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Introduction

The demise of libraries in general and reference services in particular have been the subject of debate for so long that the need to justify the value of both has taken on a life of its own. The world of reference services has dealt with this uncertain future by developing a keen interest in assessment–a scientific/statistical means by which to insure a future. Even though many library users consider reference service to be a standard feature of libraries, declining statistics, effective, free internet search engines, and tight budgets have led to predictions of irrelevancy. There is a concern that falling reference statistics are in and of themselves dangerous, and a fear that if one cannot count something then it doesn’t really count. The dilemma is what to actually count and how to count it. Does a hash mark really reflect the reference transaction? And does a statistic adequately represent the quality and value of reference?

In comparison to the other library departments such as collection development, acquisitions and cataloging, reference service is a recent addition to the practice of librarianship. “Reference service as we know it today is a direct outgrowth of the nineteenth-century American public education movement.”
 At that time, corporate America felt that a literate working class was vital to productivity.  After the birth of the nation Jefferson had planted the idea that literacy was vital to the survival of democracy. The “noble experiment,” universal education for all citizens, spread at a very rapid pace at this time not only to sustain a vital democracy, but also to ensure that the immigrant population pouring into the country was socially and politically integrated into this new world. “One direct consequence of the public education movement was the development of true ‘public’ libraries.”
 Reference services were born to help this illiterate population make use of the collections and materials in the libraries.

In the late 1870s, Samuel Swett Green of the Worcester Free Public Library in Massachusetts wrote “Personal Relations between Librarians and Readers” in Library Journal in which he set certain standards for reference service: “make it easy for such persons to ask questions … a librarian should be as unwilling to allow an inquirer to leave the library with his questions unanswered as a shop keeper is to have a customer go out of his store without making a purchase … Be careful not to make inquirers dependent.”
 The beginning of reference service is generally attributed to Green, who in his article discussed for the first time the importance of helping patrons use the library. This idea was and is so popular that for most library users, reference services represent the most personal connection they have to the library. The four functions Green defined as reference functions—instructing patrons how to use the library, answering patron queries, helping patrons select resources, and promoting the library within the community—have not changed, but the tools and models of these services have changed drastically. In light of these changes, the need to prove the value of these functions and the ability of reference service to satisfy the unique informational needs of its respective community has been called into question. Even though much has changed since 1876, how to measure how well librarians meet Green’s standards remains an issue.

 From the beginning, it was understood that reference service consists of a series of activities difficult to define; there was recognition that it was necessary to establish evaluation criteria. Fewer than forty articles on the subject were published prior to the late 1960s. Librarians talked more about measuring and evaluating reference services than they actually measured and evaluated. There were warning signs even then that things would change: “Reference librarians in failing to provide the means for accurate judgment of their place and contribution in library service run the serious risk of having their work undervalued or ignored.” 

For the next four decades, librarians discussed, tested, implemented, and wrote about different methods of assessing reference services.  This paper is an attempt to look at the topic from the wider lens of history and appreciate the pros and cons of the favorite measurement categories of each decade, and looks at the following standards: number of transactions, accuracy of answers, quality of the service encounter, and patron satisfaction. 

The 1970s and 1980s

Even though most evaluation studies in the 1960s looked at collections, a new interest in reference service arose in the 1970s. Terence Crowley and Thomas Childers thoroughly examined reference service in Information Service in Public Libraries: Two Studies.
 During that decade, King and Berry, Childers, Ramsden, and House
 studied the ability of library staff to provide accurate answers. This decade also marked the use of unobtrusive testing to assess reference quality.

In the 1970s and 1980s librarians were becoming more interested in access and service rather than just collections and materials. More approaches begin to appear in the literature to evaluating reference services.  Assessment standards and procedures mention goals, methods to conduct user studies and surveys.  These studies used independent judges for obtrusive and unobtrusive investigation, and the means to evaluate the accuracy of librarians’ responses and their ability to properly negotiate the reference transaction. Sampling procedures make an appearance, and there is acknowledgement that assessing demand numerically needed to give way to qualitative evaluation.

The 1980s were the critical decade for service evaluation. Ellen Altman’s seminal article, “Assessment of Reference Service,” which reviewed the literature on the assessment of reference service, noted that there was no standard by which to measure or evaluate reference service.
 In the same year, William Katz reviewed reference evaluation in detail, noting the major literature in this area. Katz’s work in all its editions is influential in defining and establishing objectives for reference. His edited volume Evaluation of Reference Services outlined various techniques that could be used to determine the efficiency and effectiveness of reference services.
 Each of the essays agrees that performance appraisal in the reference setting is sorely lacking both in frequency and quality.

