstate.edu/
http://library.upstate.edu/
http://library.upstate.edu/
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on the website and in other marketing avenues.  This logo should be used in a 

press release to the Post Standard, in Upstate University and library newsletters, 

on the university main page, and flyers.    

Figure 3. 

                                                        
 
2.) Slogan: Ask UpState provides a succinct slogan that both describes the 

institution, Upstate, and what can be done with the institution, ask questions.  

The slogan is meant to stay in touch with the ―ask‖ element of other virtual 

reference slogans such as askERIC, ask us, and ask a librarian.   

                      -  Ask UpState  
 
3.) Flyers:  Flyers need to be developed for outside the library but also inside the 

library.  The flyers outside the library should be posted around campus in areas 

with high exposure such as classrooms, cafeterias, and bathrooms for students 

and faculty.  The flyers should also be posted in the Upstate hospital and 

affiliated health institutions for medical professionals and patients/public.  Last, 

the flyers for inside the library should be used for people who do not want to give 

up a computer or leave/carry their laptop from where they are working. 

4.) Library Website: The library’s website is the gateway to its virtual services. Users 

who are already on the website are prime candidates to attract to the new chat 

availability and improved email contact. If they are not in a position to encounter 
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the previously proposed chat widgets integrated into failed search result pages, 

or they are on the website specifically to learn of alternate methods of contacting 

the librarians, it is important that the services are apparent. Lipow (2003) asserts 

that if a user has to spend more than 30 seconds trying to pick out a sought-after 

link or piece of information, they are likely to just give up altogether (p.91). 

  The website should promote itself due to the amount of traffic coming in to 

 use other library resources.  The website should be branded with the 

 logo/slogan, so people can recognize and use the VSD services.  For a visual 

 see the Mockups of Selected Marketing Methods section.  

 
VIII. Action Plan 

 
 The marketing plan is divided into three phases: Communication, Main 

Campaign, and Post Launch.  The Communication phase describes the time when the 

staff members are planning and training but informing stakeholders of the intentions and 

goals of the VSD services.  The Main Campaign phase describes the time after the pilot 

when the staff members are preparing to launch the services and inform as many users 

as possible about the new services.  The Post Launch phase describes the time during 

and after the services have been heavily marketed and launched. 

 By combining several existing methods of reaching current and desired library 

users with new marketing actions, all user constituencies have been represented in this 

marketing plan.  Note: Since very little funding exists, marketing to the public becomes 

more difficult.  However, since the public is the lowest priority of the library, this user 

group receives less attention in the marketing plan. 
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Phases and Tasks People Date: 
from 

Date: 
until 

Phase 1: Communication    

Write a newsletter (1) to internal and 
external stakeholders describing the VSD 
concept and how the library will communicate 
these changes with the community  

Emily 6/7 6/8 

Complete last edits to newsletter (1) and 
distribute to various emailing lists 

Emily 6/8 6/8 

Add newsletter to website Emily 6/8 6/8 

Hold meeting with library staff to discuss 
the proposed changes, get suggestions, and 
allay any concerns to get everyone else on 
board 

All non-
management 

6/15 6/15 

Write newsletter (2) updating stakeholders 
on project development and asking for 
volunteers for steering group and feedback 

Emily 8/16 8/17 

Complete last edits to newsletter (2) and 
distribute to various emailing lists 

Emily 8/18 8/18 

Add newsletter to website Emily 8/18 8/18 

Phase 2: Main Campaign- pre “launch”    

Begin website redesign.  Implement 
logo/slogan, add links to specific modes of 
contact on homepage, remove redundant links 
and add reference staff hours in addition to 
library hours. 

Mike 1/3 1/7 

Attend University Faculty meeting to 
describe new library services to faculty.   

Kate or other 
reference 
librarian 

1/3 1/31 

Print 700 copies ―Coming Soon‖ flyer.  600 
for faculty mailboxes and 100 for placing in 
hospital and campus facilities 

Kate 1/10 1/10 

Meet to discuss marketing campaign and 
launch date for services 

Project 
Team 

1/11 1/13 

Contact Darryl Geddes of Upstate Update 
bi-monthly newsletter and negotiate a section 
for new library services announcements to the 
hospital medical professionals 

Kate 1/14 1/18 

Contact Chuck Simpson, Coordinator of 
New Student Orientation programs; update him 
with new library services to relay to all future 

Kate 1/14 1/18 
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incoming students 

Place flyers near and in classrooms, 
cafeterias, bathrooms, faculty mailboxes and 
throughout the hospital 

Student and 
circulation staff 

1/17 1/21 

Place ad for new VSD services in 
Syacuse.com/Post Standard starting the week 
of January 31st  

Brad  1/17 1/21 

Write final project newsletter (3) informing 
stakeholders of the new services 

Emily 1/27 1/28 
 

Contact University web team and relay new 
VSD services announcement to be posted on 
the Upstate, front page, newsfeed 

Mike 1/28 1/28 

Phase 3: Post Launch Campaign    

Complete last edits to newsletter (3) and 
distribute to various emailing lists 

Emily 2/1 2/1 

Add newsletter to website Emily 2/1 2/1 

Update newsfeed on website and 
Facebook page with the announcement of new 
services 

Emily 2/1 2/1 

Place flyers in library near study areas and 
computers 

Circulation 
Staff 

2/1 2/1 

 
IX. Budget 

 

 Staff time 

o Project meetings 

 Introduce idea to staff and gather initial suggestions 

o Discuss and design flyers 

 1-2 hours if using provided examples as templates to revise 

 4-6 hours if starting fresh 

o Design logo to brand the VSD  

 0 hours if using provided example 

 1-3 hours if starting fresh 

o Create content for newsletters 

 Approximately 3 days budgeted for each:  
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 2 days of creation, design, and editing  

 1 partial day to be routed through various intra-campus 

publication channels 

o Distribute flyers  

 1 week budgeted for student staff to post flyers around campus 

buildings 

o Update web sites with announcements  

 Facebook page 

 Library home page 

 Pass information to Upstate Update management team 

o Make adjustments to website layout 

 Ongoing, minimum 2 hours 

 Paper for flyers – 2 reams of paper at $8/ream - $16 (Copy & Multipurpose 

Paper, 2009) 

o 100 flyers to be printed to be posted in campus buildings and at library 

o 600 flyers for direct distributed to faculty via their mailboxes 

 Post ad in local paper (optional) - $45-$90 depending on length of display 

time, lines of text, and other advertisement package options (Click-n-Buy, 

2009) 

Total amount of money: $61 - $106 

The current expected budget for this project, however, is at $0. The proposed 

amount of marketing expenditures are fairly low, but unless the project gains higher 
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priority in execution, flyers and the ad will have to be set aside or solely distributed 

online.  

On the other hand, the flyers could possibly fit into the pre-existing budget as 

their only requirement is paper, which any office will have in stock, and printer toner. It is 

recommended that an effort be made to distribute at least part of the suggested total 

number of flyers to both raise awareness of the new service before it is released as well 

as to remind the user base of its availability after it has launched. The newspaper ad 

should be considered only to attract the lowest priority of users, the general public and 

patients. 

