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Libraries collaborate to provide virtual reference service using an Enterprise IM service that connects to patrons both on the web and using instant messaging services.

Model

The structure of the service will be a lot like how many libraries provide collaborative virtual reference services today. Individual libraries or collaborative services will provide local service and maintain local branding. Participating libraries will contribute to a shared backup service. Presence and service on commercial IM networks will not be shared initially.

The pilot should be staffed a few hours a day. The rest of the time, libraries will continue to subscribe to and staff their current VR services. We recommend a few interested staff members be dedicated to the pilot.

The infrastructure of the service will be different. Instead of contracting with a software vendor and hoping that their products will meet our needs, the pilot service will seek out tools that are:

Established – by choosing existing software widely used by organizations other than libraries, software development, reliability and support will be less of a problem. 

Open source – by joining an existing open source community, libraries will reap the benefits of other industries’ contributions to the state-of-the-art and also be able to freely develop library-specific tools as needed.

Extensible – libraries will have the opportunity to add new services to the software without disrupting or even relying on the existing ones. 

Standards based – by using existing standards and known protocols, we will build tools for today that will be able to make transitions into the tools of the future.

Hosted by libraries – libraries will have ultimate control over what patron data to keep and what reporting tools to use.

Time period

To be determined

Costs

Overhead 

Server hardware

Software

Consulting

Administrivia

Contributing libraries will spend staff time on:

Staffing the service

Attending meetings or teleconferences

Evaluating the service

Goals

The pilot will seek to:

Measure the reliability of access to libraries for web-based and instant messaging patrons.

Measure the training time and costs for a collaborative Enterprise Instant Messaging service.

Estimate costs for a full-scale project including desired library features such as: 

co-browsing for web clients

compatibility with adaptive  technology such as screen readers

shared instant messaging screen names

strict patron privacy controls

Determine if libraries are willing to pursue an enterprise IM model as an alternative platform for collaborative virtual reference.
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