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Digital Reference in the Information Society

   Beginnings in the early 1980s: 
   E-Mail-Reference, FAQs

   Changing Information Culture /
   Changed User Behaviour 

   Commercial Rivals: 
   Google Answers, Lycos IQ etc.

   Advantages of Digital Reference: 
   Providing the Information Required

Digital Reference = Subject-Oriented Service
Search Engines   = Object-Oriented Service
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Digital Reference: Definition (1)

Digital Reference

•  provides Reference Services, involving 
   collaboration between Library User and 
   Librarian, in a Computer-based Medium. 
    
•  can utilize various Media, including 
   E-mail, Web forms, Chat, Video, Web Contact 
   Center Software, Voice over Internet Protocol 
   (VoIP), etc. 

[Bernie Sloan 2002] 
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Digital Reference: Different Forms (1)

     

VideoConferencing

VoIP

Extended ChatChatterbot/FAQ

Instant MessagingWeb Form

Simple ChatE-Mail

SynchronousAsynchronous

Digital Reference
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Digital Reference: Different Forms (2)

 E-Mail
 Web Form
 Chatterbot/FAQ
 Simple Chat
 Instant Messaging
 Extended Chat
 VoIP
 VideoConferencing
 Web Contact Center
 Collaborative 

Reference

 Pro:
 Easy to implement
 Improves Accessability
 Files can be attached
 Answers can be stored and indexed 

(Knowledge Base)
 Contra:
 Unstructured 
 Reference Interview 

nearly impossible
 Loss of any non-verbal 

Communication

 Useful for simple Factual Questions
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Digital Reference: Different Forms (3)

 E-Mail
 Web Form
 Chatterbot/FAQ
 Simple Chat
 Instant Messaging
 Extended Chat
 VoIP
 VideoConferencing
 Web Contact Center
 Collaborative 

Reference

 Pro:
 Structured
 More detailed information
 Files can be attached
 Answers can be stored and indexed 

(Knowledge Base)
 Contra:
 Reference Interview limited 
 Loss of any non-verbal 

Communication

 Useful for simple Factual Questions
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Digital Reference: Different Forms (4)

 E-Mail
 Web Form
 Chatterbot/FAQ
 Simple Chat
 Instant Messaging
 Extended Chat
 VoIP
 VideoConferencing
 Web Contact Center
 Collaborative 

Reference

 Pro:
 Interactive Database of Prepared Answers
 Simulates Chat using Artificial Characters
 Contra:
 No Human Assisted Answer 
 Restricted Potential 

 Useful only for Directional Questions
 or Frequently Asked Questions
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Digital Reference: Different Forms (5)

 E-Mail
 Web Form
 Chatterbot/FAQ
 Simple Chat
 Instant Messaging
 Extended Chat
 VoIP
 VideoConferencing
 Web Contact Center
 Collaborative 

Reference

 Pro:
 Synchronous
 Allows Reference Interview
 Whole Dialog can be Stored
 Contra:
 No non-verbal Communication 
 Messages have to be Typed 
 Textual Information only
 Special Jargon
 
 Cannot fulfil all expectations
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Digital Reference: Different Forms (6)

 E-Mail
 Web Form
 Chatterbot/FAQ
 Simple Chat
 Instant Messaging
 Extended Chat
 VoIP
 VideoConferencing
 Web Contact Center
 Collaborative 

Reference

 Pro:
 Synchronous
 Buddy Lists
 Very Popular
 Contra:
 Users have to Install Client Software
 Suppliers finance through Advertising
 Library and Users have to use the same 
 Software
 
 Same Potential as simple Chat
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Digital Reference: Different Forms (7)

 E-Mail
 Web Form
 Chatterbot/FAQ
 Simple Chat
 Instant Messaging
 Extended Chat
 VoIP
 VideoConferencing
 Web Contact Center
 Collaborative 

Reference

 Pro:
 Synchronous
 Additonal Features
 Page Pushing; Escorting; Co-Browsing
 Potential for teaching Information Literacy
 Contra:
 No non-verbal Communication 
 Messages have to be Typed 
 Textual Information only
 Special Jargon
 
 Key Role in the context of 
 Digital Reference 
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Digital Reference: Different Forms (8)

 E-Mail
 Web Form
 Chatterbot/FAQ
 Simple Chat
 Instant Messaging
 Extended Chat
 VoIP
 VideoConferencing
 Web Contact Center
 Collaborative 

Reference

 VoIP - Pro:
 Synchronous
 Could supersede Chat 
 VoIP - Contra:
 Additonal Hardware needed (Microphone)
 Difficult to store 
 
