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Preface

This publication features work presented at the Second Annual Virtual Reference Desk
Digital Reference Conference, “Facets of Digital Reference,” held October 16-17, 2000
in Seattle, WA. These proceedings include papers and presentations by conference
presenters representing public, academic and government libraries, as well as subject-
specific AskA services, from the United States, Canada, Australia, Denmark, and Japan.

Conference participants identified several key issues facing practitioners and researchers
including scalability, or the ability of services to grow exponentially in response to user
demands; quality criteria for expert responses and evaluation methods; the proliferation
of new commercial services and increased competition for libraries; and the use of new
software technologies and tools to help automate and streamline Internet-based
information exchanges.

The publication opens with records from conference plenary sessions, including the
“Welcome” presentation by R. David Lankes; transcription from the keynote address by
Michael B. Eisenberg and Charles R. McClure (“Digital Reference Librarians: Who
Needs ‘Em?”); and background on the discussion and participants of the “Impacts of
Digital Reference” panel.

The presentations and papers that follow provide a snapshot of current services, research
initiatives, and products that help define the field of digital reference. Sections are
arranged by topic (or conference track), each one highlighting a different area of digital
reference:

1. “Real-Time Technologies” features services using Web contact software and
instant messaging technologies for digital reference;

2. “Software for Digital Reference” introduces tools developed in-house for specific
services as well as customizable applications;

3. “Managing Digital Reference Services” discusses issues in service development
and maintenance including staffing, question-answer procedures, publicity,
technical support, and modes of service;

4. “Issues and Research in Digital Reference” presents a range of topics including
standards development, commercial vs. non-profit services, communications
issues, and digital reference service in government and distance education
contexts;

5. “Spotlight on User Needs and Behaviors” focuses on methods for gathering and
interpreting data from users and translating needs into effective service;

6. “Digital Reference Service Spotlights” includes first-hand experiences from one
subject-related AskA service and academic and government libraries;

7. “Digital Reference Networks” offers insights on collaborative efforts in digital
reference among multiple institutions; and

8. “Resources in Digital Reference” highlights processes for developing, procuring,
and evaluating resources for use in on-line and traditional reference service.



The purpose of the proceedings is to provide information professionals and digital
reference service providers with the most up-to-date information in this quickly growing
field and to allow institutions to share thoughts and experiences with each other. The
editors hope that the information presented here will contribute to the ongoing dialog on
the subject of digital reference and to efforts in the development of quality and technical
standards.

This publication is also available on the Virtual Reference Desk Web site at:
http://vrd.org/conferences/VRD2000/proceedings/index.shtml

January 22, 2001
(Updated September 26, 2001)

10



fﬂb‘b’lS of
Digital Reference

- The Virtual Reference Desk.
204 Annial Digftal | Ilefmnm l:wtmnm
fctolice 16-17, 2000 o Suatte, i

« 18 Departmant of « TheLbrary of Gangress
Education « Information institute of
« White House Offica of Syracuse
Sclancs & Tochnology « Syracusa Doiversity's
Pulicy School of Information
.+ The National Library of Stuies
Edncation's FRIC « Universtty of
Clearinghoiiss oo Washington's
Information § Information Schoo
Technalogy
« AABISA
. .
Sponsors and Supporters

ot

WY

« Recaption &-7 In Metropeitan Ballreom

- Awaris @8

- nsart with Rooms for Tracks
- Information st the Registration Area

~ Staff with Green Badgas

Announcements

« Ablry Kasowitz
« Joain Wask
- Bob Pawlawicz
« Mar{lyn Schick
-« Hiythg Bamnatt
« Sus Wurster
« dJoanie Silversteln
« Joan Stahl
- Mike Bsenberg and the UW Tsam

Thanks to the URD Team




« Twobays
- (Over Twica the Attendancs
- 1898 221} Attomdses
- 2000: 508 Attondoes
- BCemtries
. A8 5tatns
+ 333 Tracks, 2808- 13 Iracka
- Noxt Year in Atlanta
- Florida Stats Iniversity
-~ SOLNET

Conference Growth

« Resgarch Aganda
— Fconcmics ef Digital Reforonce
~ Technical Standards
- Veoabulary
— Taxomsey of Questions € Axswers
« fur Bigital Reforeace Mtorchange
« Enewiedpe Basss
- Bast Pragticas
- The the lnnovations i Buman Etsrmediation to
Digital Resourgss

Still Mora to Do

t <

+ Piblications « Rppsarancs of Dg_Raf
- BUSA Spacial szme Saftware
— Nasl-Schoman Beek - 188

« ALA Ronual - lcubater

" RS Phots - :ﬂml‘llllllt

+ Growth in Commercial Rogiatry

« Realization by Diverss
Organizatians of the
“Refarence Approach™

Digital Referenca Highlights

+ Turning Point In Libraries
- Librarias frem Aecess Providers ta Gartaxt
Providers

« BaBold
— Gonter to Lbrarias i Cyberspace
- Prove tha Power of Reference
- Bafbrave
- B Engaged
- Put the Refarencs Desk Oukine
- B8 a Reforence Revokitionary

Tha Reference Revolution Continues




Digital Reference Librarians: Who Needs 'Em?
Or
- Key Issues in Digital Reference: Taking Action

Michael B. Eisenberg,
Director and Professor, School of Library & Information Science, University of Washington,
Seattle
Charles R. McClure,
Francis Eppes Professor, School of Information Studies, Florida State University, and
Director, Information Use Management and Policy Institute

INTRODUCTION

Mike Good morning, hope you can see us ok. Chuck and I decided that we do lots of speeches
and presentations, but what we don't get to do anymore is talk. Chuck and I, for 15 years
or 14 years, had offices right next to each other at Syracuse University in the School of
Information Studies, and we could just knock on the wall, and say, "Shut up", or, "I
disagree with that," or whatever. And, Chuck would get passionate on the phone, and
Chuck loved to hold telephone conference calls with his speakerphone out there. And I
would hear the whole thing, and I would disagree through the wall. Now that Chuck is in
Florida, and I'm in Seattle, which, think about it folks, we got about as far away from
each other as you can in the continental United States!

Chuck There is a reason for that, too, by the way.

Mike When Dave and the group at the Information Institute asked us to participate in the
Facets of Digital Reference Conference, we thought what might be nice is for us to have
a conversation. And so we have come up with an outline, but we have to tell you that a
lot of this is going to be a bit free form - not that we don't have fairly well thought out
and documented thoughts about this area, but we thought it would be more of a
conversation. And we left an empty chair here, in case any of you were so burning with
the desire, that you've got to jump up and say something, even during the interaction, so
the chair is open. So, Dave gave this rousing intro speech, but I think Chuck and I, if [we]
can be so bold, might say, "Maybe we're not so sure." All this great VRD stuff, and all
this new VRD stuff, whatever, ...ah... let's take a closer look at the issues.

Chuck Does Dave get this emotionally upset all the time? "Do it, do it..." What is it?

Mike Two things: he's on east coast time....

Chuck Is that it?

Dave If I bring up a couch, can we get therapy?

