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INFORMATION BITS

Electronic Consumer Health Re-
sources Workshop

June 28 & June 29, 2001, at Wilson
Library, Room S30C, U of MN.
Sponsored by Mayo Clinic Medical
Libraries, MINITEX, and MELSA.
For more information or to register go
to http://www.melsa.org.

Branch Out 2001

August 1-2, University of St. Thomas,
St. Paul.  “We are the dynamic links” is
the theme for the 9th conference de-
signed by and for library paraprofes-
sionals and support staff.  For more
information on the conference, connect
to http://www.lib.stthomas.edu/
branch01.

Digital Reference Basics

You’ve heard the term, but like other tradition-technology hybrids (personal messag-
ing systems, distance education, desktop publishing) the meaning may remain
somewhat elusive in your mind.  What is digital reference anyway?  Is it really all
that different from traditional reference service?  Who’s doing it?  How does it
compare with traditional reference offerings?  Is it over-hyped or the future of
library information service?  Why should you care?

A boiled-down definition of digital reference service always includes these two
components: it is Internet-based and designed to connect users with experts.
Experts might be subject specialists or staff with information-retrieval skills.  Users
could be the K-12 education community, the general public, or interest groups, just
to name a few.  A user might connect with a digital reference service via an email
form, live chat, video conferencing, expert system software, or some combination
of these. The service might be rendered over the course of several hours or days via
email, delivered instantly through human- or machine-mediated chat, or function as a
composite of both forms.  There are several current digital reference software
products that “push” preselected resources to a user or “escort” users through
standardized sites, but also allow for “real-time” in-depth exchanges.

What the library world refers to as virtual or digital reference is also being provided
by other public institutions.  Government, business, and industry have long had
online help desks for users.  In the last five years, many educational institutions have
created “AskA” or “Ask Us” services that connect students and educators with
skilled practitioners and researchers in fields as diverse as physics, art history, and
consumer affairs.  Services may be administered by a single institution or identify as
a consortium supported by several  institutions contributing staff, time, and funding.
(Keep reading this newsletter for descriptions of digital reference projects.)

Digital reference service has deep roots in traditional reference service. It is designed
to be timely and easily accessible (to those who have the means to connect with an
Internet-based service). It requires an interview mechanism for gathering critical
information about the user and the user’s information need.  It is most effective
when supported by a set of quality service standards, i.e., the service staff has the
appropriate knowledge, time, attitude, and incentive to provide quality information in
a timely fashion.  What is different about digital reference service, besides the
medium itself, is that now the library is just one of a myriad of online resources that
a typical searcher may encounter while looking for answers to questions.  Library-
based reference is no longer the only information-provision game in town.  As David
Lankes argues in Reference and User Services Quarterly, Summer 2000:

“…As libraries reinvent themselves from keepers of knowledge, to gateways of knowledge…the
reference librarian simply cannot do business as usual in an institution where: patrons have
increased access from home; the resources used to answer questions are no longer selected by a
library committee; and the population has come to expect instant answers.”  (353)

Of course, not every library must overhaul itself to embrace users who no longer
wish to patronize a three-dimensional service desk.  And there will always be a place
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for face-to-face reference encounters at “real” desks in
“real” buildings.  But our work world is continuously
impacted by our users’ fluid and fluctuating information
environment.  There is no going back to the days when
the library was perceived by most people as the commu-
nity hub for informal learning and information provision.
Seen in that light,  the more we know about the social
forces and technologies that drive many of the changes
we face, the better able we will be to advocate for,
advise, and please our users.

Sources for Building Digital Reference
Services

If you are considering setting up an AskUs or digital
reference service at your library, the following resources
are a great place to start!

Building and Maintaining Digital Reference
Services
http://ericit.org/digests/digiref.html

This ERIC Digest by Joann M. Wasik gives a great
overview of digital reference.  It includes basic informa-
tion on what digital reference is, what its origins are, and
its implications.   Joann then goes into some brief informa-
tion on how digital reference services work and, most
importantly, the steps to take when building and maintain-
ing digital reference services.  She stresses a six-step
process that includes informing, planning, training,
prototyping, contributing, and evaluating.  She also in-
cludes several references and further readings.