 
X. Responsible Parties 

 
Staff responsible for marketing: 

o Kate Flewelling – design and execution of flyers 

o Mike Mulligan – updates to the website to reflect changes in the reference 

system; introduce the project to library management and staff 

o Emily Hart – post updates to Facebook and website, create and distribute 

regular progress newsletters; introduce the project to library management and 

staff 

o The student staff members – will physically post the created flyers in the 

library and around the campus 

o Brad Long – would take out the ad in The Post-Standard, if this option is used 

o External to library: 

 Chuck Simpson – in charge of coordinating new student orientation; 

can inform new students about library services available to them 
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 Darryl Geddes – in charge of Upstate Update web page; can post the 

VSD launch announcement for wider readership than if it were only 

posted the library’s home page 

 

Competencies required: 

 Web design skills  

o technical (writing the web pages’ code), as well as  

o aesthetic (making the web page attractive and easy to use) 

 Communication skills 

o Must be able to clearly convey vision and goals for project to stakeholders 

and potential users in newsletter updates and announcements 

o Must be able to target and attract potential users succinctly in the limited 

space of the flyers 

 

Time Commitments:   

o see ―Budget‖ in previous section for detailed breakdown 

o Approximately 3 weeks of cumulative time will be needed for the creation and 

publication of marketing materials. Due to the limitations of the fiscal budget, 

the range of possible marketing ploys is constrained, reducing the amount of 

work that will be needed overall. 

Deliverables: 

 An improved website design that emphasizes the availability of the 

library’s reference services, new and old 
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 The design of the logo and flyers 

 Emailed newsletter updates 

 (Optional) An ad in the primary local newspaper 

 
 
XI. Mockups of Selected Marketing Tools 

 
The Website 
 
 The library’s website is the gateway to its virtual services. Users who are already 

on the website are prime candidates to attract to the new chat availability and improved 

email contact. If they are not in a position to encounter the previously proposed chat 

widgets integrated into failed search result pages, or they are on the website specifically 

to learn of alternate methods of contacting the librarians, it is important that the services 

are apparent. Lipow (2003) asserts that if a user has to spend more than 30 seconds 

trying to pick out a sought-after link or piece of information, they are likely to just give up 

altogether (p.91). 

 The Ohio University library—previously discussed as having a chat widget 

integrated into its searchable FAQ— has a home page with a simple layout and a very 

obvious selection of communication methods with which to contact a librarian. Also 

noticeable are the now very recognizable array of icon links to Facebook, Twitter, and 

RSS feeds for the site. 
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Figure 4. 

 
 
Pictured below (figure 5) is the current home page for the Health Sciences library, 

which will be the primary entry point for its proposed virtual reference services. Circled 

in red are the various points of access to the current contact page. Of most concern is 

the question mark icon beside the Facebook ―F‖—the question mark is a fairly universal 

symbol of askance, but isolated, stand-alone images of it are commonly used on the 

web to provide a quick pop-up explanation of accompanying text or entry fields. Here 

nothing is being immediately explained, and there is no suggestion of how a librarian 

may be contacted (phone, email, etc) from this point. 

 In addition, the database search bars, though centrally located, are 

overshadowed by other elements that may not be relevant to an information-seeker’s 

more pressing needs. The news panel, however, provides a good place to announce 

the addition of the library’s new services. 

 
 
 
 



67 

 

Figure 5. 

 
 

Below (figure 6) is a proposed edited version of the home page with a few key 

changes highlighted in green. The question mark icon has been changed to a box 

matching the overall shape of the Facebook icon and simply has  ―ask‖ overlapping the 

rotated star logo. The sidebar section for the Service Desk has been shifted to the top 

for greater prominence, and links to specific types of contact options have been added.  

In addition to the listed library hours, specific hours for reference librarians on 

duty have been added so that users will be more aware of when they can reach the 

librarians. The entire panel was shifted to the right to free up central space (and help the 

search bars stand out more) as well as to simplify the overall presentation of information 

on the page. 
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Figure 6. 
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School newsletter advertisement: 
  

Figure 7. 

 

Reference Hours: 

Mon-Fri: 9am-7pm 

Sat: 9am-1pm 
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A flyer to be placed near library computers: 
 
 Figure 8. 

 
 
 
 

Reference Hours: 

 

Mon-Fri: 9am-7pm 

Sat: 9am-1pm 
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Flyer to be placed in faculty mailboxes and posted in hospital and campus facilities: 
 

Figure 9.  
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Assessment Plan 

 
I.  Introduction 

 
 The Upstate Medical Health Sciences Library staff does not have any 

assessment measures for virtual reference in place, but they have a few ways of 

gathering data.  For example, they have to count the number of literature searches, 

home page hits (internet), overall page hits (internet), inquiries from all service points, 

gate counts, and circulation numbers.  Also, they use Desk Tracker to count virtual 

reference inquiries, and Google Analytics to count web hits and online demographic 

information.   

 However, the staff has yet to use this data to assess their services.  This 

proposal attempts to create opportunities for the staff to measure their new VSD 

services (chat and email triage).  So, the current ways that the staff gathers data should 

provide a basis to this assessment proposal.  In addition to the current modes of 

gathering data, the staff can use simple, but well developed surveys to complement the 

quantitative data. 

Outcomes and Goals 
 
 Goals  

The goals of the VSD include the project plan goals and marketing plan goals. 

 Smoother workflow for reference librarians and customer service staff 

 Wider, more convenient access to library services for users 

 Simplify the process of contacting the library 

 Enhanced services for distance users 

 Respond to virtual users more quickly 
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 Inform the library users of its suite of reference services old/new 

 Update the library website to simultaneously provide chat services and a 

single emailing point 

 More effectively communicate the suite of reference services 

 
 Outcomes  

The following list of project and marketing plan outcomes are organized from highest 

priority (top) to lowest priority (bottom).  The priority is based on what the Upstate 

Health Sciences Library intends to be –a model customer service library.  The library 

web and reference staff originally conceptualized the VSD because of a recognized 

need to better serve virtual users.  A chat service adds another mode of contacting the 

reference staff in the digital age, and email triage can allow the staff to more quickly 

field questions.  Therefore, the highest priority are given to outcomes that result in better 

served or satisfied users.       

1. During the first semester of VSD, 8 out of 10 email and form-generated 

queries will go to the correct person on the first triage forward. 

2. During first semester of VSD, 80% of users will respond on a survey that they 

found it easy to remotely access library services. 

3. During first semester of VSD, user surveys will report that at least 75% of 

users found using the website to contact the library was easy rather than 

confusing. 

4. During the first semester of VSD, library staff will experience at least a 10%-

15% increase in usage of virtual reference services. 
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5. During first semester of VSD, a 30% increase in web page hits will occur 

indicating greater usage of remote library services. 

6. During first semester of VSD, at least 50% of users will indicate on surveys 

that they found out about the new services or were exposed to the new 

services from the various components of the marketing campaign (website 

itself, flyers, emails, faculty meetings) and not by word of mouth, searching or 

other reasons. 

7. During first semester of VSD, the librarians will see a 10% increase in overall 

reference usage. 

