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Abstract
The article gives a brief overview of the literature on virtual reference service. A history of email
reference service in University of South Florida Tampa Campus Library is presented, as well as
the history of live chat reference service. A sample session of the current virtual reference
service software RightNow is demonstrated with some screen shots. Hours, staffing, users and
usage regarding the live chat reference service is also discussed. A simple comparison of both
software ConferenceRoom and RightNow is also shown. Some findings regarding USF Tampa
Campus Library virtual reference service experiences are identified at the end, with no
quantitative data analysis presented due to its infancy stage as a virtual reference service.
Introduction
Virtual reference service has become a very hot issue in the library and information science
profession in recent two years. It has been a popular topic for conferences, such as Virtual
Reference Services … What, Why and How (Teleconference Series, Feb. 8, 2002 and April 19,
2002), Information Strategy 2001 (Fort Myers, Florida, 2001), Virtual Reference Desk 3rd
Annual Digital Reference Conference (Orlando, Florida, November 12-13, 2001), just to name a
few.
There has also been a considerable amount of literature published regarding virtual reference
services and digital reference services. There are some online bibliographies, i.e. Webliographies
published, such as Bernie Sloan’s Digital Reference Services: A Bibliography, November 2000,
Bernie Sloan’s Digital Reference Services Bibliography: A Supplement (2001). He combined the
two and published the latest Digital Reference Services Bibliography (Sloan, 2002), including
more than 400 items and about 45% available via the Web. Another online bibliography on this
topic is by Marshall Breeding (2002), Library Technology Guides: Bibliography (search or
browse by subject "digital reference service"), which includes 69 items available fulltext on the
Web.
Let us take a look at how the professionals define the topic. Marshall Breeding defined virtual
reference service as “the delivery of personalized reference resources to users outside the
physical library” (2001, 42). In his Digital Reference Services Bibliography, Bernie Sloan
indicated that online or virtual or digital reference services were “the provision of reference
services, involving collaboration between library user and librarian, in a computer-based
medium. These services can utilize various media, including e-mail, Web forms, chat, video,
Web customer call center software, Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP), etc.” (2002). No matter
what definition is used, in this paper, the users will be remote users as oppose to on-site users,
the librarians will deliver personalized reference assistance through a single or multiple
computer-based media as oppose to through the traditional reference desk.
JoAnn Sears gave a fairly complete literature review on digital reference service in her article
regarding chat reference service in Auburn University (Sears, 2001), she pointed out that most of
the literature had been about e-mail service. Literature focusing on chat reference services has
also been emerging. She divided them into three types, survey articles, implementation articles
and forecast articles, and the others were about cooperative digital reference service initiatives.
Her study gave an in-depth analysis of chat reference service for one semester.
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At USF, there are more and more distance learning programs are offered, for example, students
living hundred miles away from campus on the east coast are taking library science courses,
online courses are becoming more popular in traditional programs. An increasing number of
people at USF do not come to the physical library, it becomes more and more necessary to offer
virtual reference services. The potential users could be distance-learning students, regular
students at home, students, faculty, staff on campus or community users.
This paper is going to talk about the experience of the University of South Florida Libraries’
virtual reference service. Using Sears’ categories, it is more or less an example of
“implementation article” (Sears, 2001) of the virtual reference service. Due to the lack of enough
data, it’s hard to do any meaningful quantitative analysis here. This is partially because the
service is still in an infancy stage. Hopefully after a longer period, there will be enough
substantial data to do some quantitative analysis.
Email Reference Service
In 1995, USF Tampa Campus Library started to offer email reference service, soon after the start
of this service, a Web form was added to the Library Web page for the convenience of patrons.
Two reference librarians started the service, checking emails from patrons and responding to
them with answers. Our current Ask-A-Librarian email reference service runs through the AskA-Reference Librarian Web form illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Ask-A-Reference Librarian Web form.
Starting in March, 2002, the Ask-A-Librarian service moved to the RightNow Software offered
by RightNow®Technologies, a CRM (Custom Relationship Management) product. It bundles a
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searchable knowledge database (Find Answers), email service (Ask A Question), online chat
reference service (Live Assistance), and feedback together on one entry page as shown in Figure
2. Figure 3a and 3b are two screenshots showing the actual user interface for the email reference
service. Since both the reference and circulation departments share the same interface, the users
have to choose “reference” in the “product” field, in the “department” field choose “library”,
then a list of department categories will appear, choose “Ask A Librarian” if the patron would
like to ask a reference question. Figure 4a and 4b are two screenshots showing the librarian
perspective of the email reference service. Librarians click on “incident console” in Figure 4a,
then a list of unsolved incidents is shown in Figure 4b. Librarians click on “act” or “summary” of
the incident to respond to the question or reassign it to other librarians. The incidents are also
searchable by reference number, contact info, etc.
Before, users had to go to different Web pages to email reference questions regarding the Tampa
Campus library, the USF Virtual library or technical questions about the Virtual Library. Now
the original separated Tampa Campus Library reference email, Virtual Library reference email,
and Virtual Library technical questions are all combined in one interface.

