Virtual Reference: Are we making a difference?
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Slide 1: Introduction

Back in the summer of 2001 Leddy Library at the University of Windsor determined that we would attempt a virtual reference service.  During that summer we trained several employees and tested the system.  We did answer the occasional real question but it was not until the fall of 2001 that we began offering Chat with a Librarian in a serious way.  The software we choose was HumanClick partially because of cost and it was readily available with a minimum of set-up. 

Slide 2:
We determined that we would treat VR clients similarly telephone clients.  There have been concerns expressed in the literature about the ability to co-browse with clients.  It has not been one of our concerns.  An examination of the chat dialogues that have happened over the last five years shows that there are very few times those co-browse capabilities would be used.  In these cases the client in question is not following the chat well or does not understand the principle.  In these cases we ask the person to come to the reference desk for assistance.  They tend to be clients that need to be handheld.

For the most part we send them the link to where we want them to go and wait to see what happens to the client.  In the case of the non-university community, we ask them to come to the library to gain access to our virtual library.

The data I will present and discuss in this paper were collected from September 2001 to August 2006.  Over the period in question there has been a steady increase in the number of questions.

Slide 3: shows the yearly data over the 5 years.  

As you can see there has been an increase in questions every year since we began.  The growth in the service has been substantial while the numbers at the Reference desks in the library have gone down.  Because our chat with a librarian is on many of the libraries webpages students, staff and faculty and those beyond the library can find us without much difficulty.  
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Numbers for evening weekends and email.
2001/2  numbers were not kept

2002/3 - 788

2003/4 - 831

2004/5 - 869

.2005/6 - 845

It is interesting to observe that there are still a few people who click on the Chat with a Librarian button just to see if we are really going to answer.  I have not been able to get accurate numbers on how many of these there are, but it is normally several per month.  Over the time that we have offered HC we have made some major modifications to our webpages to either improve or clarify policy around the service.  We began by offering the service from 9-5 Monday to Friday only.  As of September 2005 we began offering the service Monday-Thursday during the term until 8 pm. and Fridays only 9-5.  During the summer session the service is offered only 9-5 Monday-Friday.
We have approximately 10 people capable of offering VR on any given day.  Depending on their scheduling and availability 1 or more people can be available to answer questions.  One of our major reasons for choosing HC was that more than one person can interact at the same time.  Once a chat is initiated the client is engaged with only one staff member.  

The software allows for more than one chat at a time and these can be between one staff or multiple chats with multiple staff.
Slide 5: Structure of chats on HumanClick

We have not gone to a formal scheduling of staff other than at lunch times during the summer sessions.  Because the software is not limited in the number of simultaneous interactions or the number of people providing service we have taken a relaxed approach to the provision of VR.  Any machines that is set-up for the delivery of HC allows for the person to determine whether or not they are available to the service.  Technically there is normally at least one person available to answer virtual reference questions throughout the day.
One of the best features of HC has been that when no one is available to answer a question it will automatically let the client ask their question in an email, which is normally answered the next business day.  This feature has proven invaluable especially when there are problems with access to our virtual services at night or on weekends.  A large proportion of these questions in the evenings were about closing hours rather than true reference.  With a restructuring of our webpage to put the hour’s information in a more prominent place these questions have been greatly reduced.  The number of questions evenings and weekends has never been overwhelming.  
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Part of the decrease in email demand between 2003-04 and 2005-06 was the extension of service hours into the evenings Monday-Thursday.  There was little difference in the number of VR email questions between those years which would indicate that we are answering much of the demand.  One thing that did change over this time was that when we restructured our webpages in 2002/20003 we moved our email reference button to a better location for those who do not use Humanclick, with this move we did get an increase in the number of questions but not a large increase.
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A comparison of the demand for VR by length of over the time period indicates that there appears to be a similar pattern over time in the length of virtual interaction.    The majority of questions are answered in under 10 minutes regardless of the year.
As well the pattern of question times shows a trend to get more questions in the afternoon than the morning.  For example I examined the distribution from Sept. to Dec.  finding that  66% of the questions were in the afternoon with 34% in the morning.
Table of VR interaction times over the 5 years.

As you can see the trend is to keep the sessions limited.  We do not in a pre-mediated way tell the users that they can only ask brief questions on VR.
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Analysis of distribution over the day for June4-8, 2001 to Feb 4-8, 2002

Sample chat slides 15-18

Slides 19-20 Types of questions asked by VR users

Slide 21 Conclusions

We will continue to offer VR services, with a look to developing a more detailed marketing plan.  We will plan to do an evaluation of the service over the next year.  There will be scheduling of staff over parts of the day that are difficult to cover.  With the hiring of a new Library assistant to cover Sunday to Thursday until at least 10 pm, we will be able to expand the service into those hours.

Slide 21 Questions

Looking at the literature:

Over the past 5 years there has been a proliferation of articles on virtual reference.  Many of the articles are on ensuring that we are doing it right, setting up procedures and evaluating what is happening.  To be honest we at the U of Windsor have not been overly concerned with developing the prefect service but more worried about ensuring that it is a flexible service.

What do you think?  What are your perceptions about what should be in place before you begin?

An American university                                                     was concerned about the fact that they could not provide access to licensed databases through their VR service.  At the U of Windsor we have taken the position that the service is available to anyone whether affiliated with the institution or not.  In the case of someone attempting to access licensed materials from off-campus without a university login: we explain the rules and why it is not possible.  We do try to prepare them to search the database in the library.
What has always proved to be interesting is the assumption by many that they can contact us in the library to get access to anyone affiliated with the university.  It is true that we try to help them, but we will redirect them to the appropriate person or service.   My favourite is someone in another country, India for example that is not affiliated with us that wonders about a service in Toronto.  I am not certain how they found us nor why they are asking us but we always attempt to provide the best possible answer.

Another article on VR talked about all the set-up you must go through in order to provide a service.   At Windsor we made a very conscious decision not to do too much in the initial training.  We shadow an individual that is already doing humanclick after a few sessions the person beings the service on their machine, because we can review and evaluate the chats either at the time or afterward.  We will discuss better methods or more appropriate resources for the next chat session. 

Overall I would say that Humanclick is a growing success at the U of Windsor.  Because of our service Student Services determined that they would offer a similar type service.  

We enjoy the software that we use and like the flexibility that it provides.