8. During the first month from the launch of the marketing campaign, the 

reference desk will have experienced a 15% increase in reference inquires. 

9. During first semester of VSD, the library will see a 5% increase in circulation 

(books, journals, etc). 

10. During the first semester of VSD, the library website will experience a 10% 

decrease in overall pages viewed besides homepage.   

11. After first semester of VSD, professional and some paraprofessional staff 

(clerks, circulation) will report on a survey having more time for other 

assignments. 

 

II. Relevant Literature 

Unfortunately, there has not been extensive data gathered on the evaluation of 

virtual reference services (Nilsen & Ross, 2006, p.57; Lankes, McClure, Gross, & 

Pomerantz, 2003, p.177). The process of developing a new service system is an 
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evolutionary one and may undergo transformations for years to come as new needs 

arise and faulty processes are discovered (Murphy, Peterson, Vines, von Isenburg, 

Berney, James, Rodriguez, & Thibodeau, 2008, p. 380), which makes proper 

assessment methods vital. After the data is gathered, it is equally important to enter the 

next phase of the project, implementing the feedback that is accumulated in the end 

stages of the project’s initial run (Rubin, 2006, p. 76). 

Once a question has been dispersed and answered, Robertson (2007), albeit 

from a corporate support center perspective, suggests tagging accounts as ―resolved 

but not closed‖ to prompt staff to do one last follow up with the customer to ensure 

satisfaction (p. 63). This last process does not necessarily need to be isolated as its 

own phase within the reference exchange, but feedback is necessary not only to serve 

the patron but also to monitor the viability of the system as a whole.  

There are a number of technologies that can be used to provide quantitative 

assessment data. The Association of Research Libraries produces the LibQUAL+ 

survey tool to monitor user satisfaction and perceptions of service quality (Murphy, 

2008, p. 389).  The program HumanClick stores transcripts on a remote server, which 

can provide background information for an evaluation (Kibbee, Ward, & Ma, 2002, p. 

29). The library has already implemented Desk Tracker to record the types of contact 

users have with the library, which will help in determining the effect of implementing a 

chat reference service on virtual reference in general. 

 In addition, surveys and focus groups are popular methods of getting feedback; 

the former can be easily attached to the end of a virtual reference interview (Murphy et 

al, 2008, p. 389; Kibbee et al, 2002, p. 30). However, there can be problems with these 
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practices, as they rely on small sample sizes and surveys often have low response 

rates (Lankes et al, 2003, p. 177). Those responses received may not be accurate—

users may misunderstand questions or misestimate their self-reported abilities. More 

credible results require at least a 50% response rate; providing incentives for 

completing surveys can help the library achieve that goal (Rubin, 2006, p. 47). Proper 

execution of statistical analysis—including those who have and have not used the 

service, evaluating the results—may not be within the expertise of anyone in the library, 

possibly prompting the need to hire a consultant or possibly collaborate with someone 

from another department in the organization (Lankes, McClure, Gross, & Choltco-

Devlin, 2002, p. 36). 

 

III. Assessment Plan for Outcomes 

 For easy reference, here is a descriptive list of participating staff members and 

groups: 

Mike Mulligan (Head of Informatics)  

Emily Hart (Web & Digital Content Librarian)  

Web Team ( Mike Mulligan & Emily Hart) 

VSD staff (student staff, library clerks, circulation staff) 

Kate Flewelling (Reference Librarian) 

Reference Librarians  
(Rebecca Kindon, Chris Kucharski, Kate Flewelling, Virginia Young) 

Brad Long (Head of Reference & Liaison Services) 

Nancy Burtis (Manager of Access Services)  

Wendi Ackerman (Head of Resources Management) 
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Christina Pope (Director of Library) 

Diane Luft (Assistant Director) 

 

Note: some outcomes have been combined in the following tables due to their 

overwhelming similarity (despite addressing different goals) that would make treating 

them separately redundant. 

Outcome 1 

Outcome to Assess 
During the first semester of VSD, 8 out of 10 email and 

form-generated queries will go to the correct person on the first 
triage forward. 

Target Audience 
The library staff will be receiving and forwarding the user 

emails. 

Methods and tools for 
evidence collection 

Staff members who triage questions keep track (by tally) 
queries returned to be forwarded to correct staff member, while 
Desk Tracker software records how many queries come in. 

Recommendations for 
pilot assessment 

In training, the entire library staff must learn the workflow of 
email queries.  Specifically, 1.) Email comes in 2.) VSD staff 
member triages email to staff member 3a.) If the email goes to 
the right staff member, then question should be taken care of 
to best of staff member’s ability 3b.) If the email goes to the 
wrong staff member, then it should be sent back to the VSD. 

Alternative Methods 
and Tools 

Staff members at the end of every semester could count 
how many emails they have forwarded from their outboxes.  
Also, emailing software could be programmed to count.  

How assessors will 
know the outcome has 
been met 

If 80% of emails get triaged and satisfied from first forward, 
then they have met their first goal. 

Analysis of Evidence 

Mike Mulligan or Emily Hart  would quantify email queries 
(EQ) and wrongly forwarded queries (WFQ), and then do 

simple subtraction & division.  (EQ- WFQ)   EQ = Anticipated 
Outcome  (80%) 

Responsible Parties 
Mike Mulligan & Emily Hart are responsible for 

implementing and assessing triage system.  However, VSD 
staff member would be responsible for gathering data. 
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Timeline 
9/6-

12/17 
From the beginning until the end of the first 

semester of the new VSD system. 

Recommendations for 
reporting assessment 
results 

Emily Hart will send a newsletter via email out to staff 
members, post the electronic newsletter to the library’s 
homepage, and email to the user groups at the end of 
semester.  

Possible result 
scenarios & decision 
making indicators 

86%-100% of emails forwarded successfully: Goal 
exceeded and system should be maintained for proceeding 
semesters. 

 
80%-85% of emails forwarded successfully: Goal met and 

next goals should be discussed. 
 
0%-79% of emails forwarded successfully: Goal NOT met 

and adjustments to system should be explored and 
implemented. 

 

Outcome 2 & 3 

Outcome to Assess 

2.) During first semester of VSD, 80% of users will respond 
on a survey that they found it easy to remotely access library 
services. 

3.) During first semester of VSD, user surveys will report 
that at least 75% of users found using the website to contact 
the library was easy rather than confusing. 

 

Target Audience 
All user groups (faculty, nursing students, medical students, 

doctors, nurses, affiliated institutions doctors and nurses, & 
public). 

Methods and tools for 
evidence collection 

Survey2 should be messaged at the end of chat 
conversations, emailed along with response to email queries, 
and posted on the library’s homepage. 

Recommendations for 
pilot assessment 

The staff should figure out what methods or incentives 
would result in the greatest amount of completed surveys. 

Alternative Methods 
and Tools 

Groups of virtual users could be asked to complete a 
telephone interview or come into the library to discuss/interview 
with staff members. 

How assessors will 
know the outcome has 
been met 

If more than 80% of surveys and users choose easy as an 
answer to survey question about accessibility of remote library 
services. 

                                                      
2 See Appendix 1 & 2 
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Analysis of Evidence 
Emily Hart and/or Kate Flewelling  will gather surveys, tally, 

& read comments on surveys.  They will quantify results and 
make deductions based on survey comments/interviews. 

