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The Wisconsin Experience of Virtual Reference Service and the Migration of Reference Traffic
Patrons of public and academic libraries in Wisconsin and across the country are asking fewer reference questions in person and by telephone. Library directors, boards and staff members are challenged to understand the factors contributing to the decline of traditional reference traffic and to position their human, financial and technical resources to best address the evolving information needs of their patrons. There is a general consensus in the professional community that patron’s information needs have not diminished, but that patrons more frequently do their own research rather than consulting with library reference staff either in person or on the phone.
The rise of the Internet and the increasing availability of computers in patron’s homes and public libraries, and the proliferation of online sources licensed by public libraries are obvious factors contributing to the decline of reference traffic. Patrons of all ages are using online sources licensed by their libraries and web sites of sometimes questionable reliability. Students routinely begin their research in Google and Wikipedia, high school and college students are beginning to embrace Google Books and Google Scholar, and some use social networking sites to gather information.
Statistics on reference service in Wisconsin demonstrate the migration of reference patrons. The number of reference transactions recorded in Wisconsin Public Library Service Data gathered from all library systems in Wisconsin has declined since 2002.  In contrast, use of the Wisconsin AskAway service has shown good, if sometimes erratic growth since 2002.  The statistics on AskAway Reference Transactions show below include Wisconsin libraries and systems participating in AskAway except the South Central Library System.
	Year
	Reference Transactions from Wisconsin Library Service Data
	% Change
	AskAway  Reference Transactions
	% Change

	2007
	NA
	
	24,071
	71

	2006
	4,670.201
	-9.7
	14,084
	241.5

	2005
	5,169,795
	-1.7
	4,123
	-41.5

	2004
	5,260,932
	6.5
	7,053
	10.5

	2003
	4,940,228
	-2.9
	6,384
	661

	2002
	5.046,242
	-2
	839
	


The Reference Transactions shown above should include the use of other online reference services in the state, including the LaCrosse Public Library Meebo instant messaging service and the online reference services offered at some universities and colleges. But because those other online reference services are not broken out in the annual reports submitted by libraries their growth cannot be compared to that of reference service overall, or to the AskAway service.   The total number of questions handled through AskAway is still very small compared to overall reference traffic, but the growth pattern suggests that online reference will increase as more patrons seek information on the web instead of calling or stopping by their library’s reference desk. 

Failure to respond to the migration of patrons may result in weakened political, popular and financial support for public and academic libraries. Recognizing and addressing this change in patron behavior can present an opportunity to creatively engage patrons in new ways and support their need to develop greater information literacy.  The AskAway statewide virtual reference service, and the instant message and chat services hosted by public and academic libraries represent one creative response to the migration of traditional reference patrons.
Responses in the Professional Community
Many libraries have deemphasized reference services and reduced reference staff in response to the declining demand for traditional reference service.  Library personnel, including reference librarians, are spending more time monitoring and trouble-shooting public access computers.  The interactions that occur at the public access computers may actually incorporate elements of traditional reference service, with patrons asking for assistance assessing websites or requesting help finding information sources, but anecdotal evidence suggest that those interactions are not systematically recorded as reference transactions in library statistics. 
Many leaders in the library and education communities believe it is appropriate for libraries to continue to serve the evolving reference and information needs of the public.  Libraries have had to adapt to other changes in patron behavior, including the increasing demand of patrons for information delivered in non-print format and information delivered online.  The changes in information seeking behavior can be seen as another evolution in patron expectations that creative library professionals will address. 
The Information and Communications Technology (ICT) Literacy framework developed by the Partnership for 21st Century Skills encompasses Information and Communications Skills, including Information and Media Literacy Skills, defined as “analyzing, accessing, managing, integrating, evaluating and creating information in a variety of forms and media and understanding the role of media in society.”  Deft implementation of virtual reference is one strategy for building information and media literacy skills.

The National School Board Association published the findings of the “Creating and Connecting” study of nine-to seventeen-year-olds, parents, and school district leaders responsible for Internet policy in July, 2007.  It found that children in the age groups surveyed spend about 9 hours a week on social networking services and websites. Ninety six percent of students with online access report they have used social networking technologies, like chat, text messaging, blogging and visiting communities including Facebook, MySpace, Webkins and Nick,com.  Almost 60% of students who use social networking talk about education online, and more than 50% talk about schoolwork. 

