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The Q and A Café is a live reference service provided by the San Jose State University Library. It offers a live chat via California State University’s (CSU) 24/7 Reference. While the experience was extremely convenient, not many of the available tools, such as pushing web pages, were utilized and the disconnect from a real person had both positive and negative impacts on the reference interview experience.
In order to enter the chat room, certain fields were required, including name, email address (and address verification field), school name, question, speed of Internet connection and firewall. I asked for information on ulcerative colitis, posing the same medical question I did for the face-to-face reference interview conducted in assignment one. I asked a broad question with the hopes that my needs would be narrowed to some degree.
The interaction followed some of the basic guidelines outlined by Ronan (2003) for digital reference, but not all. Upon entering the chatroom, I received a “greeting” from the system stating that a librarian would be with me shortly. Although it is essential that a message be sent so that the user knows she’s been connected, it is a little difficult to accept how Ronan (2003) maps this to RUSA’s guideline for Approachability (American Library Association, 2004). For those who use the Internet frequently, an automatically generated message can often be perceived as impersonal. While it is necessary, making the librarian “available” through more obvious and convenient linking, as Ronan also mentions, is more appropriate to the system and is not widely utilized by the CSU or San Jose State University system.

The greeting from the actual librarian on the other end of the system occurred with the beginning of the reference interview. The librarian had received my question and in a few moments I received a personalized greeting and a closed question that was intended to find the kind of information I was looking for, specifically information on ulcerative colitis from a patient’s point of view, or a researcher’s. I indicated that I wanted information for patients, and within a minute or so, I was pointed to a web site for MedlinePlus (U.S. National Library of Medicine, 2005). I was given the URL for the site as well as a brief description of what it was about, how to find information on the particular illness I was interested in, and a description of what kind of information I would find there, such as general information, treatments, etc. I replied with thanks and asked if the librarian considered this a good source for current information about the illness. The librarian acknowledged my thanks and confirmed that the site was specifically designed for that purpose. I thanked him again and exited. No push-page or escorting to the site was used. Soon after the interaction was completed, I received an email with the entire transaction and a closing “[p]lease use our service often.” While the closing was technically present, I would not normally have even noticed it in the email.
While the interview was brief, and it did not point me to any more information, I still feel it was fairly successful. The Web site that was given as a reference had a large amount of information—not only general information and treatments, but also current clinical trials, coping, disease management, and related issues. The presumption is that I could use this site to narrow my search, and return with any additional questions. While no physical sources were supplied, it follows Janes’ idea that the source should follow the type of reference interaction that the patron is using, so “if people are asking questions digitally…the should get their answers in the same way they asked the question, or at least a digital answer should be strongly preferred” (Janes, 2000, p. 84).
One of the strongest benefits of the digital reference experience was the transcript that was sent via email once the transaction was complete. Not only are any references that were supplied available for the user in email, but the entire interaction is available if one needs to keep track of a certain reference process. Questions and sources can be filed away for longer research projects as needed. Another nice aspect was the relative anonymity. There was less discomfort on both parts with a medical question because the librarian and patron cannot see one another. There is a sense of distance which in some cases can be more productive to the reference interview process, while in others could be detrimental. One of the more disconcerting things about the experience was the waiting. While it was not long, most people do not realize how long a minute or two really is until they are sitting waiting for a response for that long. The time does not go by as slowly in a face-to-face interview because you can see what the librarian is doing and watching the process. In this experience I felt a little disconnected, wondering if the librarian was dealing with many more patrons at the same time, what was being researched, and basically what was going on at the other end of the screen. 

Overall, the digital reference was a good one. I received quick service, a reliable source that gave me plenty of information, and knowledge that I could easily return at any time to get additional information. On the other hand, the personal experience was largely absent and I found that I missed it more than I would have thought. Depending on the type of question a patron have seems to factor in significantly into which type of reference service should be used.
References
American Library Association. (2004). Guidelines for behavioral performance of reference and information service providers. Retrieved June 7, 2005 from http://www.ala.org/ala/rusa/rusaprotools/referenceguide/guidelinesbehavioral.htm.

Janes, J. (2003). Introduction to reference work in the digital age. New York: Neal-Schuman Publishers.

Ronan, J. (2003). The reference interview online. Reference and User Services Quarterly, 43(1), 31-6. Retrieved on June 12, 2005 from Wilson Web.
U.S. National Library of Medicine. (2005). MedlinePlus. Retrieved June 16, 2005 from http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/.