Responsible Parties 

Reference Librarians will plan assessment plan.  Web team 
will be responsible for sending surveys out via email.  VSD 
staff will be responsible for attaching survey at the end of chat 
dialogues.  The entire library staff will be responsible for 
attaching survey at the end of triaged email queries. 

Timeline 
9/6-

12/17 
From the beginning until the end of the first 

semester of the new VSD system. 

Recommendations for 
reporting assessment 
results 

Emily Hart will send a newsletter via email out to staff 
members, post the electronic newsletter to the library’s 
homepage, and email to the user groups at the end of 
semester.  

Possible result 
scenarios & decision 
making indicators 

80%-100% of survey participants agree that accessing 
library services (chat, email, telephone) was easy, rather than 
difficult or confusing.  Consider future goal. 

 
0%-79% of survey participants think accessing library 

services was difficult or confusing.  Consider user suggestions 
and reset goal. 

 

Outcome 4 + 8 

Outcome to Assess 

4.) During the first semester of VSD, library staff will 
experience at least a 10%-15% increase in usage of virtual 
reference services. 

 
8.) During the first month from the launch of the marketing 

campaign, the reference desk will have experienced a 15% 
increase in reference inquires. 

 

Target Audience 
The library staff will be receiving and answering user 

queries through chat and email. 

Methods and tools for 
evidence collection 

Pre-existing statistics exist about virtual reference usage by 
using Desk Tracker software.  During first semester of VSD, 
continue using Desk Tracker to quantify virtual reference 
usage.  

Recommendations for 
pilot assessment 

Simply continue using Desk Tracker software, but make 
sure chat reference can be easily counted using Desk Tracker. 

Alternative Methods 
and Tools 

None that seem more viable or easier besides a paper and 
pen tally.  
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How assessors will 
know the outcome has 
been met 

If the amount of virtual reference queries increase from 
previous year/months. 

Analysis of Evidence 

Desk Tracker allows reports for various amounts of time. 
Reference librarians can get a semester long report and 
compare to previous semesters/months.  Simple subtraction 
and division to derive percentages.      

Responsible Parties 

Web team (Mike Mulligan and Emily Hart) will train the VSD 
staff, who will use the Desk Tracker to gather data.  Reference 
librarians can alternate responsibility.  Kate Flewelling can 
monitor and calculate first semester. 

Timeline Outcome 4 
9/6-

12/17 
From the beginning until the end of the first 

semester of the new VSD system. 

Timeline Outcome 8 
9/6- 

10/6 
From the beginning until a month into the 

semester of the new VSD system. 

Recommendations for 
reporting assessment 
results 

The information can be communicated to the staff by 
posting the data in staff lounge.  The information can be 
distributed at staff meetings and emailed to staff members. 

Possible result 
scenarios & decision 
making indicators 

Outcome 4: If less than a 10% increase in virtual reference 
queries occurs, then goal NOT met and the slight increase 
could be contributed to yearly increase trends.  Project team 
should reconsider outcome and goal.  

 
If a 10% or greater increase in virtual reference queries 

occurs, then goal is met and consideration for future goal 
should be discussed. 

 
Outcome 8:  If less than a 15% increase in virtual reference 

queries occurs, then goal NOT met and any slight increase 
may not be directly related to marketing campaign.  Project 
team should rethink marketing strategies. 

 
If a 15% or greater increase in virtual reference queries 

occurs, then goal is met and consideration for future goal 
should be discussed. 

 

Outcome 5 

Outcome to Assess 
During first semester of VSD, a 30% increase in homepage 

hits will occur indicating greater usage of remote library 
services. 

Target Audience Visitors to the site (primarily users of the library) 

Methods and tools for 
evidence collection 

Google Analytics will count hits to the site. 
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Recommendations for 
pilot assessment 

None.  Mike Mulligan (Head of Informatics) understands 
Google Analytics and currently uses it. 

Alternative Methods 
and Tools 

Mike can use code he wrote to quantify web hits, if Google 
Analytics becomes unreliable. 

How assessors will 
know the outcome has 
been met 

If the amount of hits to the homepage increases 
significantly (30%), then more people have attempted to use 
library services remotely. 

Analysis of Evidence 
Mike Mulligan will access Google Analytics and compare 

data to previous semester(s).  He can use simple math to 
figure out changes between semesters. 

Responsible Parties 
Mike is in complete control of Analytics and will analyze and 

distribute findings. 

Timeline Outcome 4 
9/6- 

12/17 
From the beginning until the end of the first 

semester of the new VSD system. 

Recommendations for 
reporting assessment 
results 

Mike will send report to Emily, who will include information 
in her end of semester newsletter, which will be emailed to 
staff. 

Possible result 
scenarios & decision 
making indicators 

If less than 30% increase in homepage hits occurs, then 
goal is NOT met.  Anything less could be contributed to a 
number of reasons.  Staff should continue using Analytics but 
perhaps not giving the tool much clout. 

 
If a 30% or greater increase in homepage hits occurs, then 

goal is met.  Staff should continue using Analytics and discuss 
a new goal for future.  

 

 
  

Outcome 6 

Outcome to Assess 

During first semester of VSD, at least 50% of users will 
indicate on surveys that they found out about the new services 
or were exposed to the new services from the various 
components of the marketing campaign (website itself, flyers, 
emails, faculty meetings) and not by word of mouth, searching 
or other reasons. 

 

Target Audience 
All user groups (faculty, nursing students, medical students, 

doctors, nurses, affiliated institutions doctors and nurses, & 
public). 
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Methods and tools for 
evidence collection 

Survey3 should be messaged at the end of chat 
conversations, emailed along with response to email queries, 
and posted on the library’s homepage. 

Recommendations for 
pilot assessment 

Figure out various ways users can alternatively find out 
about the new VSD services. 

Alternative Methods 
and Tools 

URLs included on flyers could contain distinct addresses 
that all redirect to the proper page, but in analysis would reveal 
how many hits were coming from different sources of 
marketing 

How assessors will 
know the outcome has 
been met 

If the majority of Survey Question 1’s indicate users found 
out about VSD services from the marketing campaign, then this 
outcome was met. 

Analysis of Evidence 
Emily Hart and/or Kate Flewelling will gather surveys, tally, 

& read comments on surveys.  They will quantify results and 
make deductions based on survey comments/interviews.. 

Responsible Parties 

Mike Mulligan and Emily Hart will write the code to direct 
users to the survey after chats conclude. VSD staff will be the 
initial contact for the surveys’ receipt and initial processing. 
Librarians will review the results and create a report for the 
managers. 

Timeline 
In the first two weeks of June, cumulative analysis on all 

monthly reports will be performed and synthesized. 

Recommendations for 
reporting assessment 
results 

Librarians will review the results compiled by the VSD staff 
and create a report for the managers. 

Possible result 
scenarios & decision 
making indicators 

If only 0%-10% of users respond that they were notified of 
the new services through the marketing campaign, the forms of 
marketing should be re-evaluated and new modes introduced. 

