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Purpose

Create a cooperative network for libraries 
to more easily contribute and participate in 
an online reference service for the benefit 

of its communities.



About

An online service for information and research help 
available to Minnesota residents and students 24 
hours a day, 7 days a week

The service is staffed by experienced librarians 
from Minnesota and QuestionPoint’s 24/7 National 
Reference Cooperative



Participating Libraries

Academic Libraries
College of St. Catherine *
Joint Libraries of the College of 
St. Benedict/St. John’s 
University *
Macalester College’s DeWitt 
Wallace Library
Minnesota State University –
Mankato *
St. Cloud State University *
University of Minnesota –
Duluth *
University of Minnesota – Twin 
Cities
University of St. Thomas

Public Libraries
Dakota County Library
Hennepin County Library System 
– Suburban *
Hennepin County Library System 
– Minneapolis *
Lake Agassiz Regional Library
Rochester Public Library *
St. Paul Public Library
Washington County Library 

* Founding Member



Staffing

Currently, over 60 librarians from all participating 
libraries staff AskMN

Each staff member is scheduled a 1 – 1 ½ hour shift 
per week (on average)

Off hours handled by QuestionPoint’s 24/7 
National Reference Cooperative



What Librarians have to say

“It is an exciting service to be able to offer our customers.” –
Hennepin County Library

“Here is an example (referring to a transcript) of what I see 
as a beneficial aspect of the weekend/extended evening 
coverage. Our patron successfully served by another 
librarian.” – Minnesota State University – Mankato 

“The co-op and contract librarians have done a good job 
answering our users‘ questions… We've been impressed 
with the quality of service provided by our partners around 
the state and in OCLC's cooperative.” – UM Twin Cities



What Patrons have to say

“While we were not able to locate the info, the 
experience was very worthwhile and I will certainly use 
it again. Glad you're open 24/7. I think that is 
definately one of your best features!”
“wow that was fast - thank you!”
“Very quick, friendly service.”
“It was a tough question, but the librarian was very 
nice. This is a great program!”
“[The Librarian] was great and very prompt with her 
answers and navigating the internet! I'm so happy 
about this Chat option and will definitely use it again         
in the future!”



Patron feedback, cont’d.

“[The Librarian] from Univ of Hawaii was extremely helpful and 
very friendly. I will definately use this again. It's 11:15 pm on a 
Thursday night and I feel too stupid to go ask someone face to face. 
I have triplets and can't go to the library at night, so this was 
awesome. I don't know much about libraries and I'm a grad student. 
That is rather embarrassing. Thanks!”

“This service is very helpful, especially for non-trad students who do 
not live on campus. Thank you!”

“This resource saved my life!! I was super anxious and feel much 
more confident that I will be able to access the information I need or 
access the help I need when I need it. This is a great service. Thank 
you”



Benefits to Libraries

Extending access to your collections, resources, other 
services to your patrons 24/7

Having experienced librarians a click away

Serving your patrons in a new way

Reaching the distant learner/patron

Giving patrons another option to connect with your 
library (after hours coverage)



Benefits to Libraries, cont’d.

Centralized training and support

Marketing and promotion done centrally

Local staffing commitment is limited

Many libraries cannot support a stand-alone virtual 
reference service  



Benefits to Patrons

Information and research assistance 24/7

Continuity in service

Experienced, quality service

Point of time and need contact
Access to text and hot links of sites visited after 
their session



Asking a question

The only information required to 
ask a question is zip code and 
question

A name and email address is 
helpful but not necessary



Statistics

Academic 2620 62%

Public 1592 38%

Total  Sessions* 4212

Answered 83%

Follow up 17%

Average Length 17 minutes

*Total Sessions: 3/24/08 – 02/28/09

Number of Sessions Resolution of Session

Academic Answered 2143 82%

Academic Follow up 477 18%

Public Answere
d

1343 84%

Public Follow up 249 16%



Types of questions

Subject Specific Research (by far, the most popular type of question 
being asked) – I need to find information on… I have to write a 
paper for school. Where can I find good resources on a topic…
Resources (second most popular category) – Do you own a specific 
resource? How do I access online databases from home…
Circulation – How do I renew books? I have fines, can I pay them 
online? I need to Interlibrary Loan an item -- where is this book 
located…
Library Information – What are your hours? Do you have media 
equipment to borrow? Can I print from my laptop in the library…
Technical Problems – This database isn’t working. My ID and 
password aren’t being accepted…



What is being asked?

Category Public Academic Total 

Subject Specific 892  /  56% 1101  /  42% 47%

Resource 239  /  15% 734  /  28% 23%

Library Information 191  /  12% 341  /  13% 13%

Circulation 127  /  8% 185  /  7% 8%

Technical Problem 48  /  3% 181  /  7% 5%

Non-Question 95  /  6% 78  /  3% 4%



When are they asking questions?

Queue 12am – 3am 3am – 6am 6am – 9am 9am ‐ Noon Noon – 3pm 3pm – 6pm 6pm – 9pm 9pm – 12am

Academic 74 22 130 565 491 488 474 378

Public 18 5 66 453 402 269 215 162



What do users tell us?

The Librarian was helpful.

No 13 5%

Yes 231 87%

N/A 19 7%

Not 
Submitted

3 1%

Were you satisfied with the 
answer to your question?

No 17 6%

Yes 218 82%

N/A 25 10%

Not 
Submitted

6 2%

Would you use this        
service again?

No 6 2%

Yes 241 91%

N/A 13 5%

Not 
Submitted

6 2%

4 Institutions reporting | 266 responses |15% of all sessions



Contacts

AskMN Coordinator:
Carla Steinberg Pfahl
pfahl001@umn.edu
612-626-6845
800-462-5348
Electronic Resources Librarian:
Rita Baladad
balad001@umn.edu
612-626-8252
800-462-5348



Thank you!

Questions?
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