Mike Get out of here... So, what we really want here is to take stock, and stop and think. In
some ways, Dave may be right, because we are on the cusp of a reference revolution. So
when the Library of Congress (read about [their project in] American Libraries), is
talking about 24/7 global reference services- that's pretty interesting stuff. But, maybe
we better think about where we're going, and [if] digital reference [has] really arrived. Is
it still viable? In the forms that we are talking about? Other alternatives that might better
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serve such needs. And what are the opportunities, [and] some of the cautions? And what
are the various directions are that we might take? And lastly, if digital reference has
finally made it, maybe we really better think about it. Because it's like that Woody Allen
story, that I never want to belong to a club that would want someone like me in it, right?
Well, if the world has said [that] digital reference is a really good idea, maybe we better
be thinking about the next thing. Because they are not always right. So, if everyone in
the world, except maybe Chuck, thinks that digital reference is a good idea, is it really?

Chuck Well, you know, I really have to laugh, listening to Dave earlier. He's like, ‘this
could be a really good thing, the number of traditional reference questions going down in
our library. That gives us more time to prepare for the digital onslaught.” Excuse me
very much, ya'll. Do you like that, “ya'll?” One year in Florida, boom, and you're ruined.
But the fact of the matter is, while those statistics are going down at the reference desk,
we don't have any way to figure out [why] the stats are going up on the Web site, or on
the digital reference site. So, what I'm trying to get to today, is that I think there are a
number of issues that we need to start thinking about. And, some of these issues, I think,
are fairly serious. Now, one of the problems here, Mike, you know, is that we got
converted. It was great, you know, Dave's going, "And we're number one," I was ready
for you guys [to] go, "Put me in coach, put me in -- I'm ready!" The point here is, Mike,
that we have a bunch of converted people sitting out here. They already believe.

Mike Well, the reason they believe is because digital reference has grown up over the last 5 to
8 to 10 years. From some fairly humble beginnings, but it has really kind of made it. I
remember, | was there, as Dave said, when we started The Electronic Librarian, TEL,
which evolved into AskERIC. And it was Dave that helped us to set up the first reason
that we thought we needed that. There was this wonderful new tool out there called
Gopher. Remember Gopher? And we had put together a team at the ERIC
Clearinghouse; with support we had recreated what we thought [was] the best Gopher site
and system in the entire world, and we had invested thousands in people hours in learning .
how to do that. Except, when we put this Gopher stuff up, nobody could find anything.
So, other people were inventing things like Veronica. Remember Veronica? Remember
the first time? The librarians in the room: you remember? It was an index, Chuck. In a
lot of my speeches, I have librarians say the word...say that, say the word, "index."

Audience Index ,

Mike Get all tingly, feel good, whatever, right? We're in the right room, Chuck. That's what
librarians do, we love and relate to indexes.

Chuck We're dealing with some sick people out there.

Mike It's actually genetic, we've done this study at the University of Washington Medical
Center.

Chuck I don't want to know.

Mike In the Genome project.

Chuck I don't want to know.

Mike But, it's an important gene to have these days, because they don't need help in finding and
using information, but people were starting to use Gopher, and they needed assistance.
And, even with Veronica and stuff like that, that didn't happen. So, it was really a joy to
have these new tools, but people were overwhelmed by them. So, what did we do? We
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hired somebody, they gave us a little money from the Department of Ed, and we chained
that person to a desk, in a back room. It was actually our room next to the copy machine,
and the person started answering questions via e-mail on the Web. We believe, although,
someone else would say, "We did it first in '82!" But, we believe we were the first formal
information service that did that. And why did we do that? Because people kept saying
that we need to add intelligence to the Internet. And artificial intelligence just didn't cut
it, right? So we needed to use, not the next best thing, but an even better thing, and we
called it “natural intelligence,” “people intelligence.” And I think, in a way, we are still
doing that because the Web just makes it even worse, right? The stat I like to show is
that the number of Web pages doubles every 50 days. So, you know, imagine, you know,
Dave was talking about Alta Vista. Imagine if Yahoo really worked. Suppose you get to
the screen, you type in two things, it automatically knows who you are, it comes back,
and it has exactly what people want, that answers their questions intelligently, in the form
they wanted, or whatever. [ mean, we'd be all out of work.

Chuck But, the truth is, they are terribly bad, and that's great news for us.

Mike But what do we do with it? So what do you think? I know there are questions about
where we're going and stuff like that, but it seems to be that there is still this tremendous
need in spite of the Internet, the Web, all the search engines, and everything else (for
librarians to help locate and evaluate relevant information).

Chuck Well, you know, in the good old days,....that's what you were talking about, right?
The good old days, were great because, remember that phrase, "You could fall into a
gopher hole?" Well, I think we can still fall into the digital reference hole, as well.
Because part of the problem, and I think this is what we really need to get down to, Mike.
I mean, you and Dave are sitting here [going], ‘Rah, rah, rah!” Let's get at how far we
have really pushed the envelope in the digital reference environment. I really think, that's
where we need to begin. And the fact of the matter is that there are plenty of places out
there in the Web environment where I don't need a librarian.

Mike OK, fair enough.

Chuck It's unclear to me, and I think it's unclear to a lot of people, whether you are going
to get the same, different, better, worse --what kind of quality [service] do you get in one
environment vs. another? I don't think we know. I'm not sure what evidence there is out
there. I think we're going to look at a couple of the commercial sites later on and think
they’re great! I love it: Dave commented that when you go up and talk to a reference
librarian, they can see that you're in a hurry, they can see [you], they can make eye
contact. My grandma was great. It was great conversation, 'cause here's how my
grandma talks to people she goes, (shows a lot of facial and hand gestures), and she never
said a word! I was trying to do this the other day with my digital reference service.
providers, and you can't do this (gestures). We need some interactive video. How long
has CUSeeMe been out?

Mike Actually about 10 years, Cornell University.

Chuck Yes, and here we are doing e-mail reference.

Mike Yes, but let's give us a break. It's still the beginning, we're still moving through things.
But, you can give clues in e-mail reference as well. In fact, I think there are some digital
librarians that would tell you that, when they have been interacting with clients through
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the text, and some of those contacts are not getting in the way, that people are more
willing to give you [more precise cues as to] what they are actually looking for.

Chuck So a key issue here is, it's not only training us, with our net side manner, but we are
going to have to help patrons and users.

Mike I'm glad you didn't say train users. You said “help.”

Chuck Help.
Mike Help.
Chuck [Help] them to understand how you give cues in this environment.

Mike That's correct.

Chuck It's a very different world. But, remember now, Mike, this is Chuck of the "55%
rule."

Mike I knew he was going to bring this up.

Chuck In my younger days, “d-a-z-e,” by the way. And, for those of you who don't
remember it, we did a lot of work, and the fact of the matter was, whether you were in a
public library setting, an academic library setting, [or] a law library, on average,
reference librarians gave [a] 55% correct answer fill rate, on quick fact and bibliographic
questions.

Mike And, that study has never been challenged.

Chuck Other people have done it. I mean it varies; it could go up to 57% or whatever.

Mike In Seattle, all questions are 60% and above.