Setting Up an Ask-an-Expert Service
http://www.madsci.org/ask_expert/index.html

Mad Scientist Network administrators have an online
reference guide that outlines considerations in developing
an Ask-an-Expert service.  They touch on why to create
a service, what is required, and general and technical
considerations.  Their focus is on technical aspects with a
stress on the “Moderator package” software developed to
maintain the Mad Scientist Network.

The Virtual Reference Desk
http://www.vrd.org

The Virtual Reference Desk (VRD) is a project sponsored
by the U.S. Department of Education and dedicated to
advancing digital reference.  The VRD Web site offers
information on digital reference conferences, presentations,
publications, and more.  This site allows you to link directly
to a bibliography of digital reference resources, which is
divided by library, institution, or business type.  The AskA+
Locator is an extensive list of AskA services arranged by
subject.  You can ask an Astrobiologist, a Hurricane Hunter,
or even a Mayflower Expert.

DIG_REF

DIG_REF is a listserv dedicated to exploring the growing
area of digital reference services. It was created in 1998 by
the Virtual Reference Desk.  This listserv brings together
people who are interested in expanding their service through
digital reference or AskA services.  Participants discuss all
aspects of digital reference including information on how to
get started and new developments in the field.  DIG_REF
also has searchable archives.  For more information or to
subscribe, go to http://www.vrd.org/Dig_Ref/dig_ref.html.

AskA Starter Kit: How to Build and Maintain Digital
Reference Services by R. David Lankes & Abby S.
Kasowitz. 1998. (ISBN: 0937597473)

The AskA Starter Kit is organized into six modules, or steps,
that serve as guidelines in building and maintaining digital
reference services.  This resource is geared toward the K-
12 community although it is helpful for any type of library or
business.  The six steps were briefly mentioned above in the
ERIC Digest by Joann Wasik.  The Starter Kit goes into
great detail with each one:
• Informing: Collecting information on digital reference

and existing AskA services.
• Planning: Determining the best way to build and maintain

a service within your organization.
• Training: Developing training programs for staff and

information specialists.
• Prototyping: Create a prototype and conduct a pilot test.
• Contributing: Build partnerships to gain support and

share processes.
• Evaluating: Evaluate the AskA service and use results to

improve it.

The Starter Kit contains summaries of each step or module,
worksheets, and case studies.  If  you are planning on
building a digital reference service at your library, this
resource is a must!
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Collaborative Digital Reference Service (CDRS),
Library of Congress and OCLC
http://www.loc.gov/rr/digiref/

The mission of CDRS is to provide “professional reference
service to researchers any time, anywhere, through an
international, digital network of libraries and related institu-
tions.”  Beginning with conference sessions on digital
reference in 1998, CDRS is now in the pilot stage.  To date,
over 100 libraries and related institutions have signed on as
members, which allows them both to ask and answer
questions.  Eventually, individuals will be able to submit
questions without the local library serving as an intermedi-
ary.  Complementing the reference service, a database of
questions and answers will be built to capture and poten-
tially recycle the content of previous interactions.  Organiz-
ers are still seeking libraries of any type and size as volun-
teers, with a goal of 300 institutions by the end of this year.
To participate, a library first needs to submit a detailed
member profile.  Once registered for guest access on this
Web site (good for 15 days), you can view and complete
the necessary documents.  Completed profiles allow
questions to be routed to the most appropriate library based
on collection strengths and staff expertise.  The Web site
includes further information on how CDRS works, links to
articles about the project, and a list of current participants.
CDRS is scheduled to make a big splash at the upcoming
ALA annual conference in San Francisco.  Not going to the
conference?  Participate online Saturday, June 16, in
sessions about CDRS (register at http://www.lssi.com/
virtual/cdrs/).

