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Texting in the USA and Oregon

Text messaging, or Short Message Service (SMS) generally refers to the sending and receiving of simple text-based messages between mobile devices. 
Text messages can be up to 140 bytes long, containing up to 160 7-bit characters, which can include numbers, letters and simple punctuation. For example, the preceding sentence is exactly 140 characters long including all punctuation and spaces, and this one is just about as long.
Mobile phones can typically also send or receive text messages to or from other services connected to mobile phone carriers, such as offered by reality TV shows that allow viewers to vote by text message and some forms of library text messaging reference services.
In the United States mobile phone carriers charge subscribers to send text messaging in one of three ways: unlimited plans ($15-20 per month), in blocks for a set price (ie 1,500 text messages for $15), or on a per-use basis (ie $.20 per message) (Devlin, Dory. Compare Text Message Plans, Yahoo! Tech, January 24, 2008, http://tech.yahoo.com/blogs/devlin/21476 accessed 1/15/2010).
Statistical Abstract of the United States reports that Americans sent over 110 billion text messages in a sample month in 2008, a 130% increase from the previous year. (Statistical Abstract of the United States, table 1112, http://www.census.gov/prod/2009pubs/10statab/infocomm.pdf accessed 1/15/2010).
The Pew Internet and American Life project reported in 2009 that 65% of American adults have sent text messages and that younger adults are heavier users:

	Age range
	Percent of Americans who have ever sent a text message
	Percent of Americans who sent a text message on a typical day

	18-29
	92 %
	74 %

	30-49
	76
	52

	50-64
	50
	23

	65+
	17
	5

	Overall
	65
	43


(Wireless Internet Use, Pew Internet and American Life Project, 2009, http://www.pewinternet.org/~/media//Files/Reports/2009/Wireless-Internet-Use.pdf accessed 1/15/2010).
The Pew Internet and American Life Project reports on various activities that Americans do online, such as using a search engine or shopping online. According to their surveys, more Americans use text messaging on a typical day than do any online activity save reading and sending e-mail and using search engines. Compared to the percentage of Americans who use instant messaging on a typical day (11), text messaging is nearly four times as popular. (Online Activities, Total. Pew Internet and American Life Project, 2010
http://www.pewinternet.org/Static-Pages/Trend-Data/Online-Activites-Total.aspx, last accessed 1/15/2010, Online Activities, Daily. Pew Internet and American Life Project, 2010, http://www.pewinternet.org/Static-Pages/Trend-Data/Online-Activities-Daily.aspx accessed 1/15/2010).
In Oregon
Although we have not located specific statistics about Oregonians' use of text messaging, there is no reason to think that Oregon is much different than America at large. Texting is popular enough to have been included in House Bill 2377, was signed into law in 2009, banning adults from texting and talking on a handheld phone while driving, and banning teens from using mobile phones at all while driving. (Repko, Melissa. Oregon Senate passes bill banning driving while using hand-held cell phone, The Oregonian, June 23, 2009, http://www.oregonlive.com/news/index.ssf/2009/06/oregon_legislature_outlaws_dri.html accessed 1/15/2010).
Texting in libraries

The primary ways that libraries are using text messaging are to offer reference services and to allow patrons to send call numbers from the library catalog or OPAC to their mobile phones.
Catalog services
Oregon State University's mobile catalog at http://m.library.oregonstate.edu/search allows patrons to click a link to "Text/Email Record". The patron enters their phone number and chooses their phone carrier from a list. Carriers often offer an e-mail-to-text service, or SMS Gateway, so the catalog e-mails the record to the carrier and indicates it is for that particular number. See http://www.makeuseof.com/tag/email-to-sms/ for details about specific carriers.
Reference services
Text reference services allow patrons to text a question to the library receive and answer in the same media. There are at least four ways of accomplishing this:

Phone-based

Some libraries operate their texting service simply by purchasing a mobile phone and an unlimited texting plan, then advertising the phone number. Examples: Yale Science Library (number unadvertised)

Text to IM

The libraryh3lp chat reference software/service integrates texting either through an internet-enabled mobile phone or through Google's Google Voice service and converts it into an instant message. A library must have a Google Voice account. Example: Reed College Library (707-733-3542).
Web-based

Text A Librarian is a product from Mosio that provides a web-based interface to answering text messages. Users text Mosio's main number and include a code, the code routes the question to the appropriate library, who replies. The answer goes to the patron's phone. Example: San Jose Public Library (Text 66746 with the code AskSJ then your question).
Collaboratively

MyInfoQuest is a text-based collaborative library reference service. Participants in Oregon are the Eugene Public Library and Washington County Cooperative Library Services. Patrons text the number with their library's code. Libraries take turns answering, regardless of the code, or even if the code is absent. Example: Washington County Cooperative Library Services (309-222-7740 and enter WCC).
More uses of texting in libraries
A number of other creative ideas for libraries to use text messaging also exist. Libraries could send text notifications that are currently sent by mail, telephone or e-mail, such as when held materials are available or when materials about to be due. Patrons could be allowed to renew materials by text messaging, to query the library catalog, or be encouraged to participate in events, such as by texting the name of the book they are reading or what page they are on.

Best practices for Text Messaging Reference

Based on a literature review and discussions with colleagues (citations forthcoming), we have identified the following best practices or norms for text messaging reference service.

1. Patrons expect a reasonably timely response, as if they are texting a person. They expect that someone is checking for text messages and will reply when they get them. MyInfoQuest sets a standard of answers within 10 minutes.

2. In a cooperative service, the librarian must know which library the patron uses. MyInfoQuest patrons don't always use a code, so librarians often guess a patron's location based on the area code. This may not be an effective strategy when libraries from the same area code are collaborating.

3. Librarians may be apprehensive of the process of sending and receiving texts. One article suggests that training should include the use of mobile phones to send and answer questions. Another one suggests that using a mobile phone to answer text reference questions provides the most authentic experience for patrons.
4. Libraries can generally expect ready reference questions and local policy questions.. For in-depth questions, texting can be an opening into an e-mail or in person conversation

Further Questions

What do patrons want from text-based services from libraries, reference or otherwise?
What do libraries want from these services?
What would L-net require?

