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I have chosen to do a review about digital reference services because I am very interested in reference activities and moreover I think that the digital reference libraries have now to play their role.

I chose this subject after having analysed and explored other subjects that I consider related to reference work. I started searching  items with keywords such as : Current awareness services and alerting services, and systems, push and pull technology,  information packaging , information presentation. In this phase, I found a lot of information on commercial services and very little of it were about libraries, also many articles were too technical for my background.

Therefore, after better considering what the goal of my research was, I abandoned this first attempt.

The second phase of my research sprang from a personal reflection on what an online reference service of a special library should be in a public research institute, like the library where I work. I have thought that because  today we are overwhelmed by information it is crucial that libraries change their role from neutral provider and distributor  of information to filterer and even producer of information.

Libraries themselves, still produce a lot of information, not just limiting themselves to the role of mediator between sources and users. Besides catalogues, subject headings, thesaura, abstracts, guides, instructions, sometimes libraries are  editors and publishers of materials produced by their parent institution either University, research institute or foundation and so on: proceedings, annals, reports, handbooks, booklets on university courses, specialisation courses, on refresher courses and actually  publications on research results. Limiting to what the library owns:  special collections or peculiar books, reports, printed reference material: directories, handbooks etc… What kind of  attention will be given to printed material, even basic and relevant to people’s study or work, in the near future?  What attention can publications gain when not indexed in an international database? 

Speaking about information: how much data: statistical, analytical, standards, methods or more articulated information about projects, topics studied by the institution in a diachronic way and so on, could be provided by an online reference service?  This information is unique and can prove very useful even for real users coming into the library. In addition, how much information go lost in an institution without  recording and managing them?  What “value” has this information, is there a way of evaluating it? What kind of “value” can we attribute to information items of differing levels of complexity? Is it just an economical value or are there either other criteria, such as: “useful”, “unique”, “a recall” etc.. Therefore,  library reference services could  collaborate with people working in other departments, like researchers and administrative clerks  to  identify and organize  information ( frequently tacit, or unknown scattered items) with the aim of offering a product available for:

· improving  work organization

· taking decisions

· developing projects and so on…

Delivery is not done in a indiscriminate way but by evaluating:

· what specific item should be useful

· who the user is (patron or costumer)

· ways of putting the information in a specific context

· ways of delivering the information.

Collecting and storing the information gathered and the user’s questions.

I was curious about these processes and thought that even these topics had already been treated in the corporate environment, may be they should be introduced in academic or research libraries where information is needed  for specific purposes, but why not in public  libraries too. 

Therefore, I  decided to explore the subjects as: knowledge management and  competitive intelligence, relating them to reference services and libraries. The first results of my research (see table) showed that there were few articles related to these subjects, so I made another consideration with the help of my tutor: I needed to restrict my research and decided, on her suggestion, to put the focus on digital reference. In fact,  I found many articles and  such a vast and articulate topic that I lost  to treat some aspect.  My decision was to maintain as wide a bibliographic research as possible, even if, in this way I was not able to make an in-depth study, as I would have liked, the subject and some particular aspects are just briefly mentioned or pointed out. 

Subject coverage:  The focus of the review is the digital reference: the current debate about the change that is determined by factors outside the library. The globalisation of information and therefore the potential risk of either having innumerable users or  none anymore.  Which service would cope with such a difficult and unpredictable situation? New reference services have only started-up, the data on them is not sufficient to identify new trends. The concurrency of commercial services is so strong  that libraries are forced to keep track otherwise the risk is to be  supplanted. Many aspects needed a broader analysis:

The nature and features of reference transaction. I could not develop the subject, even if it is the key to the service. The literature is very rich , and it is also interesting to see the subject in a historical perspective, such as the environmental, cultural , social aspects. Differences between libraries (public library- academic- corporate – private and public libraries), even in traditional reference services, need to be taken into account.

Comparison between  digital reference and traditional reference transaction: this is a very important point that needs a prior research of the tested methods, standards and  procedures of traditional reference transactions and evaluation methods.

Comparison reference transaction in  library and commercial online services: It is very hard due to the lack of  standards in the commercial  services.  