Figure 2: USF Virtual Library help page (users’ interface). Click on
“Ask a Question” to use the email reference service.
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Figure 3a: Email reference service (user interface), users have to
choose “reference” in the “product” field, choose
“library” in the “department” field.

Figure 3b: Email reference service (user interface), users choose
“Ask-A-Librarian” to ask a reference question.
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Figure 4a: Librarians’ interface, click on “incident console” to go to the
unsolved incidents (default).

Figure 4b: Librarians’ interface, a list of unsolved incidents are shown.
Click on “act” or “summary” of the incident to respond to it.
The incidents are searchable by reference number, contact
Info, etc.
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Live Chat Reference Service
In September 2000, librarians at three of USF campuses (Tampa, St. Petersburg, Sarasota)
initiated a pilot project offering live chat reference services via USF Virtual Library page using
ConferenceRoom software by Webmaster Inc. Librarian Kathy Whitley gave a talk on this at the
Information Strategy 2001 Conference (2001). In the ConferenceRoom, both the librarian and
users log in to the same interface as shown in Figure 5, librarians identified themselves as
“librarian”. The librarian has the choice of becoming a channel operator or a powerful IRC
operator, a channel operator can kick out or ban a user, an IRC operator can create new rooms
and move people around. The librarian can also find out a user’s IP address, email address if
there’s any entered and idle time (e.g. /whois mei), the librarian can also make sound (e.g. /sound
door.au) or perform action (e.g. /me shout to students) in order to draw users’ attention.

Figure 5: ConferenceRoom live chat interface. Both librarians and
users logged on to the same interface, but librarians
identified them as “librarian”.
With the help of Academic Computing, since March 2002 the USF Libraries shifted the live chat
reference service to the RightNow software offered by RightNow® Technologies. The
RightNow live assistance allows librarians to push Web pages to user’s desktop, this is particular
useful in providing assistance for Web-based databases, e-journals, e-books, and the like, as
indicated by Marshall Breeding (2001, 42). This offers the librarian some degree of control over
the remote user’s Web browser and allows the librarian to demonstrate the navigation more
vividly and easily. In USF’s case the library has a centralized Virtual Library page with all the
electronic databases, e-journals, e-books, online reference tools, online services, Web-based
library catalog, tutorials and research guides, etc. on one interface. RightNow software also
generates statistics. As Breeding pointed out “it’s important to have the ability to learn how the
system is being used, to see patterns of use, and to evaluate the effectiveness of the overall
system” (2001, 42).
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Here is a demonstration of one example of a chat session using the RightNow Software.
Librarians and users log in to the system from difference interfaces.
Here the librarian logs in … (Figure 6)

Figure 6: RightNow software librarians’ interface, librarian types user
name and password to log in.
The librarian logs in as a live agent (Figure 7).

Figure 7: RightNow software librarians’ interface, librarian clicks “live
agent login” and is available for live chat service.
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The user clicks on live assistance … (Figure 8)

Figure 8: USF Virtual Library help page (user interface). Click on
“live assistance” to use the live chat reference service.

The user goes to this page … (Figure 9)

Figure 9: After clicking on “live assistance”, this page requires the user to
enter name and email address.
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Figure 10 is showing the librarian that a user has logged in … The librarian clicks “accept” to
initiate the chat session …

Figure 10: After the user logs in, a window will pop up on the librarian’s screen
with the user’s info, the librarian can either accept or decline the request.
Figure 11a is the librarian’s chat window and Figure11b is the user’s chat window. The system
sends the automated greeting message to User: “Hi, my name is … – librarian. How may I help
you?”

Figure 11a: RightNow librarian’s chat
window, on the top is user’s
info, the window can be resized.

Figure 11b: RightNow user’s chat window,
it can also be resized to suit
user’s needs
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Figure 12b shows the user’s request and Figure 12a shows the librarian’s answer. The user is
coming to see if the library has the journal called “Science Online” online. So the librarian tells
him that he can go to USF Virtual Library and then click on electronic journals … The user
doesn’t know where to go for the Virtual Library … So the librarian tells him that she’ll push
that page to him …

Figure 12a: RightNow librarian’s chat
window, answering user’s request.