The literature indicates the growing importance of accuracy studies stemming from unobtrusive studies showing accuracy rates as low as the infamous “55 percent”
 when reference librarians, irrespective of the kind of library, answered questions. Peter Hernon and Charles McClure called this low quality of service a crisis. “The idea that reference librarians are successful in answering questions only a little over half of the time has had profound effects in the field of librarianship.”

Another favored method of assessment was the user satisfaction survey. Both performance appraisal and surveys have advantages and disadvantages. An obvious advantage of unobtrusive observation is its immediacy. Similarly, the survey is valued because it’s given immediately after the reference encounter. However, even with the troubling “55 percent rule” looming, there were questions about the validity of unobtrusive testing. Terry Weech and Herbert Goldhor confirmed that staff tends to answer a greater proportion of reference questions completely and correctly when they are aware of being evaluated.
 And it was recognized that patrons seemed to care less about the accuracy of the help they received than the friendliness and helpfulness of the librarian. In 1981, Howard D. White recommended a study based on librarians reporting on the following criteria for each transaction: the sources used, the patron class, whether the question was answered by a professional or a nonprofessional, whether the question was directional or reference, the time taken, and the newness of the source to the patron.
 None of the methods identified the factors that could successfully improve the quality of the reference service they were meant to evaluate.

As the literature began describing the gathering and analysis of statistics as valuable tools for the management of libraries, using statistics to evaluate reference service also began to take hold. Participants in a 1987 symposium on reference service agreed that reference service is more than short, unambiguous questions and answers. This begged the question: what kinds of statistics would in fact adequately measure the quality and effectiveness of reference? Proceedings of ALA programs of the era consist of many papers by librarians and others on how to develop reliable methods for measuring reference service. It is at this time that definitions for reference and directional transactions were being developed.

In the first edition of his seminal Introduction to Reference Work, William Katz claims that “There is neither a definitive definition of reference, nor a consensus as to how reference services may be evaluated and measured.”
 In 1971, Charles Bunge defined reference service as “the mediation, by a librarian, between the need structures of users and the structures of information resources.”
 After multiple iterations, Whitlatch defined reference as “personal assistance given by library staff to users seeking information. This assistance includes answering questions at the reference desk, on the telephone, and via e-mail; performing quick literature searches, instructing people in the use of library reference indexes . . . reference sources, electronic resources and providing advisory service to readers.”

Once definitions were being discussed, people began writing about the need, the methods, the instruments and the pitfalls of assessment. “The need for assessment, from the evaluation of reference and instruction to the evaluation of collections, was a constant theme in the early 1980s and beyond.”
 The need to improve service was universally recognized, and there exists an extensive body of scholarly literature suggesting different methods and tools to improve the quality of reference service in the profession. There are many articles relating to the reference transaction or encounter: the interview, the follow up, the answer, librarian behavior, nonverbal communication, and ethical issues such as privacy, efficiency of service, quality and quantity of resources, and outcomes (patron satisfaction). There is also literature relating to the various approaches to evaluating reference services: the observation method, unobtrusive, obtrusive, user judgement, librarian judgment, surveys and questionnaires, log analysis, outcomes assessment, interviews, and focus groups.

The 1990s

In the 1990s, evaluation remained important, taken up by many including RUSA president, Jo Bell Whitlatch. She and others wrote not only about traditional face to face service but also reference in the age of electronic technology.
 Like many before her and after, Whitlatch called for consistent principles for evaluation of reference service, regardless of method. However, her guidebook for setting up and understanding the results of a reference service evaluation did not provide an effective tool for measuring reference service quality in a replicable manner.  In fact, David Tyckoson argued that evaluating reference based on the librarians’ answers is too simplistic.
 No matter how important it is to correctly identify sources for patrons, people themselves are much more satisfied with the transaction if the behavior of the librarian meets their approval (eye contact, listening, open-ended questions). A survey by Whitlatch also suggests that the interpersonal skill of the librarian and the librarian’s task-related knowledge were the most significant variables of the service interaction.
 Many other studies support this conclusion. Studies in the 1990s agree that dimensions of quality in reference service are willingness, knowledge, morale, and time. These studies recognize that reference is not so much providing answers as it is identifying effective sources and advising on research strategies, especially in academic libraries, where reference services are geared to the will to learn and problem solve.

With the onset of digital reference (email and chat in the 1990s), evaluation studies of the quality of traditional reference service began to wane. In the 1990s, the profession was concerned with the effectiveness and efficiency of the process: timeliness of response, clarity of procedure, staff training, etc. There was debate over the merits of offering and staffing the service, the cost of the service, the kind of software to select, and whether it is worthwhile to even try to offer synchronous service.