On line communication and changes in the psychological,  sociological, behavioural aspects. On-line communication is just at the beginning and we don’t know what changes it will produce in society. Analysing changes in communication, is a primary subject  for society  and the studies that have been carried out were strongly backed by the marketing and commercial sectors. We need to know the effects on service management, on learning, on the way people think and feel and on the way in which they interact with each other. 

Content competency, training, skills and natural attitudes. This subject too, has only been touched on. Now that software engines and agents are also used to work on content and will increasingly be used, it is not surprising that they will easily learn the more repetitive tasks of our job. What I found really interesting and stimulating in  the articles by Bonnie Nardi  and Vicki O’Day is their way of leveraging the capacity of the IAs. Not only do they not see artificial intelligence as a threat to their profession but, on the contrary, against who proposes using  “not-so intelligent agents” (that just imitate humans) the authors suggest that  IAs can have some sort of flexibility, a capacity in some way of learning and improving. Therefore  the biggest threat to our profession comes from within, from the lack of invention and creativity from the scanty technical knowledge and lack of goals. The impression that I have received reading  some articles illustrating the implementation of new on-line reference technologies is the lack of imagination, a simple reproduction of an already familiar situation, placed  in another environment. The poverty of the project is designated to be  taken by an intelligent engine.

Reference transactions in a digital environment cannot be isolated from the electronic means and  procedures. Therefore, I have tried to cover  all the related issues, taking into consideration the most wide area in my possibilities, covering very different aspects. Nevertheless, I must admit that I omitted or just pointed out some issues, such as:

Management and treatmen of data about users and  content of reference transactions (questions/answers) generated by the reference session. This is a relevant topic because with the digital reference  libraries it could  produce a great deal of data. This data could be analysed to understand more about users, who they are, what they are searching for and therefore the service could work in a proactive way.  The data regarding the session  are  already analysed and monitored  in many digital reference services. Further studies on these data could suggest changes to library policies and organization. Many of the data collected are very simple and have  been treated as “ready questions”. The opportunity to store questions and answers in a database for FAQ is a useful solution to manage ordinary services, but is certainly not enough. 

Privacy issue. The problem is treated avoiding logging personal data.  Sometimes they are an integral part of the transaction. In this case some libraries have decided to avoid logging on. On the other hand, information on users is vital to make an effective search. This aspect too is very new and I did not find specific publications on it.

Planning and implementing a service: There are many Ask a services implemented and many publications too. Regarding the organization  of the service in a wider perspective, looking at the methodology and  at the general criteria, I did  not see many articles.

Assessing and evaluating A great contribution to the foundation of standards  and criteria has been given by VRD, “a project dedicated to  the advancement of digital reference and the successful creation and operation of human-mediated, internet-based information services, VRD is sponsored by the United States Department of Education.” The service provides links to Ask a digital services and promotes the cooperation between them. One of the standards required for membership in the VRD’s  Ask a    consortium is to maintain practice with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).

In fact, the digital library could solve the problems of people with physical disabilities. 

 http://www.vrd.org/about.shtml
Regarding disability problems,  I found  by chance, only a system designed for people with sight deficiencies, (Jeribi, Rumpler, Pinon, 2000) it is able to define and manage particular user information quicker. It seems  the best application of IA’s  “with abilities to manage the evolution, the adaptability and the concurrency of task processing”. 

Sources: I have done  my bibliographic research through LISA and ZETOC databases, search engines : Catchword, Ingenta, Emerald, Ideal 

LISA provides the searching with  parameters to limit it  by time,  searching by keywords:  concepts composed  of more words are treated as phrasal words and provides abstracts. On the other hand, it is less updated, I couldn’t find cited articles of the current year. In any case it is  the more suitable source for searching  due to its scope with regard to libraries. ZETOC does not provide abstracts, it is generic as a  coverage. Bulbs Table of content  search engine  is very simple and without any options. Ingenta and  Emerald  are enough good search engines. Ideal  does not provide searches by keyword, neither from the title nor from the abstract

Time: I have limited the time to years 1997-2002.  

. 

Type of document: Journals. I found just a few citations of  proceedings and books, that I regret was unable to find. Nevertheless,  a subject like this is  so new and  undergoing such rapid development that journals represent the best primary source. Even I couldn’t find some journals that would be useful for the review.

Language: I did not put a limitation, in fact, all the articles that I have found in the bibliographic research are in English.
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* Many items found are off topics
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