Answerland: Summary and Statistics, April-December 2003

Caleb Tucker-Raymond, service coordinator 2/24/2004

Summary:

The LSTA-funded Statewide Digital Reference Project (Answerland) has been a successful service, answering over 3000 reference questions in our first 9 months. We have met nearly all of the 2002 E-Reference Task Force recommendations for the project. We have served patrons from all over Oregon, and their response has been very positive. 
The next steps for the project are to complete an external evaluation, invite all Oregon libraries to participate, provide a training program for core digital reference skills, assess our digital reference transcripts, complete a marketing plan, utilize subject specialists more effectively and find ways to better serve our schools.
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Background

Answerland is Oregon’s statewide digital reference project and consists of two components, a synchronous chat service and an asynchronous e-mail service. The chat service is operated with Tutor.com’s Virtual Reference Toolkit software and the e-mail service is operated with Altarama’s RefTracker software.
The service was created on the recommendation of the Oregon Library Association’s Vision 2010 Task Force, whose Fall 2001 “Call to Action” (http://www.olaweb.org/quarterly/quar7-3/vicomm.shtml) recommended, “Create a collaborative on–line reference service that is available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.”
Task Force Recommendations

In 2002, the Oregon State Library appointed an e-reference task force, whose September 2002 proposal (http://www.osl.state.or.us/home/libdev/eref/proposal.html) had 12 explicit recommendations. Of those, 10 of the 12 have been met. 

A. Continue LSTA funding for the existing Oregon LINK program through June 2003. Current LINK libraries would direct staffing activities toward preparation and promotion for the statewide pilot during the interim period. Back-up reference service would continue under the existing LINK system through the launch of the pilot, with some overlap in the two services until the end of June.

LINK service was continued through June 2003. 

B. Identify a fiscal agent to manage the grant funds. If more than one institution is interested selection criteria would be developed and the libraries would apply to the State Board for a final decision.

Multnomah County Library was designated the fiscal agent to manage the grant funds in January, 2003.

C. Establish an Advisory Board for the program that would assist in the development of the program plan, including promotion and training, and take on the on-going oversight of the pilot.

An advisory board for the project was created in January, 2003. Membership in the advisory board is representative of the different types (school, academic, public) of libraries, geographic locations and sizes of libraries in Oregon.

When the project began, Advisory Board members were Kevin Barclay (Deschutes County Library District), Diedre Conkling (Lincoln County Library District), Diana Gleason (Eastern Oregon University), Anne Gruel (Jackson County Library Services), Barbara Jenkins (University of Oregon), Kelly Kuntz (Beaverton School District), Barbara O’Neill (Washington County Cooperative Library Services) and Ruth Vondracek (Oregon State University).

In August, 2003, Ruth Vondracek was nominated and elected chair of the advisory board. 
Since its initial formation, Diedre Conkling and Barbara Jenkins have left the Advisory Board and Paul Frantz (University of Oregon), Deborah Kaufman (Eugene Public Library) and Sharon Klemp (Multnomah County Library) have joined.

D. Create a Program Coordinator position to coordinate the overall statewide program. The expected hiring date would be January 1, 2003. Identify a host for this position: An institution other than the fiscal agent could host the position.

A project coordinator position was created and announced in March, 2003. An interim project coordinator, Eva Miller, was assigned. Caleb Tucker-Raymond began work as permanent project coordinator in June, 2003.

E. Develop an application process to identify and screen libraries that wish to participate as service providers in the pilot project. The application process would be open to all contributing libraries in Oregon. A Task Force subcommittee is currently developing the application, and will deliver the proposed application process in December 2002 if the Task Force recommendations for the Statewide E-Reference Proposal are accepted. 

The proposed application process was refined and opened in February, 2003. The libraries chosen represented the diversity of library types, sizes and geographic locations in Oregon.

Academic libraries chosen were Central Oregon Community College, Eastern Oregon University, Oregon Health & Sciences University, Oregon Institute of Technology (Portland campus), Oregon State University, Portland Community College, Portland State University, and the University of Oregon.

