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Professional Competencies for 

Reference and User Services Librarians 
R USA Task Force on Professional Competencies 

The purpose of the guidelme 
that follows is to provide 
librarians, libraries, and 

mformation centers with a model 
statement of competencies essen
tial for successful reference and 
user services librarians. Competen
cies must be relevant to the partic
ular job requirements. Therefore, 
mdividuals and organizations ap
plymg these gUJdelines may wish 
to select those strategies for meet
mg the competency goals that are 
most appropnate to their situatton. 

These competencies are 
focused on the abilities, skills, and 
knowledge that make reference 
and user services librarians unique 
from other professionals. The 
competencies assume a basic infra
structure of competencies required 
by all professionals, such as skills 
related to communicatton, reading, 
writing, and mathematics. This 
statement also elaborates upon the 
more genenc statement on core 
competencies developed by the 

American Ltbrary Assoc1ation (ALA) 
for all types of libranans, including 
librarians specializing in reference 
and user services. Finally, the 
"Guidelines for Behavioral Perfor
mance of Reference and Informa
tion Serv1ces Professionals" on 
approachability, interest, listenmg 
and inquiring, searching, and fol
low-up are incorporated through 
specific references below. 1 

Definitions 

Reference a11d User Sen•ices Librar
ians: Libranans who assist, 
advise, and mstruct users in 
accessing all forms of recorded 
knowledge. The assistance, 
advice, and instruction include 
both direct and indirect service 
to patrons. 

Competencies: BehaviOrs that excel
lent performers exhibit more 
conststently and effectively 

than average performers. A 
behaviOral basis IS necessary 
because effecttve assessment of 
competenctes depends on ob
served behavior. The task force 
has focused on 1denufymg the 
underlying behav1ors that lead 
to successful performance m 
organizattons providing refer
ence and user services to 
patrons. The competencies 
provided in this document are 
only those that are critical to 
excellent reference and user 
services to patrons. These 
competencies for reference 
and user services librarians are 
designed to be understood and 
used in the broader context of 
the ALA statement of core 
competenc1es. 

Strategies: Strategtes are specific 
plans of action that excellent 
performers typically employ 
to achieve competency goals. 

Access 
Developed by the RUSA Task Force on Professional Competencies: Jo Bell Whitlatch, 
chair, Nancy E. Bodner, Muzette Z. Diefenthal, Nancy Huling, and Kathleen M. Kluegel. The primary focus of tlus section is 
Approved by the RUSA Board of Directors, January 26, 2003. on understanding information 
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needs and information behavior of 
primary users and developing the 
skills to effectively meet those 
information needs. Access includes 
competencies related to coping 
with user information overload, 
recognizing the importance of user 
time and convenience, and remov
ing barriers to service. Access com
petencies include the ability to 
identify documents through a 
knowledge of bibliography and 
indexing, the ability to identify and 
provide solutions that minimize 
cognitive and physical barriers to 
access, and the ability to assess for 
individual users materials that pro
vide the appropriate level of lin
guistic and conceptual access. 

Responsiveness 

Goal: A Librarian provides services that 
are responsive to user needs. 

Strategies: 
1. Determines 	 the situational 

context of the individual infor
matton needs of users when 
interacting with each user in 
person or through another 
communication channel 

2. Analyzes information sources 
recommended to users in the 
context of the attractiveness, 
interests, and content level for 
each user 

3. Suggests specific works 	that 
relate to what the user said is 
important 

4. 	Uses the "Guidelines" state
ments on approachability, in
terest, and listening/inquiring 
when providing reference serv
ice in a traditional m-person 
service setting 

5. Engages 	 users in discussions 
about experiences related to 
their information needs and 
communicates interest in 
every user's experiences 

6. Respects the right of users to 
determine the direction of 
their research by empowering 
them to pursue their own pref
erences 

O rganizatio n and Des ign 
of Services 

Goal: A librarian effectively designs 
and organizes reference and 
user services to meet the needs 
of the primary community. 