Would you like to share your library’s story?  We would
love to feature it in an upcoming issue of Reference
Notes.  Just call or drop us a line.

Real-life Examples of Digital Reference
Service

Some of our readers are already offering digital reference
services – and now the rest of you are at least thinking
about the concept.  This month, we cast our net far and
wide to highlight a few current and developing services.
These examples include a service close to home, a regional
collaboration, and a service with worldwide reach.

InfoPoint, University of Minnesota Libraries
http://infopoint.lib.umn.edu/

InfoPoint currently provides digital reference service using
email, a Web form, and—on an experimental basis—chat
and Web co-browsing software.  The primary audience is
current students, faculty, and staff of the Twin Cities
campus, although questions requiring unique resources of
the University Libraries are also answered.  InfoPoint’s
service goals include supporting the information needs of
the campus community while also educating “users in the
best methods to retrieve information and acquire know-
ledge.”  Submission and response guidelines tell users how
the service works and what to expect.  InfoPoint also
provides significant self-help with pointers to the Libraries’
Frequently Asked Questions database, Research QuickStart
and Research QuickStudy guides, and the librarians avail-
able at more than 30 reference units on campus.  Don’t be
surprised if a patron walks in with an InfoPoint reply in
hand – MINITEX Reference fields InfoPoint questions
from non-U of M users, often referring them to the re-
sources and librarians at their local public libraries.

Ready for Reference, Alliance Library System (IL)
http://www.rsa.lib.il.us/ready/

A pilot service of eight academic libraries, Ready for
Reference relies on collaboration to provide 24x7 live
reference service.  Reference staffs from participating
libraries are the primary service providers, and other time
slots are covered by reference staff from LSSI (the
software provider).  This Web site serves dual purposes,
offering both an access point for patrons and detailed
information about the project.  Under “guidelines,” you’ll
find standards for service including scheduling, length of
transactions, resources, training, evaluation, and satisfac-
tion.  Perhaps more interesting is the preliminary report by
Bernie Sloan, the project evaluator, which is available at
http://www.lis.uiuc.edu/~b-sloan/ready4ref.htm.  This
includes data on sessions by time, day, and institution – a
great example of the traffic on a new, live service.
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REQUEST FOR ASSISTANCE

Occasionally, MINITEX Reference Services receives a request for a poem, quotation,
picture, story, or something that cannot be found by checking standard sources.  The
Reference staff would like to appeal to the collective memory of MINITEX participants
for assistance.  Please forward any leads on the following questions to Reference
Services at: 612-624-4150 or 800-462-5348.  Here is what we are looking for:

We are looking for the origin of making a snowman (either the history of the
snowman or the first time it was written about in literature). 910

MINITEX Library Information Network
University of Minnesota
15 Andersen Library
222 21st Avenue South
Minneapolis, MN  55455-0439



about Reference Notes?
What do you think

fantastic web sites

topics you would like addressed

spotlight on your
reference library

great reference books

We would like to know what you would like to see in upcoming Reference Notes.
Please either call us at 800-462-5348, send us an e-mail (see page 2 for addresses),

or fill in your comments below and mail this form to MINITEX Reference.

Terrific web sites, reference books, and other sources you use:

Comments / Suggestions:

Name: (optional)____________________________________________________________________

Library: (optional)_________________________________  Phone: (optional) _________________________



Reference Services
MINITEX  Library Information Network
University of Minnesota
S-33 Wilson Library
309 19th Avenue South
Minneapolis, MN  55455-0414



1999 EVENTS CALENDAR

Special Library Association will be holding their annual conference at the
Minneapolis Convention Center.  Please see their web site for more information:
www.sla.org/conf/99conf/index.shtml

June 5-10

Academic Library Advocacy Day at St. John's University in Collegeville, MNJune 16

National Literacy Day  Contact: Focus on Literacy, Inc., P.O. Box 504, Laurel
Springs, NJ 08021

July 2, 1999