Figure 12b: RightNow user’s chat window, asking
if the library has an online journal
called Science Online.

The VL Web page “pops up” on the user’s screen … (Figure 13)

Figure 13: After the librarian pushes the page, the Virtual Library page is shown
on the user’s computer right away.
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After some more interactions, the user is able to find the e-journal and is happy with it (Figure
14).

Figure 14: The user’s chat window, he is able to follow the librarian’s guidance and
found what he wanted.
The user hangs up with satisfaction.

Figure 15: The librarian’s chat window, telling that the user disconnected.
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The librarian hangs up and is available for the next user to log in …
If no librarian is available, as Figure 16 shows the user may request email response or cancel.

Figure 16: when no librarian is available, the user’s options are to request email
response or to cancel.
Hours
The chat service hours began as 9:00am-12:00pm, Monday to Friday; was later expanded to
include some afternoon hours 2:00-4:00pm as more librarians volunteered to staff the chat room;
currently the library offers live chat service 9:00am-12:00pm, 2:00-4:00pm Monday to Friday,
and Wednesday and Sunday 7:00-11:00pm during the regular semester.
Staffing
Two campuses share hours (Tampa and Sarasota/Manatee), including 12 reference librarians
from Tampa, 2 librarians from Sarasota, and one graduate assistant from Tampa. Staffing has
been a challenge since this is an added service point. Librarians have all had to work together as
a team and volunteer to take hours when people are sick or on leave, to assure that the best
service is offered. Tampa Campus Library has one central reference desk on the main floor,
regularly staffed with 1 to 2 reference librarians and 1 graduate assistant. Telephone reference
services are also offered at the desk with one line for regular users and one toll-free line for
distance learning students, so the library made the decision that librarians would do live chat
service from their offices.
Users and Usage
Anyone can use the live chat reference service, regardless of his/her affiliation. However, only
currently enrolled USF students, faculty and staff have remote access to most of the electronic
resources due to database licensing contracts and agreements and copyright issues, these
12
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electronic resources include electronic databases, e-journals, e-books, electronic reserves, etc.
The library’s live assistance service has not been substantially used.
Comparison of ConferenceRoom and RightNow
ConferenceRoom is a chat-based product, while RightNow is a more sophisticated CRM
product. ConferenceRoom does not have such features as: pushing Web pages, or generating
statistical reports which are available through RightNow. In RightNow, email service, a
knowledge base and live chat service and a feedback are bundled together in one product to
make the virtual reference service more efficient and easy to maintain.
ConferenceRoom costs around $1,200 – without monthly fees, and it can be loaded and housed
on the library server; the RightNow software is hosted by Academic Computing and the library
shares the license with them, the price is individually negociated.
ConferenceRoom requires no software for patrons to download, while RightNow automatically
prompts users to download RightNow Live onto their computer.
ConferenceRoom allows for multiple users, so libraries can conduct chat sessions for entire
classes simultaneously. RightNow allows only one user in a single chat session, additional users
have to wait for the next librarian.
They are both proven products. ConferenceRoom had been used by both University of North
Texas and the Florida Distance Learning Reference and Referral Center with very few problems.
RightNow is a full blown CRM product used by many companies, it has also been used by USF
Tampa Campus Academic Computing, Information Technologies and Financial Aid.
Conclusions
Following are some of the findings from the virtual reference service experience at the USF
Tampa Campus Library,
From 1995 to the present, we have had many email reference questions. Email reference
offers a very nice way to ask questions, and it is available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week
for users to submit questions and in weekdays users usually get their answers within 24
hours. Even though this service lacks immediacy and personal flavor, it still gets used a
lot. As pointed out by Breeding, many people “prefer to thoughtfully compose an e-mail
rather than having to type as they think in a chat session” (2001, 42). It also provides a
means for follow-up when a complex question is asked in a chat session, in those cases
when answers are not immediately available, email addresses are recorded so later on
answers can be sent to the users.
Live chat service offers a personal touch, it also offers immediacy. It is good for
answering simple questions and initiating a more complex one. Together with “push”
technology, it is easy to guide people through electronic resources.
University of South Florida is the first university to use RightNow, we do not have much
of an example to follow.
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Academic Computing programmed the interface and made an interface suitable for
library use which is different from the Academic Computing help page interface. Even
though USF is the first university that uses this product, students, faculty and staff are
familiar with it because Academic Computing, Financial Aid, Information Technology
have all been using the software for their clientle.
Breeding (2001, 42) mentioned in his article that a virtual reference product needed to
have the following features: “knowledge base”, “online chat”, “e-mail”, “co-browsing”,
“pre-constructed messages”, “logging and statistical reporting”, as a full-blown CRM
product, RightNow has them all. Since the library just started to use it, how to make full
use of these features is still an area needs experimenting.
The live chat reference service has not had much use partially because it is still in its
infancy stage. Another reason is probably due to publicity. JoAnn Sears (2001) listed a
variety of avenues to publicize the service, such as departmental liaisons’ announcement,
library instruction demonstration, student newspaper advertisement, listserv
announcement, faculty newsletter appearance, etc. The library did some marketing such
as sending an announcement email to the USF discussion list, and showing it in the
library instruction sessions. It is hard to do much publicity for the service when the time
coverage is limited, this is especially true when there’s not much study has been done
regarding usage patterns such as peak hours. But the library is trying the best to offer the
most service possible during the current tight budget situation.
Another area being discussed a lot is the visibility of the live chat service. Ideas talked
about include, changing the name of the chat service on our entry page (USF Virtual
Library), using different color and font to make it more stand-out, embedding in the
electronic databases as pop-up help windows, or inserting an icon on the tool bar. But till
now, there has not been a feasible conclusion.
Future and Trends
With more and more libraries implementing some form of virtual reference service, the future of
this type of service will become clear. Gerry Mckiernan’s LiveRef Web page is a good place to
go to see what kind of software libraries are using and services they are delivering. JoAnn Sears
(2001) listed a couple of locations to observe evolving trends in this area, the DIG_REF listserv,
and the Virtual Reference Desk conference.
References
Breeding, Marshall. “Providing Virtual Reference Service.” Information Today 18, no. 4 (2001):
42-43.
Information Institute of Syracuse. DIG_REF listserv. [Online]. Accessed 13 Apr. 2002.
Available http://www.vrd.org/Dig_Ref/dig_ref.shtml.
Information Strategies 2001 Conference Proceedings. November 14-16, 2001. Fort Myers,
Florida. Accessed Apr. 13, 2002. Available
http://library.fgcu.edu/Conferences/infostrategies/2001proceedings.html.