VideoConferencing:
 Until now: no generell acceptence 
 in the community
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Digital Reference: Different Forms (9)

 E-Mail
 Web Form
 Chatterbot/FAQ
 Simple Chat
 Instant Messaging
 Extended Chat
 VoIP
 VideoConferencing
 Web Contact Center
 Collaborative 

Reference

 Pro:
 Offer a Variety of Featrues
 Interactive Collaboration
 Monitoring
 Cooperative Answering
 Adminstration
 Statistics 
 Contra:
 Software Fees 
 

QuestionPoint 
as an Example

for 
Web Contact 

Center Software
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Digital Reference: Different Forms (10)

 E-Mail
 Web Form
 Chatterbot/FAQ
 Simple Chat
 Instant Messaging
 Extended Chat
 VoIP
 VideoConferencing
 Web Contact Center
 Collaborative 

Reference

 Pro:
 Raises level of Quality
 Broadens the Range of Subjects
 Enables Sharing of Workload and Shifts

 Contra:
 Need of Standardization (Pro?)
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Digital Reference: Quality Criteria (1)

 Organisation
 Efficiency
 Breadth/Extend of

the Service
 Communication Process
 Quality of Answers
 Usage of the Service
 Methods of Evaluation

oAvailability
o Variants of Digital Reference
o Software
o Staff Qualifications
o Turnaround Times
o Free Access, 
   Targeted User Groups
o Policy
o Privacy
o Publicity
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Digital Reference: Quality Criteria (2)

 Organisation
 Efficiency
 Breadth/Extend of

the Service
 Communication Process
 Quality of Answers
 Usage of the Service
 Methods of Evaluation

oDuration of an Individual 
   Reference Process
o Staff Resources for each 
   Reference Process
o Costs of Software Licence
o Resources for Technical 
   Servicing
o Overall Costs for each 
   Reference Process
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Digital Reference: Quality Criteria (3)

 Organisation
 Efficiency
 Breadth/Extend of

the Service
 Communication Process
 Quality of Answers
 Usage of the Service
 Methods of Evaluation

o Types of Questions Allowed
o Style and Scope of Answers
o Knowledge Base
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Digital Reference: Quality Criteria (4)

 Organisation
 Efficiency
 Breadth/Extend of

the Service
 Communication Process
 Quality of Answers
 Usage of the Service
 Methods of Evaluation

o Polite Language
o Automtically Generated 
   Acknowlegdements of 
   Questions Received
o Personal Identification of the
   Reference Librarian
o Role and Breadth of the 
   Reference Interview
o Description of the Information
   Finding Process
o Follow-up Regarding User 
   Satisfaction
o Questions about further 
   Information Needs
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Digital Reference: Quality Criteria (5)

 Organisation
 Efficiency
 Breadth/Extend of

the Service
 Communication Process
 Quality of Answers
 Usage of the Service
 Methods of Evaluation

o Quality in Comparison with 
   Conventional Reference Service
o Use of Quality Information 
   Sources
o Full References for Sources 
   quoted 
o Accurate and Complete 
   Answers
o Adequate and Neutral Answers
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Digital Reference: Quality Criteria (6)

 Organisation
 Efficiency
 Breadth/Extend of

the Service
 Communication Process
 Quality of Answers
 Usage of the Service
 Methods of Evaluation

o Number of Queries received
o Number of Queries answered
o Number of Queries not 
   answered
o Ratio between Digital and 
   Conventional Reference 
   Services in the Library
o Saturation Rate: Ratio between 
   Digital Reference Users and 
   Overall Library Users
o User Return Rate
o Usage Frequency: Ranked by 
   Time of the Day, Day of the 
   Week, Month
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Digital Reference: Quality Criteria (7)

 Organisation
 Efficiency
 Breadth/Extend of

the Service
 Communication Process
 Quality of Answers
 Usage of the Service
 Methods of Evaluation

o Request for User Feedback 
   immediately following the 
   Reference Process
o User Survey via Email, Phone 
   etc. at a later Stage
o Quality Controll via Peer 
   Review and Peer Monitoring
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Digital Reference: Summary

To Do:

Development of differentiated Catalogues 
of Quality Criteria relating to

o  Different Forms Digital Reference 
o  Collaborative Digital Reference
o  Different Types of Questions 
o  Particular Target Groups
o  Different Library Type
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Thank you very much
for your Time and Patience!

Contact:
hermann.roesch@fh-koeln.de


