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From Evidence to Service 

Methodology 
  
Reference data collected in Compendium’s Desk 
Tracker was  examined by hour of day. We viewed 
synchronous modes of communication to see when 
they were most prominent. The questions we sought 
to answer were: 
 
• Who is using our reference services at what times? 
• What modes of communication are most dominant at 
what times? 
• How can we adjust our staffing models to best match 
the nature of incoming reference inquiries? 
 
These questions called for proportional charts: we 
were less interested in which times were the busiest 
overall, but rather which times were characterized by 
a high percentage of questions either coming from 
Undergraduates or over IM. 

Defining the problem 
  
In 2001, we implemented a Virtual Reference service, 
first using chat software and later Instant Messaging.  
In 2010 we received over 15000 questions via IM. **  
The Undergraduate Research and Central Reference 
desks had always answered IM questions from the in-
person desk, along with phone and email, with great 
success.  
 
However, in fall 2010, several things changed: 

IM questions increased 25% over fall 2009.  
 
IM reference questions now comprise more than half 
of all reference questions over 5 minutes long 
received at those two desks. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IM questions often came simultaneously with staff 
answering more than one at once while working with 
in-person and phone patrons as well. 
 
For the first time, staff felt that service quality to both 
IM and in-person patrons was suffering.  This caused 
considerable stress. 
 

Actions Taken 
In spring 2011, we opened a “Virtual Services” desk 
to answer IM and text-messaging questions.  The 
desk is a physical location removed from the in-
person desks and it is co-staffed by librarians and 
graduate students from the Undergraduate Research 
and Central Reference desks. Two people staff the IM 
desk during the hours of 11-5 and 7-midnight M-Th 
and 7-midnight on Sunday.  At other times IM is still 
answered from the in-person desks due to lower 
overall question volume. 

Goals 
1. Decrease the stress on staff at the reference desks 
by allowing them to focus on fewer modes of 
communication, and fewer patrons, at once. 

2. Improve quality of service to all patrons, whatever 
the mode of communication. 

3. Facilitate cross-training and collaboration by co-
staffing an IM desk in a location that allows for 
communication between the librarians and graduate 
assistants. 

Future Considerations  

Since the IM desk has only been in existence for 10 
weeks, we have yet to analyze if we have met our 
goals with the new desk.  We have the following 
questions for consideration:  
 
• Are we staffed optimally? We already know that staff 
felt bored during first month of the spring semester, 
particularly at the IM desk. To avoid over-staffing,  
fluctuate staffing levels across the semester and 
provide more on-desk work. This will take more 
administrative time, but should pay-off.  
 
• Has quality improved? Analyze IM transcripts for 
completeness, tone, and appropriateness of answers. 
Interview staff about perceptions of quality in all 
modes of communication.  

• Are we cross-training and mentoring on the IM desk? 
Conduct focus groups with staff about these goals. 

• Have stress levels decreased? Gather feedback from 
staff about perceptions of stress and busyness at the 
in-person and IM desks.  Analyze in relation to the 
data about number and types of questions received 
during peak hours.  

• What are we really doing?  Length of communication 
and type of question provides limited data. In spring 
2011, we also started a pilot of the READ Scale to 
determine the difficulty of the questions received at 
different desks, through different modes of 
communication, and at different times of day. This will 
hopefully help with assigning staff that have the 
appropriate levels of experience and skill. 

• How can we make staffing decisions that are 
sensitive to question volume, type, and mode of 
communication while maintaining the co-staffing vital 
to cross-training and mentorship?  What is “just right” 
to meet all of our goals? 

Using Assessment Data To Design 
A Remote Reference Desk 

Evidence to Staffing 
  
Using hour of day as the independent variable, we 
were able to categorize the day into several distinct 
segments which had their own particular 
characteristics at the Undergraduate Research and 
Central Reference desks. 
 
Early Morning – Overall reference levels are at their 
lowest, but faculty, staff, and graduate students are 
most common now so experienced staff should be 
used. IM and Undergrad levels are so low—and 
phone high enough—that an IM shift is unnecessary. 
 
Noon to Mid-Afternoon – Busiest time overall with 
plenty of in person and IM questions from all patron 
types. Could easily staff an IM desk to reduce the 
load on busy in person reference desks. 
 
Evening to Late-night – In person questions drop off 
much quicker than IM, which forms the vast majority 
of questions towards the later hours. Opportunity to 
move staff off slow in person locations to a virtual 
location (could even allow staffing from home). 

Undergraduates become more and more 
dominant towards the evening. 

Chat reference is also more popular 
In the evening hours.  

Opportunity to shift staff 
from physical reference 
desks, to set up a Virtual 
Desk monitoring IM and 
focused on serving 
Undergraduates. 
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