Strategies: 
1. Organizes presentation of 

information resources to 
match the process users typi
cally use in seeking informa
tion to meet their needs 

2. Creates 	 bibliographies, book 
talks, displays, tutorials, elec
tronic documents, and other 
special tools to increase access 
to information resources and 
to motivate users to use them 

3. Organizes and effectively dis
plays information so that it is 
meaningful to the primary 
user group 

4. Uses the "Guidelines" state
ment on searching when pro
viding reference service 

5. Designs services to 	meet the 
special access needs of pri
mary users, including those 
with disabilities, and those 
with English as a second lan
guage 

6. Compiles and maintains infor
mation about community 
resources of interest to pri
mary user groups so that users 
can be referred to appropriate 
sources of assistance 

Critica l Thi nki ng 
and A nalysis 

Goal: A librarian provides high 
quality services by carefully 
analyzing both information 
sources and servtces. 

Strategies: 
1. Uses electronic and printed 

media to connect users with 
highly recommended, care
fully selected sources for top
ics of greatest interest to 
primary users 

2. Synthesizes a variety of infor
mation sources in order to pro

vide the most relevant infor
mation to each patron 

3. Evaluates information use pat
terns based on data collected 
as a result of information serv
ice operations and uses the 
results to enhance services to 
users 

4. Applies knowledge about the 
process of information seeking 
to structure information serv
ices for users 

5. Uses 	 the "Guidelines» state
ment on follow-up when pro
viding reference service 

Knowledge Base 

The areas of knowledge essential 
for reference ana user services 
Librarians are: (1) the structure of 
information resources in areas of 
knowledge central to primary 
users; (2) knowledge of basic infor
mation tools, including online cat
alogs, search systems, databases, 
Web sites, journals and mono
graphs in both printed and elec
tronic formats, videos, and sound 
recordings; (3) information seeking 
patterns and behaviors of primary 
users; (4) communi:ation principles 
involving i.nteracton with users 
both in person and through other 
channels; (5) the influence of 
technology on the structure of in
formation; (6) copyright and intel
lectual property law; and (7) 
information competency standards. 

Important skills include under
standing assessment techniques, 
methods of continuous leammg, 
how to apply knowledge to prac
tice, and how to plan and imple
ment enhanced services for users. 
Core knowledge is acquired as part 
of basic professional education. 
However, knowleage must be con
tinuously updated. Therefore, this 
section of the competencies estab
lishes goals and strategies for 
remaining current in domains of 
knowledge for reference and user 
services. 
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Environmental Scanning 

Goal: A I.Jbrarian monitors the most 
relevant information sou rces to 
routinely update knowledge of 
current developments in refer
ence and user services. 

Strategies· 
1. Reads, views, and listens to 

media to keep current in areas 
of knowledge relevant to pri
mary users 

2. Attends exhibits at local, 
regional, or nat10nal profes
sional conferences at least 
once a year when the mstitu
tion provides support 

3. Scans 	 the environment for 
emerging technologies that are 
relevant to delivery of refer
ence and user services 

4. Keeps current on new informa
tion resources by consulting a 
wide variety of reviewing 
sources and publishers cata
logs, including those of small 
presses, by attending profes
sional meetings, by reading, 
viewing, and listening 

5. Reads 	 reviews m both print 
and online media concerning 
works in all formats of greatest 
interest to primary users 

Application of Knowledge 

Goal: A libranan effectively uses 
new knowledge to enhance 
reference and user services 
practices. 

Strategies: 
1. Reads the reference and 

research literature in user serv
ices and applies the knowl
edge gamed to improvmg 
professional practice 

2. Integrates use of latest tech
nology and tools into every
day practice 

3. Explores 	 available technolo
gies and their application to 
reference and user services 

4. Experiments 	with latest avail
able innovations to assist users 
in meeting their information 
needs 

Dissemination of 

Knowledge 


Goal: A hbranan shares experuse 
with colleagues and mentors 
newer staff. 