Chuck Right. I've got to tell you this: I was doing this presentation at ALA, and I was
saying it's 55%, and this woman stands up and says, "Dr. McClure, you need to come to
my library, because at my library we're at 85-90% correct answer fill rate." And, this was
one of the libraries we had in the study! (Laughter) So, my point here is, inquiring
minds want to know: What's the correct answer fill rate in the digital environment? In
the Web environment, as opposed to traditional? Dave is right on the money, and I hate
like hell to agree with Dave in public, ok, but we don't [know] what [the] cost per
reference query is. I'm a director; convince me. Convince me that this is something that
I should spend my money on, because, excuse me very much, my budget is tight. Now,
I'm not against it. I'm just saying, where are the data? Where do we go? What do we not
know about these things? I think we are starting to get at some of these quality issues,
and I hope we can get back to this, 'cause I'd really like to get emotionally upset about
this. (Laughter)

Mike But, before we get to the quality stuff—I know that's there, that's one of our bullets, and
he's going to try to hammer home on this stuff, but I have a couple of rejoinders. What I
really want to talk about first is that when we talk about digital reference, and you talk
about the environment that we're going to be dealing with, it's not just today, it's not just
asynchronous-based, whether it's Web or e-mail. Do you remember the other day, we
took Chuck and his wife on the lake tour of Lake Washington, and we wanted to go to a
restaurant afterwards. We didn't remember the name of the restaurant over in Bellevue,
but we did remember the type; it’s kind of a tapas restaurant, you know, Spanish. First of
all I tried my Web browser, and I do have a Web browser on this (waves cell phone), and
I do check ball scores. I was doing that all afternoon. But we quickly called SPRINT
PCS, 411, and do you realize that when you call now, they don't say, "I'm sorry, I don't
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have that name," they say, "Well, what kind of restaurant are you looking for?" And,
they actually engaged in a question-and-answer with me, and they wouldn't let go. And
then after they finally got the number, she said, "Would you like me to call and make a
reservation for you?" She didn't say, "Would you like me to connect you?"

Chuck That's great stuff! Why don't we do this?

Mike That's what I'm saying, give us a chance to get there.

Chuck We only have 20 years to retirement, man!
Mike Anyway, so....
Chuck You know the part that he didn't tell you about this though was, that when we

finally got to the restaurant...you have to love Seattle, and this thing with coffee. So I sit
down and I'm listening to people ordering coffee, and it's like a strange tongue. "I'll have
a double hit, very thin, no fat, espresso..." (laughter)

Mike That's why we need digital reference, to help out at counters. To know how to order
coffee properly in Seattle and things like that. The other thing I want to point out is the
commercial side. I don't know if I'll do it right now, maybe we should move on, and I
may come back. How many of you have checked out the various commercial sites
lately? How many of you have checked, not just Ask Jeeves, but the Ask Jeeves Answer
Point? How many have looked at that? How many of you have looked at [the]
LookSmart site, recently? Hands....hands. How many have looked at InfoRocket.com?
How about EXP.com? See, a little less there. And then there is About.com. I’ll see what
we have on these, and, maybe I'll show a couple.

Chuck This can be a real interesting threat to what we're doing here. This is a complicated
environment out there, and there is competition, serious competition, for what we do, and
how we do it.

Mike But, I think that's a good sign, because, remember the first battle? We talked about
access; there is the access battle, right? There are library catalogs, there is the front end
to information databases and things like that, and then came the Web, right? We all knew
when the Web first came out, and we had these wonderful things called browsers. But,
that was not the right way to access the Web. We needed to do it another way. We didn't
need a browser; we needed a searcher. And, we all knew that. Us index-type people with-
the genetic defect, we knew that. But we didn't invent the damn thing, we let these two
hotshots from Stanford invent Yahoo!, and they are the multi-billionaires, instead of
librarians today. And that's why when I see stuff like this, when I see InfoRocket, or
something like that, when I see LookSmart Live, and I see they have a list of people with
charges [for fees] and things like that on them. I don't know, start Navigator, it's ok
(gestures towards laptop as Web browser launches). I'm an IE guy, I live in Seattle. It's a
requirement; otherwise they take away your stuff. But, you start to see some of these .
things that these guys have here on these sites.....Here's the InfoRocket site, and you can
go into the Ask A Question [text box], but they list people, they list other things on here.
You've got all kinds of stuff. In the EXP.com site, there's the expert way to ask a
question. This is not a live connection. That's why we're having a problem here. So you
get to see all the different things, and then after you connect to one of these sites, it has a
list of experts...

Chuck Well, doesn't it also let you make a deal with how much [to pay for an answer]?
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Mike Yes, and how they want to charge, and make a deal. Wouldn't that be nice if we did that

) at a public library? You could either get someone that doesn't have an MLS from my
school, but has one from your school, and then you ....(that was a joke, folks) you pay
different amounts, depending on their expertise. And it excites me that these places are
now doing this kind of thing. Because I think that it speaks well that the world is coming
around [in recognizing the importance of reference work]. This is an important
development that we need to think about, and what we have today, which is e-mail-based,
flat reference, [with] no signals, is just the beginning.

Chuck So you think that library-based digital reference can hold its own in the
marketplace, Mike?

Mike Not only do I think that it can hold its own, I think that in a free society, library-based
digital reference is.....if it is not the future, then we are in trouble as a society.

Chuck Now that is something I can agree with. The fact of the matter is, if we lose this
opportunity, right now, this moment, this second, to make the digital environment work
better than how it's worked in the traditional environment, I think we're in bad shape. So,
Dave's call to arms of, "we need to do stuff now" is right on the money.

Mike The question is: What do we need to do? Where do we need to go, what are some of the
issues? Issue #1 [is] complacency. How many of you are doing digital reference out
there? (Show of hands in audience.) It's not good enough! Because you are complacent.
You're not doing synchronous [reference transactions], you're not doing wireless, your
[reference services are] not imbedded in devices throughout society (waves cell phone).
You're not competing directly with intelligent search engines and things like that, or
agree[ing] to deliver [these services]. The customization: every time a user comes to you,
it's a new interaction, right?

Chuck Here's the story, y'all: “Oh, for my library, we do a pretty good job with the
resources we get. We do ok, for a library our size.” Ever heard that one before?
Baloney! I don't want to hear about “good enough service!”

Mike Right.

Chuck What I want to hear about is outstanding, unbelievable, exemplary service that
BANG, knocks everyone dead. “Oh....we do pretty good for the budget we get.” OK?
That's it. I've had it with that.

Mike Because in the library world, across libraries, we're talking about school, public, private,
academic, special, whatever, we have thought that “good enough” was good enough.

Chuck “Good enough” is not good enough. It's the whining thing..... “we have a director
that doesn't like....oh, we don't have enough money.” It's unbelievable. OK, there it is.
Give me a break.

KEY ISSUES

Mike So, what are the issues? We made our point. I think we agree on something.

Chuck What do we agree on?

Mike We agree that this could be important. Libraries could play a central role [in providing
networked information to the public]. That this is vital in order to have the Internet used
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in an effective way to meet people's needs. All people. So, where do we go from here?
We buy in. We agree, Chuck, that “good enough” is not good enough.