 
If 11%-49% of users respond in the affirmative, though the 

goal has not been reached, the marketing was at least semi-
effective.  

 

Outcome 7 

Outcome to Assess 
During first semester of VSD, the librarians will see a 10% 

increase in overall reference usage. 
 

Target Audience The users who will be coming to the library via the website 

                                                      
3 See Appendix 1 & 2 
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Methods and tools for 
evidence collection 

Desk Tracker software (already in place) is used to track 
types and sources of reference questions (e.g. in person or 
through chat). 

Recommendations for 
pilot assessment 

This mode of data-gathering is already in place and familiar, 
therefore no extra steps or preparation need to be taken. 

Alternative Methods 
and Tools 

Responses to in-person and virtual surveys will show 
whether the increased visibility of the library through its 
marketing for new chat reference influenced their decision to 
use the reference desk (physical or virtual). 

How assessors will 
know the outcome has 
been met 

If Desk Tracker monthly reports show an increase in overall 
usage of reference services. 

Analysis of Evidence 
Monthly reports can be directly compared to one another, 

including to data before and after the introduction of the VSD.  

Responsible Parties 

The web team will train the VSD staff to use the Desk 
Tracker software if they are not yet familiar, as clerks and 
circulation staff will be directly responsible for redirecting 
reference issues and therefore recording reference 
interactions. 

Timeline 

At the start of each month following the launch of the 
service, data will be collected and a preliminary analysis will be 
done. At the end of the initial run of the project, at the 
beginning of June 2011, final, comprehensive comparisons will 
be done. 

Recommendations for 
reporting assessment 
results 

The reference librarians can receive the software data from 
the clerks each month and report it to Brad Long. 

Possible result 
scenarios & decision 
making indicators 

A 0%-9% increase in reference interactions means this goal 
has not been reached. 10% or higher increase in circulation 
indicates it has.  

 
In either event, the supervisors should look at a breakdown 

of the data to see if the increases have been occurring across 
all modes of contact or one in particular. If virtual reference has 
not shown as much of an increase as other modes, its 
continuation –or at least the way it has been marketed—must 
be re-evaluated. 

 
If overall reference has somehow decreased, librarians 

should attempt to form estimates of the previous years’ 
reference trends (Desk Tracker was only implemented in Jan. 
2010) to determine whether that trend is typical in relation to 
the school year. 
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Outcome 9 

Outcome to Assess 
During first semester of VSD, the library will see a 5% 

increase in circulation (books, journals, etc). 
 

Target Audience The users will be creating the circulation increase 

Methods and tools for 
evidence collection 

Pre-existing circulation (integrated library system) software 
can keep track of these trends. 

Recommendations for 
pilot assessment 

This mode of data-gathering is already in place and familiar, 
therefore no extra steps or preparation need to be taken. 

Alternative Methods 
and Tools 

Number of log-ins to library computers and gate counts may 
provide some ancillary data to library usage beyond the easily-
tracked circulation figures. 

 
In-library surveys can show users were motivated to come 

to library due to marketing campaigns related to the VSD, 
which will raise awareness of the library in general. 

How assessors will 
know the outcome has 
been met 

Circulation rates in months following the initiation of the 
VSD will be increased. 

Analysis of Evidence 

Monthly circulation results can be compared to months prior 
to the VSD and months following its initiation, as well as 
circulation results for the same times of the semester in 
previous years. 

Responsible Parties 
VSD staff can easily gather this data to report to the 

librarians. 

Timeline 

At the start of each month following the launch of the 
service, data will be collected and a preliminary analysis will be 
done. At the end of the initial run of the project, at the 
beginning of June 2011, final, comprehensive comparisons will 
be done. 

Recommendations 
for reporting 
assessment results 

The results at the end of the project can be incorporated 
into the final report and analysis of the VSD.  
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Possible result 
scenarios & decision 
making indicators 

No increase in circulation, or no reports suggesting an 
increase is related to the recent marketing of new library 
services, suggest the goal has not been met. Further ways of 
exposing the library’s services to its users should be explored. 

 
A 5% increase in circulation, with surveys indicating people 

came in because of marketing, means the goal has been met. 
A higher percent increase: the goal has been far exceeded. 

 

Outcome 10 

Outcome to Assess 
During the first semester of VSD, the library website will 

experience a 10% decrease in overall pages viewed besides 
homepage. 

Target Audience Visitors to the site (primarily users of the library) 

Methods and tools for 
evidence collection 

Google Analytics can track page hit statistics. Surveys can 
ask online users about their perception of the navigational ease 
of the website to get the answers or librarian contact they 
needed. 

Recommendations for 
pilot assessment 

A baseline user perception of the website needs to be 
determined first.  

Alternative Methods 
and Tools 

A much more accurate but much more invasive way of 
tracking users’ website exploration would be to introduce 
tracking cookies limited only to the library’s site; however, 
ethics issues prevent this from being plausible. 

How assessors will 
know the outcome has 
been met 

Users will report that they found the site’s navigation to be 
straightforward, and that they were able to easily determine 
where to go for answers and librarian contact. 

 
Analytics will show an increase in visitors hitting on only 

one or two pages before arriving at the chat page or, later in 
the project, an FAQ. 

Analysis of Evidence 

The web team can track the Analytics results, which offers 
a variety of visualizations of data, making trends easy to see. 
The user reports of site perception would be included in the 
exit surveys and so would be compiled with the other data. 

Responsible Parties 
Mike Mulligan and Emily Hart can monitor the website 

usage statistics. The reference librarians can take turns on a 
monthly basis or work collaboratively to compile survey data. 
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Timeline 

At the start of each month following the launch of the 
service, data will be collected and a preliminary analysis will be 
done. At the end of the initial run of the project, at the 
beginning of June 2011, final, comprehensive comparisons will 
be done. 

Recommendations for 
reporting assessment 
results 

The web team and reference librarians will each compile 
reports, to be delivered to their supervisors (Wendi Ackerman 
and Brad Long, respectively), who will combine and compare 
the two sets of data to create a unified report for the director. 

Possible result 
scenarios & decision 
making indicators 

If reported user satisfaction remains static or declines, the 
goal has not been achieved, and the website will need to be re-
evaluated for user-friendliness and intuitiveness. 

 
If Analytics shows a wide variety of pages being visited, 

with a number of other pages besides the home page referring 
to the chat page, then the goal has not been achieved and the 
visibility of the service on the site needs to be examined. 

 
If user satisfaction with the website navigation, as well as 

the ease of locating information on the site, improves, then the 
goal has been accomplished. 

 
If the majority of referral pages to the chat window are 

either directly from the home page or from a ―no results found‖ 
search page, the goal has been achieved. The next set of 
goals can be started. 

 

Outcome 11 

Outcome to Assess 
After first semester of VSD, professional and some 

paraprofessional staff (clerks, circulation staff) will report on a 
survey having more time for other assignments. 

Target Audience The library staff, both librarians and support staff 

Methods and tools for 
evidence collection 

Staff members will complete 3 surveys4 (at beginning, 
middle, and end of the project’s execution), asking them to 
assess their perception of the time allotted to their duties, 
particularly reference.  