Public libraries chosen were Corvallis-Benton County Public Library, Deschutes Public Library, Eugene Public Library, Jackson County Library System, Jefferson County Library District, Malheur County Library, Multnomah County Library, Newport Public Library, Salem Public Library and the Washington County Cooperative Library Services. 

School libraries chosen were The Dalles High School in The Dalles and Winston Churchill High School in Eugene.
F. Libraries participating in the pilot would receive LSSI’s Virtual Reference Toolkit software, service, and training, but would contribute their staff time free of charge. Following the pilot the Task Force recommends that service provider libraries should be compensated at an hourly rate in addition to receiving the software. The amount of the compensation should be based on data derived from the assessment of the pilot.

All participating libraries received training and access to LSSI’s Virtual Reference Toolkit software and service and contributed staff time to the service free of charge. 

LSSI’s contract included access to software from two other companies, ScheduleSource, which offers scheduling software, and Altarama, which offers a reference question tracking software product called RefTracker.

LSSI’s reference division, including their Virtual Reference Toolkit software, was sold to Tutor.com in June of 2003. Tutor.com did not maintain a business relationship with Altarama or ScheduleSource, so we set up new contracts with those companies.
There was no room in the budget to support compensating libraries for their time. A reimbursement task force examined the problem and recommended that libraries continue to donate time to the service, but that the off-peak hours (some of which had previously been filled by outsourcing to LSSI/Tutor.com staff) be covered by Oregon librarians.

Multnomah County Library is in the process of hiring temporary librarian staff to cover off-peak hours for the service. 

G. Launch the pilot project by March 2003. 

The pilot service was launched on April 16, 2003.

H. Provide live chat reference for 6-8 hours a day, Monday through Saturday. Provide 24 hour e-mail reference service

Live chat service has been available 48 hours per week, for 8 hours Sunday-Thursday and 4 hours per day Friday-Saturday. Current hours are Noon-8pm, Sunday-Thursday and noon-4pm, Friday and Saturday. 

These hours will expand as demand for the service increases. 

I. Develop criteria to assess the success of the pilot. Complete the assessment by September 2003. 

Criteria to assess the success of the pilot were have not been completed. 
The State Library’s LSTA Council also required that the service get an external evaluation. After some discussion with potential evaluators, it was decided that the evaluation criteria needed to be further developed before we could fulfill this requirement.
The Oregon State Librarian agreed that the assessment did not have to be completed until September, 2004.

The project coordinator will identify the evaluation criteria by the end of March and contract with an evaluator to complete the assessment as soon as possible.

J. Re-evaluate the available vendor offerings by September 2003.

A task force was organized to examine the available vendor offerings. The group conducted a study to determine which features were most desirable in a software package. None of the software packages offered all of the essential features. 

The essential features were that the software be capable of co-browsing with any computer or web browser and that the software not require patrons to permanently download a plug-in or other software component. While several vendors offer one of these features, none yet have offered both. The Advisory Board recommended that we should not switch vendors until a vendor could provide both features in their product.

We have since extended our contract with Tutor.com with the hope that an alternative will be available soon. The time frame for the vendor contract is now consistent with that of the grant contract, which concludes June 30, 2004. 
K. Make final recommendations to the LSTA Advisory Board for whether or not to continue the program by October 1, 2003. 

A proposal to continue the project and extend the grant an additional year was sent to the LSTA Advisory Board in August, 2003. The proposal was accepted to extend grant funding for the program through June, 2005.

L. Retain local library identity by co-branding with the statewide system, i.e. the statewide program may use a common name such as, Ask a Librarian, but the service would be identified as coming from the local library.

While we have made an effort to make the service generic and appear as if it is coming from the patron’s local library, this recommendation has proved difficult. 

