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Library Service / Public Service 

· All library staff work to support library service, but the public service staff are the ones who have direct public contact.  

· The library staff working directly with the public has the responsibility to make sure patrons’ information needs are met.

· The public service staffs are the library workers who talk to the patrons, who discover their needs, and who follow up to make sure those needs have been met.   This is true for any type of libraries.  No one else has the influence you have on the daily success of the library in meeting the information needs of people.

Reference Services

· The goal of reference service is to meet people’s information needs.  

· Reference work includes finding out what information people need and using library resources to provide that information.

· Library must reach out to people who have information needs, but have not thought of using the library.  Library also must take steps to assure that all who contact the library are made to feel welcome and at ease using the library.  Only in this way will the library fulfill its mission.

The Reference Process

· Reference work is an ongoing process.  We can think of it as assisting people in filling gaps in their knowledge and solving problems.

· The gap represents the “real” information need.  

· Patrons may have trouble expressing the real information they need (or may be reluctant to do so), and may ask a question that they think will help them.

· The answer to their question as they first stated, may only fill a part of their entire need.

· We need to discover the underlying need so we can help patrons fill their complete information gap.

[A man comes into a public library asking for recipes for tomato sauce.  It would be relatively easy to provide him with recipes.  Would we then meet his information need?  Suppose this man had just harvested his garden tomatoes and is overwhelmed by the amount he collected.  His real “information gap” is what to do with all those tomatoes!  While he sees his problem as being solved by recipes for tomato sauce, if you can discover the real “information gap” you may be able to truly help him by providing him with ideas of other things he might do with the tomatoes – freezing or canning them; making ketchup or salsa; giving them to food shelters; or even composting them  You would have done a much better job of meeting the information need that brought him to the library, even if he didn’t clearly express his need in his opening question to you.]

The reference process includes the following:

1. Encouraging the patron to contact the library when there is an information need.

2. Finding out what the real information need is.

3. Finding the information that will meet the need.

4. Making sure the patron’s need really has been met.

The Reference Interview

Discovering the Patron’s Real Information Need

· The first question a patron asks is often simply a conversation opener – a way to say “hello.”  Sometimes patrons are really just trying to find out if you are an approachable, friendly person.  

· Sometimes the first statement sounds like an actual, specific question, when actually the patron is still just feeling you out.  

[You may get questions like, “Where is the section on dogs?”, or “do you have a history of Guam book?”  There is almost always a more specific need behind those questions.  Discovering that need will help you do a much more efficient and successful job of helping the patron.  In the above cases, the patron may be looking for the Rottweiler Club, the local leash law, a map of Guam, the history of Tumon, or an evaluation of Guam’s tour companies.]

· Patrons are trying to be helpful and they tend to ask questions in a way they think will help you answer them easily.  They may think that if they can get “the book” on the subject, they will look it up themselves.  Patrons don’t realize that information on any one subject can be found in many different forms – books, websites, magazines, videos, vertical files, etc.

· Another reason patrons may not express their information need is that the request may be of a highly personal nature – perhaps a medical or legal problem.  The patron may be embarrassed to share it, or simply feel that it is none of your business.  You need to be tactful.  Try to communicate the idea that the more information you have from the patron the better job you can do in getting him/her the material that will provide the most help.

· To do that, you need to: 

1. Make the patron feel comfortable.

2. Be approachable.

3. Be sensitive – you may need to go with the patron to a quiet place away from other patrons.

Model Reference Behaviors

· Some tested techniques are effective in helping find the real information need and making sure the need is met.

· These techniques are not difficult to practice.  We all use some of them from time to time.  But successful reference librarians consistently use the model reference behaviors.  

Model Reference Behaviors Checklist



(Attachment0

Welcoming Behaviors and Approachability

· Patrons are often reluctant to ask questions.  Your job as a reference staff is to encourage their questions by using welcoming behaviors and by being approachable.

· Some behaviors for encouraging questions:

1. Verbal:  Give a friendly greeting; Use a relaxed, upbeat tone of voice.

2. Non-verbal:  Smile!; Maintain natural eye contact (but be aware of cultural sensitivities); Be at patron’s eye level; Keep a relaxed, open body posture; Have an interested facial expression; Lean forward slightly (if sitting); Walk around the library-slowly; Let people know your name; etc.

Paraphrasing

· Paraphrasing is a useful technique that will help you discover a patron’s real information need.  
· You repeat back what the patron said in their words without adding any thoughts or questions of your own.  
· You mirror the patron’s thought, showing the patron what the question “looks like” to you.
[The patron says, “I really need information on ____.  I’ve looked all over the place and haven’t found what I want.  I tried those books over there and they didn’t help, and I’m still looking.  I just can’t seem to find what I need.”

You can say, “Let’s see, you need information on____.” or “You are looking for information about _____.”]

· Notice, these are statements, not questions.  If you make it into a question, it will sound like you are disbelieving that the patron would even ask such a question!  

[“You want to know the state flower of _____?”  “You want to learn how to type?”…]

· Paraphrasing has three outcomes:

1. It reassures the patron that you are listening to them.

2. It reassures you that you have heard correctly.

3. The patron may clarify or amplify their original request with more information.

· Paraphrasing is also useful when you have a very talkative patron.  Sometimes people will tell you their story, and then tell you again, and again.  They might want to be sure you heard them.  If you paraphrase after the first telling, they will know you understand.

Open Questions

· Open (or neutral) questions are an effective way to give your patrons the freedom to express information needs in their own words, while at the same time guiding them in the direction that will best help you find the materials that will fill their information need.

· Always give your patrons a chance to tell you what their questions are, rather than telling your patrons what you think their questions ought to be.