In “Is the Web Reference’s Future?”, Library Journal, May 1, 2007, Jerry Campbell, president, Claremont School of Theology asserts that the tendency of some libraries to resist change has exacerbated the problem.  He says, “The kind of revolution we’re in is not over.  We could’ve created a Google,… if we had the will and the foresight.” The librarians at The University of California, Merced now walk the stacks armed with internet-enabled cell phones so they can assist students where they are, literally, rather than waiting for the students to approach them.

In “Retail Reference or Not? Where are we Headed”,  Reference & User Services Quarterly,  Volume 46, Issue 4, Diana D. Shanrock, former President of the American Library Association’s Reference and User’s Services Association encourages librarians to adapt to the changes in patron behavior.  “Every time I address or teach a class at any level I start by affirming what they already know – Google is the first stop on almost any research project’s information shopping list.” She continues, “The questions are getting harder because users have, to some extent, taken our advice – they started the fishing trip without us and did not catch what they needed; now they expect us to suggest the appropriate lure they need to attract the right information.”
The migration of a growing group of younger patrons away from reference desks poses an opportunity to provide innovative reference service and information literacy training. Failure to accept the challenge of meeting these patrons where they now seek information may threaten the political, popular, and financial support for public and school libraries.  Embracing virtual reference is an essential component in the development of information literacy in Wisconsin, and arguably an inevitable evolution in the appropriate delivery of information services to library patrons. 
Description of the Wisconsin AskAway Service
The AskAway service currently acts as the statewide virtual reference service, augmented by a variety of online services offered by public and academic libraries.  It provides all Wisconsin residents with 24/7 online reference service using OCLC’s global QuestionPoint 24/7 Reference Services consortium. The AskAway and QuestionPoint names are used interchangeably in this issue paper. It is staffed by a 24/7 Reference Cooperative of librarians both in Wisconsin and around the world supplemented by paid staff.  

The service allows residents to submit questions via email or in a chat session at any time, night or day, making it possible for them to receive reference and information service during hours when their library may not be open, and local instant message reference services may not be staffed. Residents in areas where libraries do not offer strong reference services may particularly benefit from the service.
Email questions are delivered to the patron’s library and responses are generally posted within 48 hours.  Chat sessions can be picked up by any librarian nationwide who is logged on and staffing the chat.  After the chat has ended the transcript is available to the patron and their library for quality control review.  Quality issue reports are shared with the chat librarian’s QuestionPoint administrator, WiLS and the Reference and Loan Library.  WiLS and Reference and Loan follow up with libraries to recommend further librarian training as needed.  

The Consortium allows librarians handling email or chat questions to refer them to experts in organizations including the State Law Library, UW-Madison Ebbling Library, and The Department of Public Instruction. The service hosts a global knowledgebase containing question and answer pairs contributed by participating librarians from the entire global consortium.  

The service doesn’t systematically gather demographic data on patrons, but the patron’s age or school level is often disclosed in the email or chat thread.  A majority of chat questions are submitted by patrons who report that they are students in primary, secondary, undergraduate or graduate classes. Some demographics are available for other states with statewide virtual reference service, and they also show that students, particularly those in K-12, comprise up to half of chat service users. Email patrons tend to be older, and include adults seeking information related to their careers and hobbies, including genealogy, literature, antiques and collectibles, and identification and repair of vehicles and equipment.

Current AskAway Participation in Wisconsin

Statewide service began in 2006, but most new libraries were not active until after April or May, 2006.
Any library in Wisconsin is eligible to be a member of the consortium.  Public libraries can participate individually or through their Public Library System. In 2007, twenty nine library organizations were paying consortium members, and seventeen of them contribute to staffing chat. Libraries and systems that are Consortium Members or paying entities can designate staff to participate directly in the “chat” service, can receive and respond to “email” requests using the software, can review transcripts and provide follow-up responses to local users, and view statistics on activity of their patrons and librarians.  Consortium participants are libraries that are part of Public Library System that is a consortium member. 

The Wisconsin consortium currently provides a total of 56 hours of coverage each week, exceeding the 35 national hours it is required to provide each week. Currently libraries are not required to provide chat staff although each Consortium member is encouraged to do so.  It is recommended that each library that does choose to cover “chat” should commit to two two-hour sessions per week. 