The librarian does not know which library is the patron’s local library, so it is sometimes impossible to provide a “local service”. In the cases where the librarian does know the patron’s local library, it has not always been possible to provide the same level of knowledge that a librarian serving the patron inside their own library would.

Additionally, if the patron expects the librarian to be local, they are prone to leave out information that will help the librarian serve them. In providing asynchronous service, some patrons have given an incomplete e-mail address, making the false assumption that the system is local and that Answerland will know what to do with it.
To begin to address these issues, we must revise our model for providing the live service so that each library has a separate entry point into the service. The difference will be transparent to the patrons, but will require some set up by librarians. 

This change will allow us to better know which entry point – and which library – the patron is coming from. It will also facilitate the appropriate allocation of questions about libraries’ local services. 
The set-up for this change is planned to be completed by March 15, 2004.

Naming the Service

When the name “Answerland” was chosen in the spring of 2003, several participating libraries objected, saying the name was too oriented towards children and did not accurately represent the service that was offered. It was agreed that the name could be used temporarily, but a permanent and agreeable name would be sought.

In August of 2003, a naming team, made up of members of the Advisory Board and librarians from participating libraries recommended the hiring of a marketing firm to suggest names and handle the design work, with input from the Advisory board. 

The Ralston Group, based in Bend, was chosen to help us identify a new name and brand identity. The firm was told that the service should have a name that accurately reflects its membership and service. The firm met with the Advisory Board to choose a name, tagline and logo. A final logo and brand, “L-Net” was approved on December 3, 2003. The existing tagline, “Real help, right now,” was kept.
New marketing materials will include the new graphics and name, and a new web site will be developed. The original web address, www.answerland.org, will still direct patrons to the statewide service for the foreseeable future. The new web site is scheduled to launch April 5th, 2004.
Service Guidelines

In August of 2003, a Services Team was formed, made up of members of the Advisory Board and librarians from participating libraries. The services team drafted service guidelines and continues to develop service policies and issues.
The service guidelines are published at http://www.answerland.org/training/service_guidelines.shtml.

Service Statistics

These statistics reflect the most general look at the service as a whole. 

Synchronous reference questions are ones that came through the live chat service, using Tutor.com’s Virtual Reference Toolkit software.

Asynchronous reference questions are ones that came through e-mail, a web form, or our Altarama’s RefTracker software.

Total Questions, April 16-Dec 31, 2003. 
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	Apr
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	Jul
	Aug
	Sep
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	Nov
	Dec
	Total

	Synchronous
	219
	378
	205
	170
	144
	212
	202
	334
	207
	2071

	Asynchronous
	65
	157
	103
	38
	125
	180
	239
	253
	136
	1296

	Totals
	284
	535
	308
	208
	269
	392
	441
	587
	343
	3367


Demand for service started out strong in April and May, had a lull in the summer, but continued to build in the fall, until slowing down again during the holiday season. Given our current low-profile promotion, we should expect more slow growth and another lull next summer. 
Total Questions, by patron-chosen “Level of information”.

When the patron asks a question, they choose “What level of information are you looking for?” This category may not reflect every patron’s actual age or service group.

	
	College/Research
	General Interest
	High School
	Elementary School
	Professional

	% Synchronous
	16.35%
	46.98%
	9.29%
	15.49%
	11.90%

	% Asynchronous
	15.04%
	59.35%
	7.22%
	5.89%
	12.50%

	% Totals
	15.96%
	50.65%
	8.67%
	12.65%
	12.07%


Half of the demand for service falls into the “General Interest” category. This option is the default on the question submission forms and many patrons may have neglected to change it. Statistics for High School and Elementary level questions rise during school months to account for as much as 35% of the service demand.

Synchronous questions, by County

When the patron asks a question, they are asked to provide an Oregon zip code. We are able to assign each zip code to a town, and each town to a county in Oregon. This method is not entirely accurate because some zip codes are shared by different towns, and in densely populated areas, that can also mean different counties.
Though we collect this data for both synchronous and asynchronous questions, the report is only currently available for synchronous questions. This report will be supplemented when the data for asynchronous questions is available.

