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Systems Analysis: Virtual Reference 
 

Executive Summary 

 Syracuse University's Bird Library initiated the Learning Commons in 2009 

(Syracuse University Library, n.d.b), following the trend of libraries loosening up some of 

the departmentalization of certain services, like circulation and reference. In addition to 

traditional reference services, Bird also provides virtual reference through QuestionPoint 

and its associated network of participating libraries to provide 24/7 reference services. 

The library is available to SU's approximately 21,000 students and faculty (Syracuse 

University, 2011) as well as non-affiliated persons seeking access to its holdings (some 

restrictions apply) for research purposes. 

 Information for this analysis was gained both by interviewing librarians involved in 

providing the service and by reading the library's website. Interestingly, as described by 

the primary interviewee, the virtual reference service is at best tangential to the ILS, 

though it does provide support for access to the library's service, including those tied to 

the ILS (e.g. navigating the online databases or as an initial point of contact for users 

needing help in using or contacting the library in general). 

 
The Current System 

 The virtual reference system utilized by SU is QuestionPoint, a collaborative 

project between OCLC and the Library of Congress (Online Computer Library Center, 

2011). The basic process is straightforward: someone submits a query (through email, 

instant message, or text message) which is received by a librarian on duty through 



QuestionPoint, who then addresses the query with whatever methodology is needed 

depending upon the question. Instant messages and text messages both route to the 

same place (the system does not distinguish between them, according to a librarian 

consulted through the actual AskUs chat service) while email queries go to their own 

inbox. 

They do not capture detailed statistics on the types of questions that come in, but 

anecdotally my interviewee described typically getting questions about access problems 

rather than research help, especially from undergraduates and faculty (C. Chesley, 

personal interview, March 8, 2011). Those needing research assistance more typically 

come to the library in person, though of course users can also be referred to a library 

specialist and recommended a physical visit if their question is too in-depth for the 

online system (Syracuse University Library, n.d. a). 

The biggest problem my interviewee and I discussed was that unlike other virtual 

reference services, QuestionPoint does not allow for screen-sharing (C. Chesley, 

personal interview, March 8, 2011). Links are easily shared, but the question-asker 

does not have the ability of watching the information-finding process. Then again, if 

most of the questions coming in virtually are not research-related, there is less of a 

need to support a screencasting feature. 

Further issues can arise if the reference support is occurring between a user and 

a librarian in different systems (see appendix 1.3). A question overly-specific to a 

particular library may not be effectively answered by a librarian at another institution. 

Further, though links to materials can be shared, resources accessed through a 

particular library—like a journal article or database—are not easily linked due to the 



proxy services affecting access. For that matter, an external librarian may not 

necessarily be able to provide assistance for accessibility issues that users may be 

having through their own library's website (e.g. getting through the proxy to use the 

online resources). 

Methodology 

 To investigate the virtual reference service provided by the library, I researched 

the services through the website as well as spoke with a couple of librarians of the 

Learning Commons. The greatest difficulty was in articulating questions to get at the 

kind of information I was seeking and thus focusing the librarian's answers to gain 

relevant answers. However, my past experience with doing an ethnographic interview 

for a class on the theory of classification did prove useful in helping me to think of more 

indirect questions as described by the text we used (Spradley, 1979): e.g. to describe 

what an individual virtual reference transaction might be like. That said, I am not 

particularly skilled at ethnographic interviews and have a tendency to ask questions that 

are overly direct and therefore limiting for the interviewee. 

 When analyzing the system, the process was slightly muddied by the number of 

variables that could be involved, and the problems discussed in the interview are not 

easily reflected in the flowchart. (Creation of the flow charts through Microsoft Word also 

created some difficulties when trying to create multiple pathways to try to reflect some of 

the aforementioned nuances in process.) For example, if a question comes in about 

trying to get EZProxy to work or a question from someone outside SU trying to get in 

touch with, say, the special collections department, neither does the ILS come into play 

at all nor does the process follow what is involved in answering a request for two 

scholarly papers. The initial flow chart (appendix 1.1) shows only the most basic 



process involved in fielding a virtual reference question with an allusion to the further 

paths the process can take, followed by a couple of scenario-specific processes. 

 The process of laying out one of the flow charts, however, did prompt further 

investigation on how the QuestionPoint system identifies the source medium of a 

question, which had not occurred to me to ask during the face-to-face interview. It was 

at this point that I took the opportunity to use the chat system itself to get an answer to 

this question. This in turn revealed the lack of any automatic saving of the chat window 

transaction when I unthinkingly left the page without copying the exact text; later 

examination revealed that the envelope icon near the bottom of the chat box was an 

option to email the transcript to oneself.  

Recommendations 

 Given that many of the virtual reference questions come from outside Syracuse 

University and often do not require assistance in locating source material, I hesitate to 

suggest the obvious move to include support for screencasting the research process as 

the librarian does it. It would be useful—or at the very least, more interesting and 

informative for the user instead of waiting on an unchanging window for the librarian to 

come back—in those instances, but it is not clear at this point that the inconvenience of 

obtaining that feature would ultimately be worth it. 

It also seem potentially beneficial to make the reference service take a stronger 

role in supporting the other services of the library. Screencasting may support this 

functionality, which makes its implementation a little more attractive. A user needing 

help finding some type of resource could be guided through the library's resources as 

the librarian is accessing them, thus potentially exposing them to research aids they 



may not have known about (like a LibGuide) as well as how to navigate to them. This 

exposure of the research process would aid them in future research endeavors more 

than simply receiving a link to the end point would. 

 A simple but useful change to the system would be to identify the source medium 

of all questions that come through so that the librarian can adjust their answer 

accordingly. Presumably most people do not attempt to ask a more involved question 

through text message given the typical character limits per message, though I have no 

hard data to support this at this time. Nonetheless, depending on the type of question, it 

may be useful for the librarian to know whether the user is conversing through phone 

(which can also impact their response time) or directly through a computer interface, 

which may make translating the librarian's recommendations into actions simpler.  
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Appendix 1 

1. Initial Flow Chart: 

 

 

2. Flow chart based on request for a reference source: 

 

3. Flow chart based on an after-hours request: 



 

 

 

 

  

Appendix 2 

1.With addition of screencasting 

 

 


