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The Alameda Free Library is a public library in a mid-sized community of about 76,500 people (City of Alameda California, 2005). I asked the reference librarian there for information about ulcerative colitis, a digestive disorder, to see how librarians dealt with questions related to medical conditions. I, like many patrons, was not certain of the information I hoped to receive, but at the very least some general information about the condition, symptoms, and treatment options.
As I approached the librarian, she was working at the desk with some newspapers, but acknowledged me with a friendly hello. I waited a moment until she was finished, she offered her assistance and I asked her for information about ulcerative colitis. After a short pause, at which time she was may have been considering how to approach this, I added that it was a digestive disorder, in case that was what caused the hesitation. Her response was “Yes it is, let me get you these resources…” and brought me two large books from the reference collection. They were The Columbia University College of Physicians and Surgeons Complete Home Medical Guide (Tapley, et al.,1995) and the Mayo Clinic Family Health Book (Larson, 1996). We looked up ulcerative colitis in the index, she looked in one while I looked in the other and found the listings. She showed me where the article began and ended and left me to read the information. When I was done with the books she asked me if I learned all I needed to know, I answered yes and exited. 
While there was an opening and a closing to the interaction, a reference interview did not take place. I, like many patrons, did not necessarily have specific information I wanted in mind and I reference interview could have elicited information about what I really wanted to know. In retrospect, I realized that the sources provided were up to ten years old, and medical information such as treatments and possible causes could have changed in that time. A question asking me if I wanted more recent information would have surely elicited a positive response and a more successful interaction. I very much liked her friendly nature, but would have appreciated some questions to determine my need, despite the sensitive nature of the subject matter. As a reference interaction on the whole, it was somewhat, but not entirely, successful. 
Some of the Guidelines for behavioral performance of reference and information service providers (American Library Association, 2004) were followed, but many were not because of the lack of a reference interview. The “reference presence” was there, with a clearly marked reference desk and librarian standing at the counter. Eye contact was established and kept throughout the interaction. Interest was taken in the inquiry with enthusiasm for the source materials that were being provided and assistance in looking up the appropriate section. Listening/Inquiring was not as present, as a reference interview was not done, nor was any search process. Immediate reference materials were gathered without any further input or discussion of the need or any materials that may have been searched previously. No online search, either of the library’s catalog or other databases was conducted. Follow-up was present, but the level of comfort that was present prevented me from asking for more information, despite the librarian’s friendly attitude.
The discussion of the reference interview in Reference and information services: An introduction (Bopp & Smith, 2001) focused heavily on negotiating the question and unfortunately this did not occur. Understandably, asking “why” did not occur because the medical nature of the question. However I feel this led to not asking any questions at all, whereas information about treatment or causation could have been given without making the situation uncomfortable. The librarian did communicate about the information presented well. She found references, showed me the extent of the information and indicated that she had found those particular reference materials very helpful in the past. However overall it was a brief and not entirely satisfactory encounter.
There are several environmental factors that may have contributed to this. There were several other reference questions being handled while I was reading the material shown to me that may have prevented the librarian from coming back to me earlier to ask follow-up questions. There was also some activity behind the desk amongst the librarians that was a little distracting. There also did not seem to be a computer terminal available at the reference desk at the time where the librarian could have looked up more information. However, even when the computer terminal was available the librarian did not use it.
There are several things I hope to take away from this experience. One is the importance of the reference interview. Because there was hesitation and little follow-up from the librarian, I was less likely to ask any additional questions before exiting the building. I would guard against being frightened off by potentially personal questions. While it is very difficult to negotiate, it’s important that medical information be provided in an objective and straightforward manner. The librarian was, however, very friendly and approachable when I reached the desk and upon leaving. I realize that my question was of a sensitive nature, and this process made me realize that the librarian’s discomfort, if only momentary, can impede a successful information search.
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