Chuck OK.

Mike What are the issues?

Chuck I'm going to bullet out some of them, and I'm going to try to talk about some of
them. And we'll let Mike [join] in every now and again. But let me bullet out a couple
[of points] and just talk about what they are, and we'll come back, ok? We can come
back and go into more detail. Issue #1: management. It's unclear to me whether we need
to re-invent the management organizational structures which we're currently using for
digital reference. It makes me absolutely nuts to think that 9,000 libraries around the
country are trying to do the same damn thing with the same damn sources, and let's just
re-invent everything for every library in the country. Give me a break.

Mlke Management — gotcha.

Chuck Second one. How about connectivity issues? I know, I know, no one wants to
hear about the digital divide. We just finished a study for a National Commission on
Libraries and Information Science; and the fact of the matter is that over 50% of all
public libraries don't even have 56k [connectivity to the Internet]. Now let me explain to
you the quality service...

Mike What percent of libraries have some connectivity?

Chuck The good news is that 95% of the libraries are connected. The bad news is, let me
tell you what you can do with 28.8 [connectivity]. OK? And forget T-1 [lines]. We
should be talking, what is it -- OC3? OCS5, OC10-12?

Mike Connectivity is still an issue.

Chuck How about, there are still some training issues, there are still some help issues,
there is still some learning how to work in this environment.

Mike How many of you would say that less than 50% of your staff could really do quality
digital reference service right now? (Show of hands in audience.) That's pretty rare.

Chuck Yeah, but, you know, it makes me nuts. You want to be a digital reference
librarian? Yes. Shazam! You are! It's great, I love it! And, excuse me very much,
we're talking about these two damn good library schools, where you do learn this stuff.

Mike What worries me more are some of these library schools.

Chuck Don't go there, we'll get upset.

Mike Things like this, [like] the AskERIC digital training that people go through, which has
been expanded, the kind of [training] stuff that Internet Public Library does.

Chuck It's great stuff. What I'm tired of is, “Shazam! You are a digital reference
librarian.” We can do better.

Mike OK, training.

Chuck Let me talk about evaluation. I do want to put up a slide on this. Here's my
favorite slide on evaluation. Everything I know, I know from Calvin & Hobbes. Right?

Mike Right.

Chuck (Reads from cartoon appears on screen.) (http://calvinzone.50megs.com/cgi-
bin/i/ignorance.giﬂ




(B. Watterson, Calvin and Hobbes, 17 May 1992, distributed by Universal Press
Syndicate)

"It's true, Hobbs, Ignorance IS Bliss! Once you know things, you start seeing problems
everywhere... And once you see problems, you feel like you ought to try to fix them...
And fixing problems always seems to require personal change... And change means
doing things that aren't fun! I say phooey to that. But if you're willfully stupid, you don't
know any better, so you can keep doing whatever you like! The secret to happiness is
short-term, stupid, self-interest. We're heading for that cliff! I don't want to know about
it! Waaugghhh! (Falling off cliff) "I'm not sure I can stand so much bliss. Careful, we
don't want to learn anything from this." (Laughter.) Now, my point.

Mike Yes, what is the point?

Chuck I'm afraid that we haven't learned from what we’ve done. There is a whole bunch
of needed research; there is a whole bunch of evaluation questions that really need some
attention here. What have we learned from how we do it? Yes, and Dave, second time
today, you are right. It goes from best practices-kinds of evaluations, right up to various
serious, funded research. How does digital reference work? How can we learn? How
can we do it better? And that's what you were talking about earlier, right?

Mike No question about that. Keep going. You were supposed to finish the bullets five
minutes ago. I want to see which ones I choose to engage you in or not.

Dave You know, Dave, you're not paying me enough to do this.

Mike Is he paying you? (Laughter.)

Chuck OK, then there are a whole bunch of finance questions. This is [a] “how much
bang for the buck” question. What am I getting, as a director, out of digital reference
services? What good is this? Does it really solve the questions? Are they answered
correctly? What is the cost? And, because most of us live in what I call the “stagnant pie
world,” the financial pie isn’t getting bigger, so anything in the library that is going to
[be] fund[ed] different[ly] or [funding] new stuff, means you take it away from someone
else in a library.

Mike No. Wrong. I couldn't disagree more. That's the problem with our field. We narrow our
focus, and we think small. If we provide central services that are not just meaningful for
library users who currently use the library—but if we believe that we can provide service
and information and a valuable thing to the entire society, then the solution is not to live
within your budget. The solution is to find ways to increase your budget. That's what
you have to do.

Chuck I agree.

Mike And this city is the perfect example. The Seattle Public Library, the King County Public
Library down in Pierce County, Tacoma, it can happen.

Chuck It can happen, but it doesn't happen with complacency, and it doesn't happen with
"good enough." '

Mike OK.

Chuck Are we ok?

Mike That's correct.

Chuck OK.
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Mike And we may need to find some financial models where we benefit from the commercial

' aspects too. For example, what if a public library is providing help desk, or digital
reference services, to some of the local businesses in town, and meeting their customer
needs through that, and there is a financial return for that, 'cause they know how to do it
better, and some of those people are working in the public library, and they are able to
provide services in that environment as well?

Chuck So, we agree. One of the issues here is the well-known “ROI” concern: “Return
on Investment.”

Mike Right. And new models, not just...

Chuck What does digital reference do for my local economy? For this, that, and another
thing. Because we have to go out and tell our story.

Mike That's exactly right. We haven't done that. We have focused sometimes on our narrow
constituents and we have done that to an extent, because those are the ones that make
immediate demands on us, just like Calvin. But what we need to do in our academic
libraries, and [in] our special and school, and certainly our public libraries, is [to] think
about our broader audience [and] who we are responsible for. And how we can meet
those needs, and how important it is. If you think about all of the human health services
in our public institutions, that potentially is our scope of who we can deal with.

Chuck Just as an aside, Mike, one of the studies we're finishing at the Information
Institute at Florida State is that economic justification, if you will, of what the economic
benefit of public libraries is in the state of Florida.

Mike Where can I get the URL on that?

Chuck I'm not telling you.
Mike Is it done? No, I'm serious.
Chuck No, the preliminary slides are done; they are on our Institute's home page (at

http://www.ii.fsu.edu/Projects/St-Lib-FL/index.html). And the short story here is that
there are huge economic benefits to both the local community and the larger state that
result from a range of library services. One of the most important being -- guess what --
digital reference, and the move to digital reference. So, your comment about how
important it is for us to make the case for what we dt is important, to people other than
ourselves....

Mike Other than ourselves, and the traditional people that use our library. I know the next one;
I have the next one outlined too. The next one you are going to mention is the digital
divide. The digital divide folks are not saying, “Isn't it too bad that we don't have access
to digital reference services from our local public library?” That's not what they are
saying, because they can't even think about that or know about that, but that doesn't mean
that they have any less of a need.

Chuck There's the key.

Mike That's right. And so we need to be talking beyond the normal people that use our [library
services].