The exact number of calls may be different than what is reported above because this particular report from Tutor.com and Altarama combines the “live” and “training” areas of our service. 
Questions came from 35 of 36 counties in Oregon. Residents in 20 counties submitted at least 10 questions. 

Demand for service came mostly from Oregon’s urban areas. The trend shows a higher demand for service came from those regions where libraries are participating in the service.
A notable exception is Gilliam County, where students from Condon Elementary school often utilized the service for a time. There was no specialized promotion of the service in Condon, but at least one class visited the service.

It may be helpful to compare demand for service across geographic boundaries. The last column in the table below indicates the number of calls per 1500 citizens in that county, based on U.S. Census 2000 data. 

Table: Calls by County
	County
	Total Calls
	% of Total
	Population (2000)
	calls per 1500 citizens

	Baker
	2
	0.09%
	16741
	0.18

	Benton
	49
	2.11%
	78153
	0.94

	Clackamas
	85
	3.65%
	338391
	0.38

	Clatsop
	5
	0.21%
	35630
	0.21

	Columbia
	3
	0.13%
	43560
	0.10

	Coos
	15
	0.64%
	62779
	0.36

	Crook
	9
	0.39%
	19182
	0.70

	Curry
	2
	0.09%
	21137
	0.14

	Deschutes
	74
	3.18%
	115367
	0.96

	Douglas
	8
	0.34%
	100399
	0.12

	Gilliam
	101
	4.34%
	1915
	79.11

	Grant
	4
	0.17%
	7935
	0.76

	Harney
	3
	0.13%
	7609
	0.59

	Hood River
	3
	0.13%
	20411
	0.22

	Jackson
	246
	10.57%
	181269
	2.04

	Jefferson
	7
	0.30%
	19009
	0.55

	Josephine
	46
	1.98%
	75726
	0.91

	Klamath
	30
	1.29%
	63775
	0.71

	Lake
	2
	0.09%
	7422
	0.40

	Lane
	482
	20.71%
	322959
	2.24

	Lincoln
	26
	1.12%
	44479
	0.88

	Linn
	14
	0.60%
	103069
	0.20

	Malheur
	10
	0.43%
	31615
	0.47

	Marion
	108
	4.64%
	284834
	0.57

	Morrow
	5
	0.21%
	10995
	0.68

	Multnomah
	606
	26.04%
	660486
	1.38

	Polk
	7
	0.30%
	62380
	0.17

	Sherman
	2
	0.09%
	1934
	1.55

	Tillamook
	1
	0.04%
	24262
	0.06

	Umatilla
	30
	1.29%
	70548
	0.64

	Union
	34
	1.46%
	24530
	2.08

	Wallowa
	0
	0.00%
	7226
	0.00

	Wasco
	22
	0.95%
	23791
	1.39

	Washington
	245
	10.53%
	445342
	0.83

	Wheeler
	17
	0.73%
	1547
	16.48

	Yamhill
	24
	1.03%
	84992
	0.42


Patron Satisfaction Survey

At the end of each synchronous reference transaction, the patron is presented with a survey to fill out. We have receivied 435 responses to our survey, a response rate of 19.8% (there have been 2202 questions through the collection of the survey data).

A technical problem can prevent the survey from appearing at the end of the session, especially if the patron closes their browser without choosing the ‘Exit’ button. A shorter survey may also increase the response rate.

1. How quickly did the librarian understand your question? 

On a scale of 1-7, 76% rated the librarian 6 or 7 for this category. 8% rated the librarian 2 or lower. 

2.  How easy was it to understand the librarian's responses? 

On a scale of 1-7, 83% rated the librarian 6 or 7 for this category. 5% rated the librarian 2 or lower. 

3. How prompt was the librarian in fulfilling your request for information? 

On a scale of 1-7, 72% of respondents rated the librarian 6 or 7 for this category. 8% rated the librarian 2 or lower.