Strategies: 
1. Teaches classes m areas of 

expertise 
2. Prepares presentations in areas 

of expertise 
3. Creates Web pages in areas of 

expertise 
4. D1scusses issues with col

leagues 
5. Mentors colleagues through 

hstenmg, coaching, and serv
ing as a role model 

6. 	Rev1ews draft manuscripts for 
colleagues 

7. Participates in professional dis
cussions through meetings. 
vtdeoconferences, electronic 
discussion lists, and other avail
able communication methods 
and forums 

A ctive Learnin g 

Goal: A librarian actJ.vely contributes 
to improvmg professional 
practice through engaging in 
proJeCts with colleagues and 
enhancing individual skills 
through independent learning. 

Strate(!,ies: 
1. Participates actively in profes

sional organizations and works 
wtth librarians from a wide 
range of organizatiOns 

2. Acqmres skills through tech
nology-based learning mod
ules when available and 
appropriate 

Marketing, Awareness, 

Informing 


A planning process is essential to 
identify and promote services to 
users. A strategic plan of opera
tions prov1des a framework for 
goals and objectives to be formal

1zed. This road map for service 
functions provides means and 
methods by which services and 
information are delivered. A mar
keting plan, an aspect of strategic 
planning, is a promotional mecha
nism by which goals. objectives. 
and strategies can be measured in a 
quantitative manner. Who is pro
Vldmg reference services, what 
services are being provided, and 
the effectiveness of the services are 
the 1ssues that need to be ad
dressed. 

Assessment 

Goal: A libranan conducts research 
to determine what types of ref
erence services to provide and 
to what types of users these 
services will be provided. 

Strategits: 
1. Conducts surveys within and 

beyond the library building to 
address the needs of users in 
the area of reference services 

2. 	Conducts focus groups to 
meet and interact w1th users 
and to discuss and gather 
information about users' infor
mation needs 

3. Consults 	with other libraries 
to network and brainstorm 
concerning the programs and 
services that are provided in 
the area of reference 

4. Meets with community lead
ers to bridge the gap between 
the library reference service 
and the individuals and groups 
that make up the commumty 
that the serv1ce addresses 

5. Evaluates 	 mformation gath
ered from the research and 
background preparation for 
the development of the refer
ence service program 

6. Determines the user focus and 
reference serv1cc that will be 
provided 

7. Implements 	the reference and 
user services program that 
meets the information needs 
of users in the designated 
community 
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Communication and 
Outreach 

Goal: A llbrarian effectively com
municates the nature of the 
reference and information 
services that are provided to 
users being served. 

Strategtes. 
1. Develops a written marketing 

plan as part of a strategic plan 
of services and operations to 
set goals and objectives of 
service 

2. Develops 	a public relations 
plan for staff that trains indi
viduals and addresses the 
importance of publicity and 
promotion of reference serv
ices 

3. Creates 	a physical environ
ment that encourages users to 
visit the phys1cal library set
ting or use the virtual library 
and its services 

4. Promotes reference services 
via electronic media such as 
Web sites, e-mail, mail lists, 
radio, and television 

5. Uses 	 print media such as 
newspapers, brochures, news
letters, displays, and posters to 
commumcate the reference 
serv1ces bemg provided 

6. Determmes community rela
tlonships and develops part
nen ng models of services 
with groups within the com
munity 

7. 	Engages users through lec
tures, programs, tours, school 
visits, departmental addresses, 
and press conferences to pro
mote the reference services 
offered 

Evaluation 

Goal: A librarian consistently and 
systematically evaluates the 
effectiveness of the marketing 
of reference and information 
services. 