Chuck Well, an interesting thing to take a look at is- ya'll are probably familiar with the
NTIA, National Telecommunications Information Administration. They just listed their,
I believe it's called, TOPS Awards for this year. And if you look at where $30 million
dollars went, a lot of them went to what we would call community awareness, community
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access programs, that did not include libraries. Somebody out there thinks that many of
the keys for improved equal access and network environment include a whole range of
organizations that don't begin with the L word.

Mike One of things that digital reference can do, and I'm not talking about asynchronous, five-
day digital reference, I'm talking about immediate information reference services through
synchronous communication. Community centers, kiosks, and public markets, and what-
have-you become library services.

Chuck OK, so what you just said was we need to re-think what the context is for the
provision of information services. And in a digital environment, my nutso friend over
here, out on the cruise out on Lake Washington, he's sitting there, finding out the sports
score [on his cell phone], doing this, doing that, you know he can't carry on a
conversation, but he can work his phone. That's the real world out there now, despite that
it's Mike doing it.

Mike Well I saw that commercial for that IBM kind of thing, you know with the vision thing,
and I've got to get one -- I have to sign up immediately for that. But, it's not just me, it
really isn't. In the Seattle area, we're talking about new relations between the public
libraries, school libraries and the university library. We're not just talking about resource
sharing. ‘

Chuck OK, let's just get to it. This is baloney. The public libraries do this. The academic
librarians do this. The special librarians talk only to God, give me a break.

Mike Well, they are special.

Chuck And, they are special; I understand that. My point here is models of resource
sharing, Mike, and we've talked about this. We got to get over this stuff! Oh, that the
public people [are over here], oh there are the academic people,... we have to get over
that one. This boat is one we're all in together.

Mike And, it's not just sharing resources; we're talking about sharing services and going
beyond the resource side. And, it is not just ILL that takes two weeks. With the kinds of
things we're talking about in the digital reference world—that really gets down right to it.

Chuck So, there's the bullet. And the last bullet I'll throw out in front of you is
information policy. Those of you that know me a little bit know that I fight the policy
wars in DC, and it's brutal there. And, we have some interesting policy issues that we
have to start dealing with. Not the least of which is privacy, security, encryption,
filtering, and The Freedom of Information Act. When do you divulge access? Part of me,
when we talk about these policy issues, gets me back to the Calvin and Hobbes thing. It's
like the guy who jumped out of the 45™ floor of the building, and as he's falling to the
ground, someone on the 20" floor says, "Hey, how's it going?" and he says, "Everything
is fine so farrrrrrrrrre.”  That's where we are, because these policy issues, and the filtering
and encryption stuff, the security stuff, we haven't paid enough attention to these things.

Mike I agree with that. Ireally do. But, what I'm concerned about is that it doesn't tie us in
knots from going ahead and trying new stuff. I think that is really important. This
management thing, for example, which you talked about—there is no question that if we
are going to have true collaboration across types of environments and libraries, then we
need new styles of management. This Library of Congress project, and I don't know
exactly the details of it, and the kind of things that the VRD’s AskA Consortium is doing
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here and these various groups, and OCLC is getting involved—this is good, and we don't
want to have to wait. As long as it's not a linear thing, let's deal with policy issues, let
talk about those, but let's not be afraid to experiment. Maybe Napster is not the answer in
that environment, but Napster is helping [to] take a new looks at things and it's meeting
people's needs today. The point is to figure out ways that we can share resources and
music and things like that that benefit everybody, and not wait until Congress passes a
new copyright kind of thing, so we can't wait.

Chuck If we wait for Congress to figure this stuff out, we'll be in the grave.
Mike Right.
Chuck So, Chuck says, at the local, state level, let's start solving these [problems]. Let's

start [by] saying, “our policy, our position, is in the state of Washington, this is what we
believe; this is what we are going to do, boom, boom, boom.” Because there is nothing
else out there, or because it's messy out there, we better have [policies] that we
understand ourselves for our own libraries. Otherwise, I believe we're going to leave
ourselves wide open, and to quote my undergraduates: this is going to get "more worser."

Mike Idon't disagree with that, but I don't want to lose sight of the central thing. Maybe the
policy issues within our schools and our field—Ilet some folks work on that, and that is
some of the people in this room. I'd rather have this group here focusing more on the
issues of how we work together in a management sense, and the training thing. You
talked about that. I couldn't agree more. We need to find new ways [to collaborate], and
what we need to do is if everyone in their institutions gets some ideas as to the nature of
the training that is needed, and the new models for training, using the technology for
training as well within providing service, I think that we would be a lot further along. I
really do think that again I agree with the policy stuff, but I don't want to get hung up on
it.

Chuck OK so let me be clear. I'm not against digital reference; this is great stuff. We're
doing great stuff. But there are a number of these issues that we just bulleted [and] that I
think we need to spend a little time on. Now, later on, I think we're going to want to
come back and talk about mechanisms to get that done.

QUALITY ISSUES

Mike Right. We'll try to conclude with some of those things. But the bottom line is that the
Internet is just still too damn dumb to leave it by itself. We can't leave people alone on
the Internet because it's going to get worse and worse.

Chuck NO! It's going to get “more worser.”

Mike More worser, ok. That's why we need to put people into that mix. I want to come back
to the issue you mentioned, the quality issue. And I know absolutely nothing about this.
First of all I'm going to ask Lankes to come up. Where is he?

Chuck He left.

Mike How about Joe Janes. Joe, come on up here a minute. Does everybody know Joe Janes?
From the Internet Public Library. What I would like Joe to talk about for a few minutes
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is what do we know about quality, and what can we say...I mean you have been in the
digital reference business for what, eight years?

Joe Five or six.

Mike What was IPL? What was the first year?

Joe  March of '95.

Chuck How do you know you are doing good stuff?

Joe Well, that's a good question.

Chuck No, answer the question!

Joe The studies that we've done are not frighteningly different from 55%, to tell you the
honest truth. The one that you and I did where we just sent out reference questions to
people and had them use the Web, and not traditional resources, we had 63% correct
answers. Tomorrow afternoon, mark your programs, there is a session on commercial
and non-commercial Ask An Expert services. Two of my students are presenting,
Chrystie Hill and Alex Rolf. We are going to find out -- I'm not going to steal their
thunder -- but there is a number in there that you're going to find very interesting.
Especially in comparison to 55%, about how many of the answers to questions that we
sent to commercial and noncommercial Ask An Expert services we could verify the
answers to. And, we also ask things like, do they clarify...

Mike I know that some people will be there, but a lot of us won't. You've got to give us a little
of the answer.

Joe Uhhh, No. I refuse to sell out my students. Go to the session. It's in double digits, I'll
give you that much.

Chuck Let's just get back to the quality issue. Do they -- do we -- provide high quality
digital reference service, and how do we define high quality? What constitutes quality?
If you don't know what the quality standard is, you're not going to be able to say you ever
met the standard.

