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The Library began to use a virtual reference desk service in October 2001 to provide its clients an additional point for
assistance. This poster will explain the library's experiences with implementing and using a virtual reference service. It will
cover cost and selection of software. It will outline training staff members and launching the service, including timing and
level of publicity. The poster will present information about staffing and statistics. The statistics will be for a given time period
and will include the number of questions the library answered, the type of questions asked, and the length of response time.
Finally, the poster will explain whether investing in the service was the right decision for the Library.
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Responding to a Question: allows the
librarian to send text messages. web
sites, or shide presentations to patrons
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pages.
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Publicity

To advertise the virtual reference service,
the Library first made links available from

Not until February 2002 did the Library

its homepage. The service's existence
was nol overtly apparent (o users. This
approach allowed staff time to adjust to
monitoring and using the new service.

A more formal announcement was made on
November 8, 2001 via the Medical Center
Library’s web site. It provided a brief
deseription of the service and instructed
users how to conneet to it

re-pul the availability of the virtual
reference service. Through a newsletter
article, the Medical Center community
was reminded about what the service is,
how it can connect. how the software
waorks, and the benefits to using this type

of assistance.

Future Advertising

& Devise 3 plan 1o reach & langer population
of wsers,

@ Readvertise on the Library's bomepage,

®  Scloct high iraflic Library web pages to
ink from, snd

®  Work to create an identity for sdvertising.

Statistics

First Call: October 26, 2001
Average Time on Hold: 265
minutes

Average Response Time: 25.77
minutes

Total Number of Questions: 21
(as of April 30, 2002)

Types of Questions:

Directional, which relate to information
about the library or using its collection

Reference, which require use of local
resources or databases

Issues that Impact Statistics:
+ Not hearing the arrival of a “call™
o Low or nonexistent speaker volume

o Distance from the workstation
where the service is located

* Disruption in web conneetivity
= System problems
o Locking up

o Dropping the library staff member

OF user

Conclusions

The staff 1s divided on the value of the virtual reference service in
an academic medical center library. For the time and money
invested, the call volume has been low and somewhat discouraging,
Part of this is due to lack of advertising by the Library, the type of
population being served, and technical 1ssues associated with the
software,

The Library will continue to offer the service. It will reconsider
the hours of coverage, where the workstation 1s located, and how
virtual reference is publicized. If the call load does not increase,
the Library will consider suspending the service.

FOR MORE INFORMATION, contact Marlyse MacDonald at marlyse.macdonald@duke.edu or Eric Albright at albri008@mc.duke.edu.