· In the Model Reference Behaviors Checklist, open questions are in the section called “Inquiring” and are labeled “Proves.”  That’s just what you are doing; you are probing beneath the question that was asked first, to get to the underlying real “information need”.

· An open (or neutral) question is one that can’t be answered by “yes” or “no”.  You have probably had experiences such as the follow, which is a common result of asking closed questions: 

“Do you need this for a school report?”  “No.”

“Do you need this for a trip you are going to take?”  “No.”

· Closed questions often won’t get you much closer to the patron’s real need.  You feel as if you have to keep guessing.  It is much more efficient to simply ask, “What kind of information on _____ are you looking for?”

· If you offer choices, the patron may choose one of them, even if the choice isn’t what is needed.  They may be trying to be agreeable or may think the choices represent all that’s available.

· When you offer leading questions, you are putting words in your patron’s mouth and asking your patron to pick one of your choices.  If you have not guessed right, you may never find out the real questions. 

· Using open questions also save you from having to know about the topic.  You have to now something about a subject to begin with, if you want to ask a leading question.  With open questions, you don’t have to know anything about the subject.  You just need to ask an open question such as, “Can you tell me more about that?”

EXAMPLES ON OPEN QUESTIONS
Following are some examples of open questions.  You will find some that feel natural to you, and you can practice using those in your work.  Try to pick some that you are most comfortable with and make them part of every reference interview you conduct.

· What kind of information on _____ are your looking for?

· Would you tell me more about _____?

· Would you explain _____?

· Is there something specific about _____ that you are looking for?

· Would you explain that to me in more detail?

· I’m not certain I understand _____.

· Can you give me an example?

· What would you like to know about _____?

· When you say _____, what do you mean?

· Can you describe the kind of information you would like to find?

· If I could find the perfect book to help you, what would that book have in it?

Clarifying

· Clarifying is a technique you can use when you are further along in the reference interview.

· You begin the interview with paraphrasing and open questions, now you may need to clarify a point by asking for a particular bit of information.

[For example, you may have discovered that the patron needs pictures of ifit tree and bougainvillea for a presentation of Guam.  Before you proceed, you need to find out whether the patron needs color or black and white pictures, and whether the patron needs photographs, drawings, slides, video or print pictures.  You can get that information most effectively by using a clarifying question.]

EXAMPLES OF CLARIFYING QUESTIONS

1. The latest statistics here is 2000.  Is that current enough, or do you need more recent figures?

2. Do you need the addresses of coffee roasting manufactures for personal or commercial use?

3. Would you prefer the opera on a phonograph record, audiocassette, compact disc, video, or DVD?

4. Does that picture need to be in color, or black and white will be fine?

Verifying

· When you think you have the question clearly in mind and are ready to search for the answer, check one last time before searching to verify you have the patron’s real need.

For example:

· “So, what you specifically want to know is the population of Dededo in 1996. Is that right?”

· “What you really need is a recipe for _____ to serve 400 people, is that correct?”

· Am I correct that you are looking for a distributor of ball bearings in Houston, Texas?”

· So then, you need three or four articles on the Depression for your term paper due on May 21st.  Is that what you need?”

· What you are specifically looking for, then, is the Chamorro population living in the United States at the last census, broken down by gender.  Is that right?”

· This last check insures that you and the patron understand what you will be searching for.

The Follow-UP
· Never assume you have fully answered the patron’s question until you ask the follw-up question.

· After you have provided the information that you believe will answer the information need of the patron, ALWAYS ask follow-up questions, such as, “Does this completely answer your question?” or “do you have everything you need?” or “Is there anything else I can help you find?”

· Be sure to ask a follow-up question as part of every reference transaction!

No is Never an Answer
· After you have determined the real information needs of your patrons, you will discover that many of the answers are in your own library.

· There are always times when you can’t find the answers in your own library.  What do you do?

· Try your state/national library, the public library, other school libraries, the college library, other appropriate agencies, other expert reference sources, ……

· It all depends on you!
Answering Questions by Telephone
· If you have to leave the phone to look up an answer, put the phone on hold if you can.  This respects the privacy of other patrons’ conversations in the library.  Tell the caller you will put him/her on hold, so the caller won’t think he has been cut off.

· Let the patron know if you plan to leave the phone for more than a few minutes.  A few minutes can seem like a very long time when you are listening to silence.

· If you can’t find an answer, always offer to refer the question.

· Never let a question drop because you can’t find an answer right away.  If the patron has time, offer to call back after you have time to do more searching.

· Make sure the patron understands the answer.  It helps to begin by making sure the patron is ready to take down the answer.  “Are you ready for me to read this now?”  You can offer to spell difficult words or names and check to make sure the patron heard.  “Would you like me to repeat that?”  “Did you get that?”

· In giving information, always identify the source of the information first.  Fro example, “I’m reading from the 2007 World Almanac, and it says …”, or “I have the 2006 World Book Encyclopedia in hand, and it says…”  Both the title and the date of the source are important, so the patron can evaluate the currency and accuracy of the information.

Ending the Reference Interview

· Always follow up the information you give by asking, “does that completely answer your question?”  Or something similar.

· If you need more time to continue to work on a question, make sure you do three things:

1. Let the patron know who you are in case they want to contact you.

2. Get the patron’s name and phone number, and repeat the spelling and numbers.

3. Give the patron a realistic idea of when you might be calling back.  Some patrons may expect a call back sooner and others might be able to wait until the next day.  Establish a definite time when the patron is available and expecting you to call back.  

· If you are not going to work on the question any more, be sure the patron understands that and won’t be expecting you to call again.

· Give each reference interview an appropriate closure.

Reference Interview Practice sheet
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