Libraries that are not paying members of the Consortium and not part of a Public Library System that is a Consortium member may currently put the Consortium logo on their website to link to the statewide AskAway page so that their patrons can access the virtual reference chat service.  The decision to limit patrons of non-member libraries to chat service was made at the state level.

Public primary and secondary school libraries and media centers can post a link to AskAway on their website. There has not been significant outreach or marketing to the school community though primary and secondary students comprise a considerable portion of the patron base, particularly for the chat service. The Illinois AskAway consortium has been actively marketing to schools and the Wisconsin AskAway public relations team will be reviewing the success of their campaign. Special libraries in Wisconsin do not currently participate in AskAway.
Libraries and librarians that contribute staff time to virtual reference are the most effective advocates for the service, and increased participation in staffing the service would contribute to its vitality and visibility in the communities it serves.  Wisconsin is currently one of only twelve states nationwide that have statewide access to QuestionPoint.  Another 31 states have QuestionPoint available to limited areas.  Only seven states have no QuestionPoint presence.  
Some systems may be discontinuing their paid participation in AskAway for a variety of reasons including lack of support by member libraries and financial constraints.  In the face of declining participation, decisions will need to be made about the best ways to fund and staff the state-wide virtual reference service.  The Reference and Loan Library currently responds to requests by patrons of the two systems that aren’t paying participants.  It could assume responsibility for additional systems should they choose to discontinue paying for and staffing the service, though the manpower ramifications would need to be addressed.  The funding model for the service may need to be modified to accommodate any additional changes in financial participation.
The chart below shows the breakout of membership by library type.  The number of chat hours staffed per week is shown after the name of the organization.
	Public Library Systems

	Arrowhead
	Eastern Shores
	Indianhead
	Kenosha (2)
	Lakeshores (2)

	Manitowoc-Calumet
	Mid-Wisconsin
	Milwaukee (6)
	Nicolet
	Northern Waters

	Outagamie-Waupaca (4)
	South Central (10)
	Southwest
	Waukesha (2)
	Winnefox (5)

	The Technical Colleges (Chippewa Valley Technical College, Fox Valley Technical College, WI Indianhead Technical College, Moraine Park Technical College and Northeast Technical College) contribute 4 hours of chat coverage per week as a group.    Responsibility for covering the chat rotates among the colleges on a semester basis.

	University of Wisconsin campuses

	UW-Milwaukee (3)
	UW-Oshkosh (4)
	UW-Whitewater (2)

	Private Colleges

	Carthage
	Edgewood (4)
	St Norbert
	Viterbo

	Statewide Service Organizations

	Reference and Loan Library (8)
	WiLS 


Consortium Support & Training
WiLS manages the Consortium and is responsible for training, service software support, and resolving coverage and quality control issues. Since 2006 the Reference and Loan Library and WiLS has coordinated monthly meetings to facilitate best practices for delivering reference service and marketing AskAway.  Beginning in 2007, Illinois and Wisconsin began to alternate leadership of the monthly meetings to facilitate sharing of best practices in service delivery and marketing.
The Reference and Loan Library is responsible for support of the reference service through coordination of practitioner discussions, arrangements with specialized resource providers, reference librarian training as appropriate, and participation in publicity planning.  Reference and Loan is an active participant in the AskAway Public Relations committee, and the Reference and Loan Reference team respond to chat and email questions, and work with participating libraries to resolve complex reference questions and to update their library’s policy pages.
Statistics
	
	Chat

	Web forms
	
Total  Questions

	2006
	6,102
	7,982
	14,084

	2007
	8,100
	15,971
	24,071

	Past 90 days (1/1/08 – 1/31/08)
	3,398
	5,286
	8,684


Funding & Finance for the Future
The collaborative process provides a bargain opportunity to expand reference service in all parts of the state.  The annual license for the service includes (1) software (with Chat, email, Knowledge Base, reports etc), (2) service unit profiles (descriptive information, including hours and services, about individual participating libraries), and (3) cooperative coverage (the librarians handling reference requests 24x7, including some actually employed by OCLC).  In addition to the license cost, paid to OCLC, there are other consortium expenses.  This includes WiLS staff doing training and support, travel and online meetings, and marketing expenses.

LSTA funding for this project will be provided through 2008.  For 2007, libraries pay $850 and public library systems pay $1,700 for use of the chat and email software and towards other program expenses.  