4.  Were you satisfied with the answer you received? 

81 % of survey respondents responded yes, they were satisfied with the answer they received.

5.  How friendly was the librarian you worked with? 

On a scale of 1-7, 81% of survey respondents rated the librarian 6 or higher. 5% rated the librarian 2 or lower.

6.  Were you satisfied with your overall experience using Answerland? 

On a scale of 1-7, 75% of survey respondents rated the experience 6 or higher. 8% rated the experience 2 or lower.

7.  When would you tend most to use the Answerland service if it could be available all hours? (Please select only one time period.) 

Early mornings (7am-9am) 7%

Mornings (9am-noon) 14% 

Afternoons (noon-5pm) 37% 

Evenings (5pm-9pm) 43% 

Night (9pm-midnight) 18% 

Wee Hours (midnight-7am) 7% 

8.  How did you find out about Answerland? 

Friend  6% 

Librarian  31% 

Sign/bookmark/brochure/postcard/etc.   4% 

Library Web page  43% 

Internet search  6% 

News/Media  2% 

Other 15%

9.  Would you use Answerland again in the future? 

87% of survey respondents said they would use the service again in the future, 11% said they maybe would use the service in the future and only 2% said they would not.

10. Do you have any additional comments/suggestions to help us improve Answerland? 

User comments were generally positive and are too numerous to list. Typical comments included heartfelt thanks and dismay at the librarian using the search engine Google.com to answer the question.

Next steps for the Statewide Digital Reference Project
We have identified six major tasks to upgrade the Statewide Digital Reference Project from a “pilot” to a full service.

1. Invite every library in Oregon to participate.

2. Provide librarians training for core digital reference skills.

3. Use digital reference transcripts to assess our service.

4. Complete and execute a marketing plan.

5. Flesh out the role of subject specialists and subject-specific reference in the service.

6. Make sure that we can serve Oregon’s schools.

Invite every library in Oregon to participate
The project should entreat new libraries to join the project. To do so, we must provide library directors and reference managers with expectations for participating libraries as well as the minimum technological requirements.
It is especially important to invite libraries to participate in the project’s asynchronous reference service (“RefTracker”), which uses more readily available and established technology, and allows the librarian to respond to questions at their own pace.

As during the pilot project, participating libraries will not be charged a fee for use of the software or for training services.
A draft plan:
Libraries will be added to the service in groups of 5-10. 
In the first month, they would receive basic Virtual Reference Toolkit software training and begin staffing the service with backup. Each of the libraries could take a different weekday to be on during the 12-2 or 2-4 shift, our busiest times.

In the second or third month, librarians could attend advanced Virtual Reference Toolkit software training and/or RefTracker training and decide whether or not they want to continue participating in the collaborative service.
If the library chooses not to continue staffing the general service after three months, they will still have had the benefit of digital reference training and will be in a good position to launch or participate in a less broad service if they desire.
Libraries can be invited to participate as soon as all marketing materials are ready, currently scheduled for March 29, 2004.
Provide librarians training for core digital reference skills
If we believe that digital reference is a valuable service to offer our patrons, then it follows that providing digital reference is a valuable skill for our library staff to have. The Statewide Digital Reference Project should continue to provide a general reference service, but also provide a program of support and resources for Oregon librarians to learn this skill. 

We should provide a training program similar to the one developed by the Washington State Library, “Anytime, Anywhere Answers” (http://66.212.65.207/) that focuses on communication skills and core competencies for digital reference. Such a program will better allow participating libraries to apply digital reference skills outside of the statewide project as well as increase the overall consistency and quality of the collaborative service.
Use digital reference transcripts to assess our service.
Though our service receives overall positive feedback from patrons, cursory evaluation of our reference transactions shows that the quality of our service varies from librarian to librarian and session to session. 

Digital reference services have benefited from the evaluation of chat transcripts. Evaluators gain a sense of what makes a good reference transaction. The results of the evaluation help determine what needs to be addressed in training. 