Joe Well, that's exactly right. The standards issue. I think you are absolutely right. You
listed a few. There is accuracy and verifiability, but there is also answering the question
that was asked, which begs the whole question of the reference interview, and what you
are and are not able to do in this kind of environment. There is also time to answer; there
is also the affective component to it. Do people feel comfortable with the service? Will
they return? Return rate, and willingness to return. Do they like it? My contention on
evaluation is, first of all, those of you who are doing reference in the real world, on the
desk, on the phone: How many of you evaluate that reference service on an ongoing,
systematic basis? (Show of hands by audience.) That's exactly what I thought. Number
one, shame on us all. Because, A, we don't do it. I think there is a lot we don't want to
know. We don't know how much it costs, we don't know how good it is, we don't know
whether people like it or not, we don't know whether we are doing any good, we don't
know even if we are answering the right question. I think we should be ashamed of
ourselves as a profession for doing that.

Chuck Here's my question to you. Let me just propose a couple of quality standards.
Here's a quality standard that 65% of the digital reference questions will be answered
correctly within a 6 hour period of receipt. There is a quality standard.

Joe I'd like it to be higher than that. But 65% is ok. Within 6 hours.
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Mike Can we do that? How many are involved in digital reference? Raise your hands.

‘ They're afraid now. That's what I thought too.

Chuck Because this is what I also call a Ouiji board evaluation. Ouiji board evaluation is
“will you provide a 65% correct answer fill rate within the 6-hour time period?”
(Pantomimes using a Ouiji board.) MmmMmmmMmmm...Yes! Here's another one for

you.
Joe OK.
Chuck 90% of the users of a digital reference service will assess the courtesy of digital

reference librarians to be at least 8.5 on a scale of 1-10, 10 being high. Boom.

Joe Good. I like that.

Chuck Trust me, I do this for a living, y'all. We can come up with these. And the short
story is, we don't.

Joe  Well, no but I think it would be a lot easier to know in the digital environment than it is
in the real environment for two reasons. First of all, I think that when you are doing
reference on the phone or in person, it's awkward to evaluate right after you're done. So,
you're finished with people, and they are backing away, 'cause they are off doing their
thing, and you try to push a questionnaire on them and say, "Oh, how'd we do?" which
they don't want to hear. In the digital environment, you can send them a questionnaire
over e-mail two days later. They've had a chance to think about it, internalize what
you've done, and to reflect on the answer. And then you send the questionnaire. ..

Mike OK, ok, you've cut into our time...

Joe You called me up here!

Mike Thank you very much, Joe Janes. Lankes. Come up here. There have been some studies
on AskERIC recently about quality, right? Tell us about the AskERIC quality.

Dave Damn good. What else?

Chuck Well, right.

Mike Well, wait. Damn good, or do you have some real stats?

Dave There are real statistics. Makiko Miwa, who is actually here and will be doing a session,
found that [there was] about [a] 90% satisfaction rate and positive response from people
using the AskERIC service.

Chuck OK. Stop. Ilove this stuff. The satisfaction baloney.

Mike Didn't you do a major study on that? You got like $800,000?

Chuck No. No. Here's what I love. A patron comes into the library. They can't even find
the damn reference desk. They finally figure out where it is, they go up to the reference
desk, and the reference librarian is sitting there with their head down, can't get eye
contact. Finally the reference librarian says, "Yeah, what the hell do you want?" Then,
the patron says, "Well, could I please use", and the reference librarian says, "Yes, it's
over there by the National Union Catalog, over there!" So, then you give them an exit
interview. They leave the library, and the librarians ask them “To what degree are you
satisfied with the service that you received today?” "It was great." Boom. You think I'm
kidding you? That's what studies show. It's like we could be sitting at a moat with
machine guns. Satisfaction is so multidimensional, it's lost its meaning.
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Mike Dave, since he hasn't given you the chance, could you go into a little more detail into the
dimensions of satisfaction which was covered on the study? Don't disappoint me here,
Dave.

Dave Yes sir.” Well, that study was conducted based on Bob Taylor's seven aspects of
evaluation. It went into things like timeliness, accuracy, filtering process, and it really
had a rather in-depth set of criteria. What was interesting was that Taylor's aspects...

Mike Value-added model.

Dave Taylor value added model was developed for systems, not specifically for digital
reference. But, with a little more work, they added three more dimensions to it. And it
works extraordinarily well.

Mike So, there are some more specific dimensions, which is exactly what you are talking
about?

Chuck Absolutely.

Mike We need to be much more specific then to say, “Are people satisfied?” Are they getting
accurate information? timely information? Has it narrowed the information down to a
manageable amount? Has it met their needs?

Dave One of the interesting things that the Virtual Reference Desk has done [which] has
developed out of a group called the AskA Consortium — [is] to develop a set of quality
criteria. They call it [the] “Facets of Quality Document.” It was a very interesting paper.
It was the first time we had an expert panel put together a series of characteristics and say
“These are some facets [of a quality digital reference service] you should look at,” and
then we added dimensionality, so level of performance and different benchmarks within
[were incorporated]. They are slightly different when you talk about networking services
together. For example, one of the first criteria was non-biased “we will be a non-biased
service.” We were at a meeting, actually Joe was at the meeting, and brought up, "You
know, in a networked environment, you don't necessarily want a non-biased environment.
Sometimes the bias is what you want. You want a point of view, you want a context."
And so, yes, I think there is good work happening in the Facets of Quality, and I think
what's interesting is while a lot of it carries over, it's not a one-to-one match between
traditional reference and the digital reference environment. So there is a lot we know, but
there are some different twists on it, particularly when you begin to network the services
together.

Chuck But, let me be blunt. If you come away from this session, and you say, "Sheesh
Chuck, man, he's nuts, we've got to do evaluations..." OK. But that is not defined as,
"Were you satisfied with our service today?" That's not what I said. Satisfaction studies
are only a very small part of evaluation.

Mike Thank you Dave, appreciate it. All right, so we're starting to tie this up. We do want to
leave some room for questions, and stuff. I want to summarize where we are and then
move to a conclusion type area that looks ahead towards the future. First of all, we have
said that quality counts. Quality is important, a multi-dimensional sense of quality. We
have said that training is crucial across the types of questions that are answered. We said
that this issue of new forms of management that in fact move institutions to work
together in new ways is important. The other thing I heard you say is that “good enough”
is not good enough. We need to be bold in this; we need to move really ahead and put
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ourselves out there. That I second and really promote this, because I do feel that we are
at a revolution. But, again, like the Web browser and searcher war, I think it can be very
quickly that we lose this battle, and wind up being second fiddle to the commercial sites.

Chuck Yes, I guess, I'm sort of with you on that. I'm less concerned about the AskA wars,
if you will, between the commercial folks [and libraries]. And, it may be a good thing,
Mike, you're right. It may be a good thing to get us to sharpen up our thinking on these
approaches.

Mike Well, when you talk about digital divide there are those who can afford to pay 50 cents,
or a dollar or three dollars for every time they need a question [answered]. But the vast
majority of people [cannot].

Chuck This won't be a problem in the future because [in] the next admmlstratlon they are
going to have Internet, digital ref, voucher systems

Mike That's right.

Chuck You didn't know about that?

Mike Well, in my latest meeting with George W...