                                                      
4 See Appendices 3 & 4 
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Recommendations for 
pilot assessment 

It is essential that a survey be completed before even the 
project’s trial run is initiated to establish a baseline.  

Alternative Methods 
and Tools 

The software used in triaging the reference questions 
should be examined to see if it could be configured to 
quantitatively track the response and distribution times 
associated with the dispersal of questions. 

How assessors will 
know the outcome has 
been met 

The assessors can compare the final survey to the first and 
see an increase in reported time saved. 

Analysis of Evidence 
A direct numerical comparison can be made on an 

employee-by-employee basis, as well as by comparing 
employee averages from each survey. 

Responsible Parties 

Brad Long, the direct supervisor of the reference librarian 
staff can perform this analysis. Nancy Burtis and Wendi 
Ackerman  could also be responsible for administering the 
surveys to their VSD staff and the web team, but final 
assimilation of all results should be performed by someone 
directly attached to library reference (i.e., Brad Long).  

Timeline 

5/31 - 6/7 Administer first survey to staff 

4/1 - 4/5 Administer mid-project survey 

6/1 - 6/8 Administer end-of-project survey 

6/6 - 6/20 Data analysis 

Recommendations for 
reporting assessment 
results 

The results of the assessment should be reported to all staff 
as a continuation of the emphasis on communication from the 
start of the project. Christina Pope and Diane Luft should have 
the greatest priority for receiving the report. 

Possible result 
scenarios & decision 
making indicators 

If survey results show no change between the first and last 
administered, or employees report an increase in time needed 
for virtual reference: the goal was not met, and causes of 
failure in the process must be determined. 

 
If there is a small but calculable change in time needed to 

triage questions: the goal was met but could be improved 
upon. The service must be evaluated for what made it 
successful and what may have hurt it. 

 
If there is a significant change (―significant‖ pending on the 
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exact numbers, to be collected, but a 10% change at 
minimum), the goal has been successfully met and plans for 
the next stage can be started. 

 
 

 
IV.  Timeline for Continuous Assessment 

 

Outcome Start Date End Date How often? 

1,2,3,4,5,6,7,9,10 9/6 12/17 
Aggregate data, monthly.  Analyze data at 
the end of every semester. 

8 9/6 10/6 
One time only.  Could replicate for future 
marketing campaigns. 

11 12/17 12/31 At the end of every semester. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



89 

 

Works Cited 
 
AltaRama (2009). AltaRama Information Systems. Retrieved from 
http://www.altarama.com 
 
American Library Association. (2005). Guidelines for developing a library privacy policy: 
Notice and openness. American Library Association. Retrieved from 
http://www.ala.org/ala/aboutala/offices/oif/iftoolkits/toolkitsprivacy/guidelinesfordevelopin
galibraryprivacypolicy/guidelinesprivacypolicy.cfm#notice 
 
BearCat – Advanced keyword search. (2009). Waco, TX: Baylor University. Retrieved 
from http://bearcat.baylor.edu/ 
 
Click-n-Buy Ad Wizard (2009). The Post Standard. 31 Mar. 2009. Retrieved from 
http://www.syracuse.com/placead/ 
 
Berman, J. (2002). Confidentiality issues for medical data miners. Artificial Intelligence 
in Medicine 26(1), 25-36. Retrieved from Science Direct database. 
 
Bodnar, M. (2010). Welcome to AskAway. Simon Fraser University Library. Retrieved 
from http://www.lib.sfu.ca/help/askaway-welcome 
 
Booth, C. (2009). Out of context. Info-mational. Retrieved from 
http://infomational.wordpress.com/2009/05/13/out-of-context/ 
 
Bracke, M. S., Chinnaswamy, S., & Kline, E. (2008).  Evolution of reference: A new 
service model for science and Engineering libraries. Science & Technology 
Librarianship 53(1), 1-14. Retrieved from http://www.istl.org/08-winter/refereed3.html  
 
Coffman, S. (2004). To chat or not to chat — Taking another look at virtual reference, 
part 1.‖ Information Today. Retrieved from 
http://www.infotoday.com/searcher/jul04/arret_coffman.shtml 
 
Copy & Multipurpose Paper (2009). Staples.com. 31 Mar. 2009. Retrieved from 
http://www.staples.com/Copy-Multipurpose-Paper-Paper/cat_CL140691 

 
Elaine (2006). Librarian love. Meeblog. Retrieved from http://blog.meebo.com/?p=240 
 
Fisher, P. & Pride, M.  (2006). Blueprint for your library marketing plan: A guide to help 
you survive and thrive.  Chicago, IL: American Library Association. 
 
Flaccavento, M. (n.d.). Anonymity in live chat reference. Monique Flaccavento. 
Retrieved from http://moniqueflaccavento.weebly.com/work-samples.html 

 
Flanagan, P. & Horowitz, L. (2000).  Exploring new service models: Can consolidating 
public service points improve response to customer needs?  The Journal of Academic 

http://www.altarama.com/
http://www.ala.org/ala/aboutala/offices/oif/iftoolkits/toolkitsprivacy/guidelinesfordevelopingalibraryprivacypolicy/guidelinesprivacypolicy.cfm#notice
http://www.ala.org/ala/aboutala/offices/oif/iftoolkits/toolkitsprivacy/guidelinesfordevelopingalibraryprivacypolicy/guidelinesprivacypolicy.cfm#notice
http://bearcat.baylor.edu/
http://www.syracuse.com/placead/
http://www.lib.sfu.ca/help/askaway-welcome
http://infomational.wordpress.com/2009/05/13/out-of-context/
http://www.istl.org/08-winter/refereed3.html
http://www.infotoday.com/searcher/jul04/arret_coffman.shtml
http://www.staples.com/Copy-Multipurpose-Paper-Paper/cat_CL140691
http://blog.meebo.com/?p=240
http://moniqueflaccavento.weebly.com/work-samples.html


90 

 

Librarianship 26(5), 329-338.  Retrieved from EBSCOhost Business Source Elite 
database. 
 
Francoeur, S. (2004). Chat reference buttons in databases and OPACs. Digital 
Reference. Retrieved from http://www.teachinglibrarian.org/weblog/2004/06/chat-
reference-buttons-in-databases.html 
 
Francoeur, S. (2004). Steve Coffman/Linda Arret article now online. Digital Reference. 
9/1/2004. Retrieved from http://www.teachinglibrarian.org/weblog/2004/09/steve-
coffmanlinda-arret-article-now.html#c109829914235128479 
 
Francoeur, S. (2009). Digital reference services in 2009. Digital Reference. Retrieved 
from http://www.teachinglibrarian.org/weblog/2009/12/digital-reference-services-in-
2009.html 
 
Foley, M. (2002). Instant messaging reference in an academic library: A case study. 
College & Research Libraries 63(1): 36-45. Retrieved from H.W. Wilson OmniFile Full 
Text Mega database. 
 
Hirko, B. (Ed.). (2004). VET: The virtual evaluation toolkit. Olympia, WA: Washington 
State Library. 
 
Hirko, B., & Ross, M.B. (2004).  Core competencies: Knowledge, skills, and aptitudes 
needed for virtual reference.  In, Virtual reference training (pp. 10-19).  Chicago, IL: 
American Library Association. 
 