Strategies: 
1. Conducts m-house meetings 

and traimng sessions to gather 

feedback from reference librar
ians regarding the success of 
the reference services being 
provided and products being 
offered 

2. Engages users m focus groups, 
surveys, and feedback forms 
as a user follow-up for reac
tion and perception of refer
ence serv1ces 

3. Evaluates the current and 
changing trends in reference 
and information services and 
adjusts the services being pro
vided and the promotion of 
these serv1ces 

4. IdentJfies the strengths and 
weaknesses of the products 
being offered as part of refer
ence services delivery 

5. Identifies new methods of serv
ice, new products, and poten
tial new users by participating 
in conferences, workshops, 
and professional associations 

6. Decides 	what reference serv
ices and products will be 
retained and what changes 
will be implemented, if any 

7. Continues the evaluation pro
cess as a periodic review set in 
a timeline that allows all refer
ence service providers to par
ticipate 

Collaboration 

Accordmg to Webster's, to collabo
rate is "to work jointly wtth others 
or together especially in an intel
lectual endeavor"; the Oxford 
English Dictiotwry definition is "to 
work with another or others, to 
co-operate. "2 Although librarians 
have always worked together, col
laboration has assumed new 
importance m a world that has 
witnessed a phenomenal growth 
in information, new knowledge, 
and sophisticated technology, all 
within a relatively short time
frame. Because of the expansion of 
information and the increasing 
variety of ways to access mforma
tion, librarians must work with 

colleagues, professional organiza
tions, agencies, and other groups 
to ensure that users receive the 
information service they need at 
the time of need and in the most 
suitable format. Librarians need to 
recognize and respect the role 
played by the user in the informa
tion interaction. Librarians must 
actively pursue collaborations 
that enhance services for their 
users. 

Relationships 
with Users 

Goal: A librarian treats the user as a 
collaborator and partner in the 
information-seeking process. 

Strategies: 
1. Uses the aGuidelines" state

ments on listening/inquiring, 
searching, and follow-up 

2. Asks user's opinion and advice 
while working through the 
information transaction 

3. Involves the user in the process 
and in making decisions. 

4. Acknowledges the knowledge 
brought by the user to the 
interaction 

5. Acknowledges 	 the limits of 
local resources and refers to an 
appropriate resource base 

Relationships w ith 

Col leagues 


Goal: A librarian works closely 
with colleagues to provide 
quality service to users. 

Strategies: 
1. Recognizes that colleagues 

have unique knowledge, skills, 
and strengths that can assist in 
responding to inquiries 

2. Elicits assistance from a col
league when appropriate 

3. Seeks opportunities 	to share 
knowledge and expertise with 
colleagues 

4. Facilitates and participates 
with colleagues in team devel
opment efforts to improve user 
service 
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5. Works effectively as part of a 
team 

6. Models effective team process 
behavtor, including listening, 
discussmg, and trust 

7. Develops with colleagues 
shared goals and values for 
excellent user services 

Relationships 
within the 
Profession 

Coal: A librarian develops collabo
ratJ.ve relationships within the 
profession to enhance servtce 
to users. 

Strategies: 
1. Takes advantage of the net

working opportunities pro
vided by actJ.ve participation in 
local. regional, state, national, 
and international professional 
organizatJ.ons 

2. Identifies and seeks out possi
ble partners m order to expand 
services to users 

3. Volunteers for and participates 
in state and national collabora
tive efforts that will benefit 
local users 

4. Uses the "Guidelines" state
ment on follow-up 

Relationships beyond 

the Library and 

the Profession 


Coal: A librarian develops and 
maintains partnerships bt.
yond the library and the pro
fession to strengthen services 
to users. 

Strmegies: 
1 Identifies partners who have 

knowledge and expertise of 
value to the library's users 

2. Communicates effectively 
with partners to ensure mutual 
understanding of goals, objec
tives, and values 

3. Forms partnershtps to improve 
extsting systems and to devel
op new products and services 

Evaluation and 
Assessment of 

Resources and Services 

Consistent assessment of resources 
in the context of users' needs is 
essential to keep any information 
service vital and relevant. A paral
lel effort m assessing and evaluat
ing the dehvery of information 
services IS equally important. A 
wide range of information services 
is provided to the users through a 
large and growing set of delivery 
channels. There are print collec
tions VISited on-site, print materi
als thar are de!Jvered to the user. 
electromc collections delivered 
over the Internet, mformation 
services provided through in-per
son, telephone. fax. e-mail, and 
Web-based virtual sessions. In all 
these services. the goal is to make 
the resources of the library avail
able to the user in a way and a for
mat that meets the user's needs. 