Cost Overview
	
	
	
	Annual Cost
	
	

	
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009
	2010

	24/7 Program
	$66,000
	  $66,000

	  $69,300
	  $72,765
	  $76,403

	LSTA Funds
	$66,000

	  $70,100

	  $69,300
	    ?

	?

	Total Budget
	
	 $116,000
	$121,800
	$127,900
	$134,300


Issues and Recommendations
Issues:

1. Issue:  Should virtual reference remain a statewide service?  What is the most sustainable long term method for funding and staffing this service?  (Staffing models need to account for QuestionPoint’s requirement that the Wisconsin consortium contribute at least 35 hours per week of chat coverage. Funding models need to account for the fact that the LSTA funding currently makes it possible to reduce the fees libraries are charged to participate.)
Options:

State supported with non-mandatory staffing requirements for all libraries. All library systems and libraries posting the link to AskAway should contribute staff hours to chat, email, best practices and public relations activities.
Fee-based with mandatory staffing requirements for all libraries.  

Combination of state-supported and fee-based with participating libraries encouraged to staff chat, email, best practices and pubic relations activities. 
Recommendations: 
State supported with non-mandatory staffing requirements.  Additional staff time may need to be committed by Reference and Loan. 
2. Issue: What can or should be done to overcome the reticence to devote staff time and salaries?
Options:

Study and identify the reasons that more libraries are willing to become paying participants than are willing to devote staff to chat coverage. Once the reasons are identified, work with libraries, LITAC, and other organizations in the state to develop viable outcomes.

Demonstrate to board members, directors and librarians that their patrons need, and are using reference and information services that are available 24/7 on a local, regional, national, and international basis  (The current and past activity of AskAway patrons suggests this is true)

Investigating the possibility of allowing some chat participants to pick up only questions from their primary queue (public or academic).  This option would have ramifications for cost under the current fee structure.
Recommendations:

Study and identify the reasons that more libraries are willing to become paying participants than are willing to devote staff to chat coverage. Once the reasons are identified, work with libraries, LITAC, other organizations in the state to develop viable outcomes that may require changing the fee structure and service model.

3. Issue: How can/should we address the changes in patron behavior that result in migration of reference questions away from traditional library channels (in person, by phone) toward new channels based within and outside of libraries  (online chat, instant messaging, web-based “answer sites” and social networking sites)?
Options:

Study the strategies being successfully implemented in other states, possibly survey users of all ages and demographics, and test some new strategies.

Pursue strategies to attract and serve the growing younger demographic that are migrating to use of other “reference-like” web services staffed largely by non-libraries, and in some cases, non-experts

Focus on building use among existing patron base through marketing, education, and outreach in the schools and community at large.
Focus on attracting more potential users in key groups like the students at all levels, business community, home-schoolers, shut-ins, and the visually-impaired.

Urge QuestionPoint to partner with Yahoo, Google, and other web-based answer sites and/or social networking sites to increase the visibility of AskAway.

Recommendations:

Focus on attracting more potential users in key groups like the students at all levels, business community, home-schoolers, shut-ins, and the visually-impaired. Urge QuestionPoint to partner with Yahoo, Google, and other web-based answer sites and/or social networking sites to increase the visibility of AskAway.

4. Issue: What other technologies are Wisconsin libraries and systems adopting to provide virtual reference service to their patrons and how can the range of different services be coordinated to ensure the most robust patron service possible on a state-wide basis?
Options:

Investigate other technologies being adopted by libraries and systems in Wisconsin.

Gain an understanding of what libraries and systems like about them and how they compare to AskAway in terms of features, functions, cost, learning curve, and staffing requirements.
Consider how the preferences of libraries using other technologies may be accommodated.

Recommendations:

Investigate virtual reference technologies other than AskAway being used Wisconsin to determine how they can compliment AskAway.

5. Issue: How can virtual reference be positioned better with primary and secondary schools to help enhance information literacy in Wisconsin?

Options:

Raise awareness of the AskAway service in the educational community (public and private schools and the home schooling community) through marketing and training.

Research how other states are positioning virtual reference service and approaching information literacy.

Investigate options for schools to participate by adding the AskAway logo to their school library and media center websites and other means.

Reach out to parents to inform and educate them.

Recommendations:

All of these steps should be taken to improve the access to virtual reference services for school children in Wisconsin.
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