Chuck Never mind. So, what we are coming down to here is...we really do need to push
the envelope. What we do is neat stuff; it's still evolving, but we've got an envelope to
push. Those bulleted issues that we talked about are not going to go away in the short
term. They need some attention, and one of the things I'd like to propose is a
conscientious research agenda in this area. When I say a “conscientious research
agenda,” | mean that where there are teams of people [who] are working on some of the
issues we talked about, as opposed to, "Oh, did you hear what they are doing over
at...wherever?"

Mike But wouldn't it be great if we could have it. Maybe it's Library of Congress or IMLS
[Institute of Museum and Library Services], or what have you, that provide a set of
evaluation mechanisms that every digital reference service can implement. You talked
about recreating wheels, that if each of these people has to go out and develop their own,
that's not going to do it.

Chuck Well, there is a model here. The model is, just as an example, anybody here from
Michigan? Yes, some hands. In the state of Michigan, the public libraries in Michigan
said, “Excuse me very much I'm tired of the way funding occurs here,” [so] 115 public
libraries got together, kicked in "x" amount of money to get something done, and boom,
they had a research project. I am of the opinion that if you have to wait for others, if you
have to wait for these [grants], and all this other stuff, it is going to take forever. We
need a clearinghouse to be able to exchange what the best practice information is. We
need an agenda where we actually go after what these quality standards are, and how to
demonstrate it. And, we need to do it now. This research needs to start now!

Mike The clearinghouse exists. That's the AskA Consortium, and the VRD group here. And,
in this state, actually, I'd have to say, in a positive way, the state library would be very
receptive and ready for that. We are working together, and moving pretty quickly. What
I'm worried about is that we're all going to go home, and we like all this stuff, and it’s
great and it sounds good,...and we're going to start to implement some of these training
programs, and doing more digital reference and that stuff. But, and I mean well, Chuck, I
don't want you to yell at me next time I come, you know. I want you to say, "Mike, you
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did a good job in our library." But, I don't have the expertise or the time to get out there
and develop it [alone].

Chuck Chuck says we need to invent these evaluation methods and quality standards one
time.

Mike That's what I'm saying.

Chuck You heard my colleague, Joe, say, “Yeah, but Chuck, here's some quality
standards. Here's some criteria. Now what do we need to do?” We need to
operationalize them; we need to proceduralize them, so that we're all collecting data in
the same way.

Mike So one of our recommendations to Dave, and [to] Joe, and the group in this room, is that
we need quality standards that can be used by all of us in a simple, direct way, to measure
the effectiveness and quality in digital reference service.

Chuck So, then we stand up and we say, “Hey, look at what I do with my digital reference
service.” My point is, we can't say that right now.

Mike And, the second thing I would say is the training side. We need to be able to have
established training [guidelines] that we can adopt, and then use and implement at a local
library or information center.

Chuck Help me with this. You are a library educator. Is that right?
Mike No, I'm an administrator now.
Chuck Here we are with a number of library educators in the room. I think we need some

instructional modules that very clearly say, “Here are some skills. Here's how to get
them related to digital reference service.” Now, maybe we're not quite sure what those
are, and how they are doing it. Let's find out. The “Shazam” approach to being a digital
reference librarian isn't where it's at.

Mike This thing about—that you can just do it by doing it, I agree with that. I want to be
careful. We haven't thrown out the term “librarian,” and it sounds like a very specific
sense. There are people in the room that are doing digital reference who are not
necessarily librarians or working in libraries, and that kind of thing. We're broad enough
to that. We're using that as a model in the example, but in essence, Ask Dr. Math, and all
the other AskA services, they are part of the same community. But, I do like the idea of
somehow certifying the "Good Housekeeping Seal of Approval," the "Eisenburg —
McClure," certification of digital librarians.

Chuck Let's talk about this just a second. The problem here is that anyone can say “I'm a
digital reference librarian,” [and] then you have to wonder where the quality is. Now,
this is scary stuff, isn't it? This is kind of an unknown area, here. But one of the things
that we hear all the time is, “How do you know [when you’re] getting good service?”
Some of you say, “Well, I know if I go to this Web site, it's good stuff.” How do we
know when you're going to digital reference librarians, that you are getting good stuff? I
think we need to think about it. I'm not sure I have the answer right now.

Mike If we have consortia, and if they are sponsored, if you are part of the VRD AskA
Consortium, and you know that you are getting digital reference service through an AskA
service, the burden can't be on the end user, either. It's got to be through our libraries or
something like that, that say, “When we set up these mechanisms that our patrons are
getting answers through whatever system, that we know that has a certain quality base.”
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TECHNOLOGY CONCERNS

Chuck OK, let's go to the next one. Why can't we do a better job of exploiting the
technology that is out there, in the digital reference environment? Whether it's interactive
video, or whatever, we are not doing it.

Mike I do agree with that. What concerns me, and I know we have to set up these databases
and work on the interaction of how we route things, I've got to tell you, the future of
communication in the network environment, in the world, is not e-mail.

Chuck No?

Mike It really isn't. And, it's not voice mail, either.

© Chuck No?

Mike I think some form of real-time digital reference, and we've [been] talking about it and
doing it. How many of you are experimenting with synchronous real time reference,
through the networks? I like that, share that. Put that out there; let's hear about it.

Chuck What about real-time when you are in your library's Web site, and you can click on
“Ask A Librarian.”

Mike That's good, because a year from now it will be double or triple [the number of libraries
offering real-time digital reference]. So, that's where I think we're going. I think we need
to do it with various devices. I don't use a Palm [Pilot] anymore. I have my HP Jornada
and I have my cell phone, [and] I want digital reference help through that.

Chuck Did you ever see the movie, "Mr. Gadget?"

Mike No. (Laughter.)

Chuck Go ahead, sorry.

Mike No, it's not just a gadget. I want to see.... here, look, look (waves cell phone). It says
here right now under the Middle East Crisis, I'm reading, the news is the summit is
working out, here Clinton is talking. He appealed for Mid-East peace, and whatever.
But, I want some background on it, you know, my nephew is over there, and stuff like
that. I want to find out more about it. What I'm saying is, real time [information] through
various devices. All the technology, it's really there, and as networks and technology get
more intelligent, and they will, then we incorporate that. We do meet user's needs, as
much as possible through technological needs. As someone once said, "Any teacher that
can be replaced by technology, should be." TI'll say the same thing about librarians. Any
librarian that can be replaced by technology should be.

Chuck The rest of this that is going to be scary is...remember, a lot of these sites are 24/7.
Mike 24/7.
Chuck That's the world we're living in. And so when we say, “No, I'm sorry, we close the

library at 5:30 today.... and if you please leave a note, we'll get back to you.” [The
patron] wants to know right now. We're talking real-time, all time. Real-time is different
than all time. That's the world we live in.