Houghton, S. (2005). ―Virtual reference @ your library.‖ American Association of School 
Librarians. Retrieved from 
http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/aasl/aaslpubsandjournals/knowledgequest/kqwebarch
ives/v33/333houghton.cfm 
 
IM history (2009). Meebo. Retrieved from http://www.meebo.com/support/article/35/ 
 
Kibbee, J., Ward, D., & Ma, W. (2002). Virtual service, real data: results of a pilot study. 
Reference Services Review, 30(1), 25-36. doi: 10.1108/00907320210416519 
 
King, D. L. (2007). Fun with our Meebo widget and the library catalog. David Lee King. 
Retrieved from http://www.davidleeking.com/2007/11/30/fun-with-our-meebo-widget-
and-the-library-catalog/ 
 
Lankes, R., McClure, C., Gross, M., & Pomerantz, J. (2003). Implementing digital 
reference services: Setting standards and making it real. New York, NY: Neal-Schuman 
Publishers, Inc. 
 
Lankes, R., McClure, C., Gross, M., & Choltco-Devlin, B. (2002). Statistics, measures, 
and quality standards for assessing digital reference library services: Guidelines and 

file:///C:/Users/emp/Documents/School/Spring%2010/IST%20613/Project%20Plan/Retrieved%20from%20http:/www.teachinglibrarian.org/weblog/2004/06/chat-reference-buttons-in-databases.html
file:///C:/Users/emp/Documents/School/Spring%2010/IST%20613/Project%20Plan/Retrieved%20from%20http:/www.teachinglibrarian.org/weblog/2004/06/chat-reference-buttons-in-databases.html
http://www.teachinglibrarian.org/weblog/2004/09/steve-coffmanlinda-arret-article-now.html#c109829914235128479
http://www.teachinglibrarian.org/weblog/2004/09/steve-coffmanlinda-arret-article-now.html#c109829914235128479
http://www.teachinglibrarian.org/weblog/2009/12/digital-reference-services-in-2009.html
http://www.teachinglibrarian.org/weblog/2009/12/digital-reference-services-in-2009.html
http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/aasl/aaslpubsandjournals/knowledgequest/kqwebarchives/v33/333houghton.cfm
http://www.ala.org/ala/mgrps/divs/aasl/aaslpubsandjournals/knowledgequest/kqwebarchives/v33/333houghton.cfm
http://www.meebo.com/support/article/35/
http://www.davidleeking.com/2007/11/30/fun-with-our-meebo-widget-and-the-library-catalog/
http://www.davidleeking.com/2007/11/30/fun-with-our-meebo-widget-and-the-library-catalog/


91 

 

procedures. Assessing Quality in Digital Reference. Retrieved from 
http://quartz.syr.edu/quality/quality.pdf 
 
Levine, J. (2007). Mashing on the library, part I. The Shifted Librarian. Retrieved from 
http://theshiftedlibrarian.com/archives/2007/12/04/mashing-on-the-library-part-i.html 
 
Leykam, A. & Perkins, C. (2008). Is this the right tool for our library? A look at email 
virtual reference use patterns. The Reference Librarian, 48(1),1-17. doi: 
10.1300/J120v48n99_01 
 
Lipow, A. (2003). The virtual reference librarian’s handbook. New York, NY: Neal-
Schuman Publishers, Inc. 
 
Marstellar, M. (2005). Synchronous digital reference cost effectiveness calculator. 
Matthewm. Retrieved from 
http://www.contrib.andrew.cmu.edu/~matthewm/DigRefCostEffModelold.html 
 
Massey- Burzio, V. (1993).  Rethinking the reference desk.  In A.G. Lipow (Ed.), 
Rethinking reference in academic libraries (pp. 43-48). Berkeley, CA: Library Solutions 
Press. 
 
McKinzie, S. & Lauer, J. (2002). Virtual reference : Overrated, inflated, and not even 
real. The Charleston Advisor, 4(2), 56-57. Retrieved from http://www.charlestonco.com 
 
Meebo products (2009). Meebo. Retrieved from http://www.meebo.com/products/ 
 
Murphy, B., Peterson, R. A., Vines, H., von Isenburg, M., Berney, E., James, R., 
Rodriguez, M., & Thibodeau, P. (2008). Revolution at the library service desk.  Medical 
Reference Services Quarterly (27)4, 379-393.  doi: 10.1080/02763860802367870 
 
My Info Quest (2009). Talking points: Patrons. My Info Quest. Retrieved from 
http://www.myinfoquest.info/_MyInfoQuest/talkingpointspatrons.pdf 
 
Nall, C., Rustomfram, P., & Freilich, M. (2008).  Consolidation of reference services: 
Coping with and training for change. Tennessee Libraries, 58(1), 1-3. Retrieved from 
http://www.tnla.org/displaycommon.cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr=213  
 
Nilsen, K. and Ross, C. (2006). Evaluating Virtual Reference from the Users’ 
Perspective. The Reference Librarian, 46(95): 53-79. doi:10.1300/J120v46n95_05 
 
Oberg, L. (1993).  Reference services in an on-line environment: Some implications for 
staffing.  In A.G. Lipow (Ed.), Rethinking reference in academic libraries (pp. 71-75). 
Berkeley, CA: Library Solutions Press. 
 
Pomerantz, J. (2005). A conceptual framework and open research questions for 
chat-based reference service. Journal of the American Society for Information Science 

http://quartz.syr.edu/quality/quality.pdf
http://theshiftedlibrarian.com/archives/2007/12/04/mashing-on-the-library-part-i.html
http://www.contrib.andrew.cmu.edu/~matthewm/DigRefCostEffModelold.html
http://www.charlestonco.com/
http://www.meebo.com/products/
http://www.myinfoquest.info/_MyInfoQuest/talkingpointspatrons.pdf
http://www.tnla.org/displaycommon.cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr=213


92 

 

and Technology, 56(12), 1288-1302. doi: 10.1002/asi.20215 
 
Pope, C. (2009, March 29). Telephone interview. 
 
Purchase (2010). KnowledgeBasePublisher. Retrieved from 
https://www.kbpublisher.com/purchase/ 
 
QuestionPoint (2009). QuestionPoint. Retrieved from http://www.questionpoint.org/ 
 
Roberston, K. (2007). Spectacular support centers: Best practices for small to mid-sized 
help desks and technical support centers. Boston, MA: Customer Service Press. 
 
Rubin, R. (2006). Demonstrating results: Using outcome measurement in your library. 
Chicago, IL: American Library Association. 
 
Search results. (2009). Athens, OH: Ohio University. Retrieved from 
http://www.library.ohiou.edu/faqs/ 
 
Thomson, K., de Chernatony, L., Arganbright, L., Khan, S. (1999).  The buy-in 
benchmark: How staff understanding and commitment impact brand and business 
performance.  Journal of Marketing Management 15(8), 819-836.  Retrieved from 
EBSCOhost Business Source Elite database. 