The 2000s

As digital reference provided new ways of examining the reference transaction, the emphasis on evaluation shifted to an interest in outcomes: “At the October 2000 Virtual Reference Desk Conference in Seattle, the growing digital reference community identified assessment of quality as a top research priority.”
 Digital reference was meant to replicate the personalized service that is offered in a face to face transaction in the library. Once again, assessment meant more than statistics: “The increasingly ubiquitous nature of electronic reference services in academic libraries and the scarcity of evaluation of such services, particularly evaluation of user satisfaction, are common themes in the literature.”
 Technical progress has allowed for this service, and digital reference service has the kind of visibility that no reference desk can have, but, in the end, best practices are still rooted in traditional service: a user with an informational need seeking a librarian to clarify and address the need. Even though the method of service delivery is different, the quality characteristics of traditional reference still apply. 

In the 2000s a new vocabulary emerged. The emphasis in the literature is no longer on the numbers or even the quality of reference so much as it is on the role reference plays in instilling “lifelong learning” skills and how reference contributes to “information literacy.” The focus has shifted to “learning outcomes” and “information competency.” Some, such as Novotny and Rimland, discuss the utility of older methods of assessment such as WOREP (Wisconsin Ohio Reference Evaluation Program)
 but most, such as Sonley, Turner, and Myer describe current and future projects assessing digital reference and online instruction.

Once again, patron satisfaction is being used to assess the service. Although patron satisfaction is an essential component of successful reference service, and assessing satisfaction is useful, historically it has been proven that patrons are not good evaluators of quality. Many people want a reference librarian to alleviate or confirm their uncertainties. Satisfaction surveys can measure whether the service was quick and whether the librarian was courteous and professional, but they do not seem to be able to measure the accuracy of the answer or the quality of the sources offered.

Despite the proliferation of service formats, assessment has come full circle with research focusing on content analysis and patron surveys. The process has always engendered a great deal of discomfort. Librarians are not only hard pressed to define their service, but they are also faced with the frustrating search for a standard, comparable methodology. No one method can provide a complete picture of reference or the quality of service.

Conclusion

Reference assessment emerged as an exercise to maintain or improve the quality of service. It evolved into a need to justify and preserve the service. After many decades of defining and discussing and experimenting, there is not a universally accepted method of assessment.  This is not a problem unique to reference.  All professions struggle with the need to measure success and improve quality, including fields that have eminently measurable outcomes such as the medical profession.
  At first, in order to measure services, librarians used statistics, counting what they did. And yet there were so many variations in how statistics were kept that the statistics were not a reliable basis for comparison over time, and certainly could not measure the quality of the reference interaction. Part of the problem with numbers only was that numbers could not reflect the intangibles of service.

There are many ways to define reference service quality, but no “right” way. With the development of the World Wide Web, the 1990s saw a revolution in how reference librarians work, and there is still no perfect tool with which to evaluate the service. The profession has recognized the need to adopt a series of values that are measurable: cost effectiveness, productivity, satisfaction with service, quantity and quality of resources, staffing, equipment, and facilities. However, just as the objectives of reference are varied—to meet an informational need, to teach about the research process, or to help a user become an independent user—so too must the assessment be varied. The variables are such that it has not been possible to develop a tool that can be replicated everywhere.

Therefore, the goal must be to establish criteria for good service, but the criteria must be flexible. What tool would be able to reconcile high patron satisfaction with low quality of service, or to measure the proper levels of service, accuracy, and follow-up in different kinds of libraries with different missions? And how would one conduct accurate, ethical, unobtrusive studies? The many variables of budgets, collections, types of library, difficulty and types of questions, the rate of activity at the desk, and the nature of the patron make this a daunting task.

Individual programs should develop their own list of qualities associated with good reference service. The list should include behavioral characteristics (attitude, ability to communicate, approachability, etc.), basic knowledge of resources and collections, subject knowledge, etc., and reference skills (ability to discern appropriate level of help, when to refer, use of resources, time limitations, interviewing technique, relevance, accuracy, perspective, and bias). Not every method can be so standardized that it allows for comparative analysis. No one evaluation framework or method will provide all necessary data-one size does not fit all. There is no ideal measurement tool, but every reference department must nonetheless examine its service, not because of the danger of extinction, but in order to set proper departmental priorities, and to define and articulate its level of commitment to meeting people’s information needs.  Despite the imperfections inherent in assessment, there is great satisfaction in becoming proficient and accomplished providers of service to the public who, despite the advent of Google and other powerful tools, still need help in meeting their information needs. 
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