SUMMARY RECCOMENDATIONS
Q
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‘Mike To leave time for questions, I'll go first, and then I'll leave it to you. I think we need to
look forward, and not backward. I think those of you that have not been involved with
digital reference, you may not want to even worry about baseline e-mail reference and all
kinds of involvement with that. You may want to jump right to some kind of live
interactive or something. I don't know, I'm not recommending that purposely. We need
to look together. We need to look at users. Who is the new user? How are users
different today than they were? And, they are different. The Web is a reality that we
need to know about. Not know about, but accept, and work it into what we do. Dave
talked about context. And that's a good word: Context. Context. Context. And, figuring
out the major questions, and the nature of users, and the nature of our services, and how
that [all figures into providing effective digital reference service]. And I would add
collaborate, collaborate, collaborate. And I don't just mean connections. I don't mean
coordinate. I don't mean linking. We need to truly collaborate, because the end user
doesn't care whether they are really getting library services from the University of
Washington Library, or the Seattle Public Library, or the Michigan Library. They want
service and information. Third thing [is to figure out] costing models and economic
impact. We can't throw up our hands and say, “Well, there is no way to do that.” What I
talked about before is not trying to live within our current means, but finding new means,
new money, to do these kinds of things because it is important stuff. The last thing I'll
say is the teaching and training role. That is because the reference question has to move
from beyond even just getting an answer to folks, but this issue of helping people to
become information problem solvers. And that doesn't mean that they become self-
service and self-users. But it means we become information consultants, and helping
people to better define their information needs, and to find ways to meet those needs.
Now, with this interview and this interaction, but also with future ones. To me, if we can
pull off some of these issues, we're somewhere.

Chuck I'm right with you. The beauty of letting Mike summarize this is that he takes
everything that I wanted to say. But I do have a couple of other things. I think that
where we've come in this discussion is kind of full circle. The truth is, and Stuart...is
Stuart [Sutton] still in here? Stuart and I were talking earlier.... I'm not sure where we
are on this wave. You know, the digital reference wave. Is the crest still building, are we
on the top of the crest, are we crashing? Now those of you that are old, like me that Joe
pointed out.... I was there when we had the online database-searching model. Oh my
God, we could get on and do online database searching. Any of you remember that?
You could walk into the library and have an interview, or fill out a form, and someone
would do a search for you. And now, that is just part of the reference process. No big
deal, right? But we want this field of digital reference to be so commonplace that it's the
norm; it's not different. It's the norm of what we do. OK, so that's point one. Point two
is this is the pillar of what we do in libraries and information services. The pillar of what
we do is meet user information needs. If we forfeit that responsibility, if we can't do that
well, what do we do? So, it's not just a matter of having service, having this in place; it's
us as information professionals that say “Put me in, coach.” This is stuffI do, and I do it
well.
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Mike And, I got to remind us, again. I think that we gave up; we lost, in one way, the access
role. The people providing access, and the tools for access today are the AltaVistas of the
world, the Yahoo!s of the world. These are the ones that are actually more responsible
for providing access to information than libraries are. That's another speech at another
conference, but I think we can recapture that. Because quality information is [the]
library. And junk is junk. Therefore, I think that the commercial services are something
we need to look at, learn from, co-opt, and do them one better. Because, you are
absolutely right. This is the center of our role. Meeting people's information needs is
what libraries and the information profession is all about.

Chuck The conclusion is: vision, commitment, do it. Just get going on this. We've
offered a couple very practical kinds of next steps that we think ought to be done, and
I've got to tell you, Mike, if I look through the program here, today and tomorrow,
unbelievably good stuff. I hope that this time next year, Dave, when we're down doing
this conference in Atlanta, or wherever, that what we can also talk about is how we move
forward from this, on some of these key issues. Thank you all very much.

AUDIENCE QUESTIONS

Mike We have about 10 or 15 minutes for questions. There are microphones all up and down
[the center aisle]. Can you introduce yourself to the audience, please?

Carol I'm Carol Hert from Syracuse University. Another threat that I see on the horizon is
sticking with the notion that digital reference as stand alone services. Every Web site has
AskA places on it, and if we continue to think about this thing, that we're a standalone
[service], we're going to miss this huge marketplace. And I go to a lot of Web site
development meetings and I really do hear them talk about the same issues that we talk
about. But they don't have people like us informing that discussion. Web sites in general
are a threat, if we continue to envision this as [being made up of] stand alone services.

Mike Very good. Thank you, Carol. Any questions or comments?

Q1 I was wondering...You seem to be making the assumption that we need to have 100 %
accuracy, as...have you guys been parents? (Laughter.) My daughter hit teenage years,
and I suddenly am never right. '

Chuck No, I don't make that assumption. And, yes, we're both parents. The reason I'm
nuts is because I have a teenage daughter. What more can I say? What I am making the
assumption of, we don't know what we do right now. You can't be better if you don't
know what you're doing right now.

Q1  Also, in the economic industry, economists agree that not one of them agrees with any
other economist too. .

Mike A 100% accuracy is not necessarily a definitive answer that is the truth. It may be a
range of ideas, that speak to an issue. But I think the other thing that Chuck mentioned
was [to] set the standard. You decide what an effective answer is. Then, you should be
meeting that 100%, whatever that might be.

Q2 I was just wondering, when we start to shift resources in the direction of digital reference,
and in providing digital services, what happens to the information poor? By that I mean
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the people that don't have home computers, don't have Internet access. We can spend
80% [of our budget] on digital services and the other 20% of our resources on providing
services in the library.

Chuck Well, I'll take a quick stab at it. First, you are exactly right. What we are in right
now is a transition period. The argument is, to what degree will the information have-
nots, however you wish to define that, [be adversely affected by digital information],
where that group will continue to be fewer and fewer, and we don't have to worry about
that? My immediate take is that we are going to be stuck in this transition environment
for a number of years in the immediate future. What we have to worry about is those
folks that don't have access, and those that have unbelievable access. So in terms of
resource allocation, this is going to be very tough.

Mike But the information-have nots may need digital reference services more than anybody.
Because those people are not the people that are walking into your libraries, frankly. 1
think that by having digital reference service to community centers, to schools, to after-
school programs, to daycare centers and senior centers, and whatever, we can better meet
those people's needs. 50% of America right now is wired to the Internet from their
homes. OK, and it will probably get to 80%, and then we'll have the other 20% to deal
with. We can make more inviting library environments, and try to get these people to
come in. But the truth is, we have to go out to where they are. And, that's community
centers, that’s recreation centers. And, therefore, how do we provide [assistance to meet
those users’ needs]? It's through digital reference.

Catherine I'm Catherine Sheldon from Seattle Public Library. This is a comment about
accuracy in answering reference questions. I'm a fanatic about telling patrons when I'm
sure, and when I'm not sure [of an answer]. And, don't we all wish that our physicians
would do that. To say I'm looking at this source now, to the best of my knowledge, the
way that I'm interpreting this now, I think it's 98% [accurate]. But you all know, and
someone already pointed out, that statistical questions are quite controversial and so we
need to be sure to tell patrons that just because you think I'm God, because I'm a librarian,
and I'm saying something authoritatively, does not mean that it is the one and only
answer. It's also important that when we do not find an answer to something quickly, and
someone says, “I only have a few minutes,” that we tell patrons the fact that I did not
find an answer now does not mean there is no information out there.

Mike Especially the point about letting people know. That's [where] guidelines [come in]. To
me, someo