14

Cao
Chat RightNow, Email Forever
McKiernan, Gerry. LiveRef(SM): A Registry of Real-Time Digital Reference Services. [Online].
Accessed 13, Apr. 2002. Available
http://www.public.iastate.edu/~CYBERSTACKS/LiveRef.htm.
Nickel, Lisa. “University of South Florida Virtual Library Reference Chat.” Accessed 13 Apr.
2002. Available http://www.lib.usf.edu/~nickel/chat.htm.
Peterson, Lorna. Definitions of Personal Assistance in the New Millennium: Philosophical
Explorations of Virtual Reference Service. In Digital Reference Service in the New Millennium:
Planning, Management, and Evaluation, eds. R. David Lankes, et al. New York: Neal Schuman,
2000.
Sears, JoAnn. “Chat Reference Service: An Analysis of one Semester’s Data.” Issues in Science
and Technology Librarianship. no. 32. [Online] STS, Fall 2001.
http://www.istl.org/istl/01-fall/article2.html.
Sloan, Bernie. “Digital Reference Services Bibliography, March 13, 2002.” Accessed 13 Apr.
2002. Available http://www.lis.uiuc.edu/~b-sloan/digiref.html.
Sloan, Bernie. “Digital Reference Services Bibliography: A Supplement, July 19, 2001.”
Accessed 13 Apr. 2002. Available http://www.lis.uiuc.edu/~b-sloan/bibsupp.htm.
The Virtual Reference Desk (SM). [Online]. Accessed 13 Apr. 2002. Available:
http://www.vrd.org.
The Virtual Reference Desk 3rd Annual Digital Reference Conference in Orlando, Florida,
November 12-13, 2001. Accessed 13 Apr. 2002. Available
http://www.vrd.org/conferences/VRD2001/.
Virtual Reference Services … What, Why and How. Teleconference Series. February 8, 2002
noon to 2:00 PM and April 19, 2002 noon to 2:00 PM. Accessed 13 Apr. 2002. Available
http://www.cod.edu/teleconf/Virtual/.
Whitley, Kathy. “University of South Florida Libraries: Virtual Library Reference Chat.”
Accessed 13 Apr. 2002. Available http://www.lib.usf.edu/~kwhitley/InfoStratkmw_files/frame.htm.

15