 
What is LibraryH3lp? (n.d.) LibraryH3lp. Retrieved from http://libraryh3lp.com/docs/h3lp 
 
Werhane, A. (2008). WAAL 2008: Next generation virtual reference. The WLA Blog. 
Retrieved from http://wlaweb.blogspot.com/2008/04/waal-2008-next-generation-
virtual.html 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.kbpublisher.com/purchase/
http://www.questionpoint.org/
http://www.library.ohiou.edu/faqs/
http://libraryh3lp.com/docs/h3lp
http://wlaweb.blogspot.com/2008/04/waal-2008-next-generation-virtual.html
http://wlaweb.blogspot.com/2008/04/waal-2008-next-generation-virtual.html


93 

 

Appendices 
 
Appendix 1 
 
Sample Survey 1 (for chat users) 
 To be administered to users at the end of chat sessions 
 
1. How did you find out about this chat service? 

a. Link on homepage 
b. Link from search results 
c. Flyer 
d. Email notice 
e. Friend/colleague informed me 
f. Newsletter 
g. Other (specify: ________________) 

 
 

2. Was it simple to find out how to contact the library? 
a. Yes 
b. No 
c. I was already familiar with the site/contacting the library 

Comments: _____________________ 
 
 

3. If you have used our site before for reference help or to find answers about the 
library (hours, services, etc), did you find what you needed more quickly than 
before? (Was the website easier to navigate?) 

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Not sure / I didn’t notice 
d. I haven’t used the site before (see question 4) 
e. Comments: _____________________ 

 
 

4. If you have not used our site before: pick which adjective best describes your 
experience 

a. Easy 
b. Confusing 
c. Other: _______________________ 

 
 

5. Was this chat interface simple and intuitive to use? 
a. Yes; I’m already familiar with IM and chat services 
b. Yes; I don’t often or ever use chat 
c. No, it was confusing 

Comments: _______________________ 
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6. Was the reference help given during the chat satisfactory? (prompt, accurate 

answer, courteous, responsive) 
a. No, I hated all of it 
b. No, my answer was not sufficient 
c. No, it took a long time before anyone responded to me 
d. No, the librarian was rude to me 
e. Yes, I am satisfied with the quality of my answer and the time in which it 

was given 
f. I am satisfied with my answer but had other issues with the service 

(please specify in the comments) 
g. Comments: _______________________ 

 
 

7. What kind of question did you ask today? 
a. A simple yes/no question 
b. An inquiry about the library itself (e.g. hours, reference librarian 

availability) 
c. An in-depth, involved research question; a request for literature research 
d. Other: ________________________ 

 
 

8. What is your affiliation with SUNY Upstate Medical? Please select what best 
applies. 

a. Student (please see questions 9 & 10) 
b. Faculty 
c. Hospital staff: doctor 
d. Hospital staff: nurse 
e. Hospital staff: other 
f. Other employee: _____________ 
g. Patient or relative of a patient 
h. No affiliation 

 
If you are not a student, please skip to question 11. 
 
9. If you selected ―a‖ for Question 8, please specify what type of student you are. 

a. Distance student: Binghamton campus 
b. Distance student: other 
c. At main campus 

 
 

10. If you selected ―a‖ for Question 8, please specify your general area of study. 
a. Nursing student 
b. Medical student (pursuing an MD) 
c. Graduate student (pursuing Ph.D. or M.S.) 
d. Undergraduate 
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e. Other: ________________ 
 
 

11. Any other comments? 
  
 
 
Thank you for taking the time to respond to our survey! 
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Appendix 2 
 
Sample Survey 2 (for emailing users and website users) 
 To be administered to users by email 
 
1. Have you ever emailed the library before for any reason? 

a. Yes  
b. No (skip to question 4) 

 
 

2. If yes, describe your experience with the service (timeliness of answer, 
helpfulness of staff, accuracy of answer, etc): 

________________________________________________________ 
 
 

3. If you have emailed the library before with a similar question (in terms of 
complexity), do you think you received a quicker or better answer than before? 

a. Yes, quicker 
b. Yes, better 
c. Yes, both quicker and better 
d. No 
e. I don’t remember / I’m not sure 

 
 

4. Was it simple to find out how to contact the library? 
a. Yes 
b. No 
c. I was already familiar with the site/contacting the library 

Comments: _____________________ 
 
 

5. If you have used our site before for reference help or to find answers about the 
library (hours, services, etc), did you find what you needed more quickly than 
before? (Was the website easier to navigate?) 

a. Yes 
b. No 
c. Not sure / I didn’t notice 
d. I haven’t used the site before (see question 4) 
e. Comments: _____________________ 

 
 

6. If you have not used our site before: pick which adjective best describes your 
experience 

a. Easy 
b. Confusing 
c. Other: _______________________ 
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7. Was the reference help given by email satisfactory? (prompt, accurate answer, 
courteous, responsive) 

a. No, I hated all of it 
b. No, my answer was not sufficient 
c. No, it took a long time before anyone responded to me 
d. No, the librarian was rude to me 
e. Yes, I am satisfied with the quality of my answer and the time in which it 

was given 
f. I am satisfied with my answer but had other issues with the service 

(please specify in the comments) 
g. I have an ongoing research project and do not have an answer yet 

Comments: _______________________ 
 
 

8. What kind of question did you ask today? 
a. A simple yes/no question 
b. An inquiry about the library itself (e.g. hours, reference librarian 

availability) 
c. An in-depth, involved research question; a request for literature research 
d. Other: ________________________ 

 
9. What is your affiliation with SUNY Upstate Medical? Please select what best 

applies. 
a. Student (please see questions 10 & 11) 
b. Faculty 
c. Hospital staff: doctor 
d. Hospital staff: nurse 
e. Hospital staff: other 
f. Other employee: _____________ 
g. Patient or relative of a patient 
h. No affiliation 

 
If you are not a student, please skip to question 12. 
 
10. If you selected ―a‖ for Question 8, please specify what type of student you are. 

a. Distance student: Binghamton campus 
b. Distance student: other 
c. At main campus 

 
 

11. If you selected ―a‖ for Question 8, please specify your general area of study. 
a. Nursing student 
b. Medical student (pursuing an MD) 
c. Graduate student (pursuing Ph.D. or M.S.) 
d. Undergraduate 
e. Other: ________________ 
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12. Any other comments? 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for taking the time to respond to our survey! 
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Appendix 3 
Sample Survey 3  
 
 To be administered to the library staff mid-project (small adjustments will make 

this survey suitable for the beginning and end surveys) 
 
1. How often, per month, do you receive queries outside your area of expertise that 

should have gone to a coworker?5 
a. 0-10 
b. 11-25 
c. 26-40 
d. 41-55 
e. More than 55 

 
2. What has been your experience with the Virtual Service Desk so far? 

 
 

3. How could the triage of reference questions be improved? 
 
 

4. How easy or difficult do you find chat reference to be (with regards to 
communication speed, lack of face-to-face contact, the program itself, etc)? 

 
5. Please choose your job position.  

a. Librarian 
b. Student Staff 
c. Clerk 
d. Other  __________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
5 Numbers based on the total number of emails received in January 2010, as recorded by 
Desk Tracker: 72 departmental emails, 48 personal emails (see Appendix 4) 
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Appendix 4 

Desk Tracker data for January 2010: 
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Appendix 5 
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