Virtual Reference/Instant Messaging Guidelines
Staffing

· Chat Virtual Reference (QuestionPoint) 

Off-desk librarians have the primary responsibility for picking up AHML QuestionPoint sessions.  If a session is not picked up within a 3-4 “rings,” on-desk staff should attempt to pick it up if the current workload permits it.  If it is too busy for our own staff to pick up a session, it may be answered by the QuestionPoint 24/7 consortium after 60 seconds.

· AHML VR—Will be staffed by all available Reference Librarians, both at the desk and in the Reference Office, until 9 p.m. weeknights and 5 p.m. weekends.  After our shift ends, questions will be picked up by the QuestionPoint 24/7 consortium.

· Our shifts on the QuestionPoint 24/7 Consortium—Will be staffed by a designated librarian covering an assigned 2 or 4-hour shift while off-desk.  The librarian will not be logged into the AHML-specific queue.


· Instant Messenger (IM)—Is staffed by a single on-desk Reference Librarian.  One desk PC will be set up to automatically log into our IM accounts (via AOL, MSN and Yahoo) using Trilllian software.   If that librarian has to close out of Trillian, a Librarian at another desk PC can log in.  We cover IM the same hours we cover VR.


· E-mail Reference—An account has been set up at questions@ahml.info to take incoming e-mail questions from both the library website and the NorthStarNet Arlington Heights site.
Chat/IM Service 

· Priority—If desk staff are solely covering VR (i.e., no off-desk librarians are available), VR and IM will be accorded similar status to telephone calls.  An in-person patron should take precedence in queuing, but  the Librarian should bring the VR/IM session to a conclusion before assisting another patron.


· Chatting Practices—It is easy to seem too terse when chatting (even though it seems speed is at a premium).  Make sure you greet the patron in a personable manner.  “Hi, this is Bill, how can I help you?” is preferable to “What’s your question?,” even if that might work during in-person or over-the-phone conversation.  In QuestionPoint, you should identify yourself by name right at the beginning (keep in mind that it’s shown on screen anyway).  It’s also best to do this in IM.  Keep the chat going, even when you’re “off digging around.”  Check back occasionally to say things like “still looking, but I haven’t found much yet.”  When you send a page, make sure to offer follow-up questions like “Does the information on this page seem helpful?”  Don’t get frustrated with delays on the patron’s side.  They’re often looking at information you just sent and may not notice new chat messages right away.

· Length of session—VR/IM sessions have proven to take somewhat longer than in-person and phone reference.  It is impractical to assign specific time limits to sessions.  We will endeavor to provide a satisfactory answer to the patron’s inquiry in a reasonable period of time.  If answering a VR/IM question is making it difficult to assist other patrons at the desk or perform other necessary duties, we will suggest ending the session with an offer of follow-up service via phone, fax or e-mail.  This may include referral to other AHML departments., government/social service agencies, experts, etc.

· Use of Resources—The librarian should use any available print or electronic resource, although there will be a practical bias towards web-based resources.  As with any reference transaction, the library should take care to provide answers from authoritative sources.  While search engine list results may be used when appropriate (e.g., when teaching a patron how to use a search engine or showing the broad range of results available on a topic), preference should be given to specific pages that contain the information the patron is seeking.  The librarian may attempt to send specific results from the Library’s subscription databases, but should be aware that this may not work properly with all databases.  In some cases, it may be necessary to use an alternate way of sending information from databases (usually e-mail).  


· Sending links vs. Guiding Through Searches—Consider if the patron’s question is better suited to the sending of specific resources or if you need to guide the patron through the search process itself.  If necessary, use the “cobrowse” mode, but you can also do this simply by prompting the patron on how to get into the databases (possibly via remote access) and then chatting them through the search so they see how to get results.  This is generally preferable to saying something like “Go into General Reference Center and search for Obama and Iraq.”  (More advanced patrons may not need this level of guidance and may simply prefer advice on the best databases…use your judgement.  When in doubt, offer more help.).

· Referrals to other departments/Who calls back—In some instances, it may be necessary to refer the patron to other departments within the library.  When this is the case, first make the offer to have that desk or department call the patron back (get the patron’s phone or e-mail address in this case).   Once the follow-up offer is made, you can also offer them the library’s phone number in case they prefer to just call on their own.  If the patron prefers to have us do the follow-up, be sure you make the appropriate contact in the other department and plan for any necessary double-checking (this is especially true if the other department won’t be able to reply until the next day, after the weekend, etc.)!  

The philosophy is that the patron has contacted us with the expectation of service online.  While this can’t always be done, we should consider the “ball in our court” and try to make sure the question gets routed properly for the patron.  If he/she wishes to go ahead and call instead, that’s fine, but we need to make the initial offer of forwarding and follow-up.

In the chat itself, try wording like:

· Questions about fines are best handled by our Check-out desk.  Can I have them e-mail you or call you back in a few minutes?  If you’d prefer, you can also call them at 847-392-0100 and ask for Check-out.  (If they did not give you an e-mail address or phone, make sure you get one at this point)

As opposed to:

· That question will have to be answered by our checkout desk,  847-506-2626.

E-Mail Service


· Checking for sessions—Desk staff regularly checks for new questions in the inbox.  When you take a question, move it out of the inbox quickly (into the Completed or In Process folders), so no other librarian takes the question.

· Replies—When possible, try to reply from within the questions@ahml.info account so that we can see a “trail” of our replies.

· Follow-up—It may be necessary to do follow-up after the initial reply (especially at night, on weekends, etc.).  If you cannot personally handle the follow-up, make sure other Reference staff are aware of this, preferably by sending out a message to the Reference Sharebook.