So far, we have developed service guidelines but not fully promoted them. We will promote these guidelines so that every participating librarian is aware of them. We will assess the transcripts of our reference sessions to make sure these guidelines are being met.
The first benchmark for our service will be completed by Mar. 15, 2004. 
After the initial benchmark, we will know which areas need the most improvement and will be able focus our training efforts. As the service continues, we will be able to periodically check on the improvement of our service.
Instructions for the evaluation of transcripts have been published at http://www.answerland.org/training/evaluation_instructions.shtml.
Complete and Execute a Marketing Plan
Marketing is more than just advertising and promotion. Marketing is a systematic approach to meeting our patron’s needs. We will first identify the need (for a statewide digital reference service), identify our audience, implement programs to reach them, and measure our success.

We can approach the entire project from a marketing perspective. For example, two of our audience groups are library information technology staff and elementary school students. These two groups both need to know about the service, but students don’t need to know about setting up librarian workstations and information technology staff will be less interested in knowing what kinds of questions we answer.
By taking this approach to marketing, we can better anticipate the demand for service and be prepared to meet it. 

A draft marketing plan should be completed by March 12, 2004. Help in completing the plan will be solicited from participating libraries.

Flesh out the role of subject specialists and subject-specific reference in the service.
Oregon’s libraries and librarians have a wealth of subject specialties to offer each other, and collaborative digital reference is an opportunity to tap into them.

With our live chat software, we have the capability to offer subject-specific live digital reference queues. If it were set up, patrons looking for help researching a business question could link directly to a business librarian.

With our asynchronous e-mail reference software, we have the capability to refer e-mail questions to each other quickly and efficiently. Unfortunately, we don’t always know where the subject specialists are. 
If we develop a way to keep track of our subject specialists, we can better refer patrons who need their help. Some digital reference software packages offer the capability to maintain subject specialties. Ours does not yet, so we should develop another way for librarians to know where to refer subject-specific questions.
Unfortunately, having a referral system may not be enough to make sure participating subject specialists are utilized and valued. Our initial program included Oregon Health & Science University as medical information specialists. Their role as specialists was small because there were very few medical questions being asked.
Answerland has been marketed as a general service, and patrons have asked general reference questions. In order to make use of our subject specialists, we must market subject-specific services. 

Most libraries are linking to the statewide service with an “ask a reference question” link from our top-level reference home pages.  We could link to subject-specific services from subject-specific reference pages. A handful of librarians could staff a live reference service for a particular subject by offering it live a few hours a day, and then addition answering additional questions through e-mail.
There is no approximate timeline dealing with this task.
Make sure that we can serve Oregon’s schools

We have answered individual students’ questions, but have learned that we are not equipped to handle even small groups of students that may visit the service during classroom hours. The single librarian on duty can hardly help more than 2 or three students at once, and then only if they can keep calm. In the meantime, questions from other patrons also go unanswered.
Digital reference sessions often take longer than 20 minutes, and in that time, students may have to disconnect to leave for another class or give up their workstation for another student.
Poor marketing is partly to blame for the lack of good service to students during classroom hours. We haven’t provided teachers and media specialists with enough information and tools to use the service effectively.

To create a better service, we can set up “assignment alerts” to let teachers know that a class is coming and use meeting room software to work with an entire class at once. We also need to work closer with our public library youth librarians and the Oregon Educational Media Association to learn how to provide a better service.

There is no approximate timeline for dealing with this task, but the school calendar should be kept in mind.
Timeline
Feb 27
Assessment
Update patron satisfaction surveys.

Mar 5-15
Assessment
Assess transcripts and benchmark service.

Mar 12 
Marketing
Complete a preliminary marketing plan.

Mar 15
Service
Revise service model to emphasize local branding.

Mar 29
Expansion
Invite new libraries to participate.
Apr 2
Evaluation
Contract with external evaluator

Apr 5
Marketing
Launch new site/name/brand
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