The most critical element 111 

any mformation service IS the staff 
providing 1t Using evaluation mea
sures for performance of the staff 
is a challenge. Many aspects of the 
information service interaction are 
intangible and difficult to measure 
objectively. However, the goal of 
assessmg and evaluating perform
ance remams valid, if elusive. 

Reference and user services 
librarians are required to have 
competencies in both formal and 
informal methods of evaluatwn 
and assessment. Assessment 
methods can range from effective 
use of closure quest1ons in the ref
erence interaction to a user feed
back form on interlibrary loan 
documents and on through struc
tured surveys and studies using 
unobtrusive observation. Use of 
these and other assessment and 
evaluation measures will vary 
across time and across institutions 
to fit particular needs, but the com
petencies required to conduct 
them will endure over time. 

User Needs 

Go.1l: A !Jbrarian effectively uses tools 
and techniques to survey users 
and thetr mformation needs. 

Strategtes. 
1. Identifies 	the user population 

and the potential user popula
tion 

2. Plans and conducts regular 
assessments of information 
needs of primary user groups, 
using vanous formal and infor
mal methods 

3. Translates 	user needs into a 
plan for services 

Information Services 

Goal: A libranan assesses the effec
tiveness of information serv
ices provided to users. 

Stmregii!S: 
1. Develops and incorporates 

measures of evaluation into 
any new information service 

2. Develops service standards for 
new and existing information 
services 

3. Creates an organizatJ.onal cli
mate in which all cxistmg and 
proposed services are measured 
consistently against a standard 

4. Analyzes 	the resources avail
able and uses the human and 
fiscal resources for service pro
grams that most effectively 
meet the needs of users in the 
destgnated community 

In formation Resources 

Got~!: A librarian assesses and eval
uates resources in all formats 
in terms of objective standards 
and how well it meets the 
library's user needs. 

Slrate?,tes. 
1. Assesses the content of re

sources in the print and virtual 
collections for accuracy and 
currency 

2. Determines the authority of 
these resources 
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3. Identifies any b1as or point of 
view in an information re
source 

4. 	Evaluates new information 
sources appropriate for the pri
mary users 

5. Reads reviews of new infor
mation resources to comple
ment the librarian's own 
judgment 

6. Writes and publishes reviews 
of new information resources 

Service Del ivery 

Goal: A librarian evaluates new or 
existmg services for a match 
between user capabilities and 
service technological require
ments. 

Strategies: 
1. Determines the appropriate 

nux of technologies and deliv
ery channels to meet the par
ticular user group's needs 

2. Assesses new technologies to 
see if they can meet the serv
ice needs more effectively 
than current methods, but not 
disenfranchise users 

3 	Experiments with and evaJu

ates changes in services to users 
4. Assesses the distribution of 

human and fiscal resources to 
ensure that resources are not 
tied to services or delivery 
methods that are no longer 
needed 

Informa ti o n Interfaces 

Coal: A librarian evaluates the for
mat, access, and presentation 
aspects of resources as part of 
the overall assessment of the 
value of tools. 

Strategies: 
1. Identifies any factors that 

impede the use of the resource 
2. Determines if there are alter

native information resources 
that have better user interfaces 

3. Commurucates with the infor
mation resource designers 
concerns about usabil1ty 

Info rm ati o n Service 

Prov iders 


Coal: A librarian effectively identi
fies and employs evaluation 

techniques that measure staff 
performance. 

Strategies: 
1. Identifies and uses those 

measures that have been 
developed by the profession, 
for example, the RUSA 
"Guidelines for Behavioral 
Performancen 

2. Works 	with the informaoon 
service staff to develop a con
sensus of service standards 

3. Develops measures that will 
be useful in assessing whether 
or not service standards are 
being met 

4. Supports 	and encourages an 
esprit de corps that will work to 
evaluate and unprove service 
behaviors • 
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