Virtual Reference Desk

Policies and Guidelines

These policies and guidelines apply to the initial pilot test, which includes the cities of San Bruno and Belvedere/Tiburon. They will be reviewed again after that test.

A. Average length of transaction

The average length of a transaction should be in the range of 7-10 minutes. This is by no means a hard and fast rule. However, we find that customers tend to get impatient if they are kept online much longer than that.  Librarians must use their own judgement in this area. If there is nobody in the queue waiting and the patron is willing to stay online, the transaction may go longer.  If the librarian is unable to answer the question in the allotted time these procedures should be followed:

1). Follow up with the patron by phone or email. At this stage in the pilot, once you have taken the question, it is yours. You are responsible for answering it. When you are keeping a question open, remember to indicate this as you log off by selecting the call resolution code, "request open" … instead of…"request completed".  Every few days the database will be searched for open questions, and a progress report will be requested for any questions that are still open after 2 days.

2). Refer the question to second level reference -- System Reference Center Headquarters (SRCH). To do this, email the transcript with any additional notations you might have, and your contact information to SRCH at srch@ix.netcom.com. If the question is beyond the scope of 2nd level reference and requires a for-fee service, SRCH will make that determination. At this point, SRCH will assume responsibility for closing the question with the patron as appropriate.


3). If the question is easily answered with the print collection at the library and requires the customer to browse, or search multiple copies of periodicals, the customer will be referred to the library.

B. Confidentiality

In the initial stages of our pilot project, transcripts from sessions will be saved and possibly used for FAQ's.  Customers will be asked before logging on to the VRD if they are willing to accept the possibility of having their transcripts retained and used in a limited way. At this point in the project, customer consent to this limited use of transactions is a requirement for service.   All retained transcripts will be kept on a secure server, and no one but staff and librarians will have access to them. This policy will be reviewed in one years time, if not sooner. 

C. System-wide message scripts

While there will be common scripts loaded on to each log-in, the use of these messages will not be required. However, it is recommended that we use them as needed to uphold our standard of service in respect to both speed and courtesy.  It is especially important to send quick messages to keep the customer informed about searching progress. Scripted responses are very useful for this purpose

D. Scheduling and staffing

Our initial pilot project will be staffed with 3 librarians at all times. We will be open for the hours of 3-9pm Monday through Friday. To begin with, each library will be required to cover 4 hours during these times. These hours are not necessarily consecutive and may use 1-4 different librarians. As we get a sense of customer demand, these times may be revised.

The VRD coordinator will schedule the days and hours each library will provide the VRD service based on each library's 1st, 2nd, and 3rd choices.  Each library is responsible for scheduling its own staff to work the hours that the VRD coordinator has arranged. 

E. Service tips to ensure client satisfaction

Providing quality customer service via real-time interaction over the Internet is remarkably similar to providing quality customer service via interaction in person or over the telephone. In al three real-time modes, it is important to be professional without being overly formal or impersonal, while being friendly without being overly informal or chatty. As friendly professionals, we strive to 

· Treat each customer individually

· Get straight to the point, but do an effective reference interview to be sure you GET the point.
· Keep sentences brief

· Let the customer know what we plan to do

· Avoid one-word responses, since these feel terse in written exchanges.


Real-time interaction over the Internet, like that over the telephone, requires compensation for lack of visual cues. In both modes, it's important to avoid lengthy silences and let the customer know you're still working on the question. If an answer isn't  readily forthcoming, in both modes we can suggest getting back to the customer later, possibly in a different service mode. According to liveperson.com (see URL below), "It's the follow-up and effort that your customer will ultimately remember."

Some customer service techniques are unique to real-time interaction over the Internet. To save time typing and ensure consistency in our answers, we can use pre-formatted responses (scripts). We can also suggest activities for the customer to do while waiting for a search to be completed. It might be necessary to seek a particular response from a customer, such as asking the customer to "Let me know when you see the page on your screen."  Finally, it is ok to make a few typos - it lets customers know we are human.

For more specific tips, see Web page from liveperson.com

http://www.liveperson.com/corporate_site/html/tips/index.asp 

F. Tiered services

Reference librarians will respond to information requests from residents of the cities of Belvedere/Tiburon, and San Bruno

Questions should be brief (ready reference) in nature. It is beyond the scope of this service to answer large-scale research inquiries. Options will be suggested for more complex questions that require extensive time or lengthy research. A question received through the VRD, in most cases, should take no longer than 7-10 minutes to answer (although, this is up to the librarian's judgement).

Questions that cannot be answered within the specified time limit can be emailed, faxed or mailed within 48 hours.  Specialized inquiries that take longer to answer might require a visit to the library or a referral to appropriate resources (law libraries, medical libraries, community agencies).  Time consuming/complex questions can also be sent to the System Reference Center. (Please see the attached copy of the System Reference Center Reference Policy for guidelines on what kinds of requests are directible to System Reference)  Requests that require extensive searching in printed texts, back issues of periodicals and newspapers that are not online, requests for an online search, or Internet instruction, patrons should be referred to their local library. 

Infoedge can be recommended to patrons with needs that exceed this service.

G. Document delivery issues

If the patron asks for something that is not available online, full-text, s/he will be referred to his/her own library's document delivery procedures. 

H. Types of questions we won't answer

A standard disclaimer message will appear at the beginning of the session stating that this service is primarily for "ready reference". Ready reference does not include in-depth research.  If after 7-10 minutes of searching, the librarian does not find anything authoritative to answer the patron's question, s/he will refer the patron to an appropriate agency, or resource, or offer to email an answer later, or advise the patron to come in to speak with a reference librarian.  

I. Handling inappropriate client behavior

A standard disclaimer message will appear at the beginning of the session, i.e., We reserve the right to refuse to answer questions we find offensive and inappropriate. If someone uses language or terms (profanity, racial epithets) a scripted message can be sent to the patron asking them to rephrase the question, i.e. "The language you are using is inappropriate for this situation. If you would like to rephrase the question we will be happy to find an answer for you."

If the second question is also inappropriate, the patron would again be sent a scripted message, i.e., "Since you chose to send another inappropriate message, we will now end your session. Please remember that we have the right to refuse to answer questions we find offensive or inappropriate for a library setting." 

The librarian will then send an email message to the group list serve to alert others to the client's behavior. 

J. Procedure for submitting recommendations to LSSI for system improvements

Problems:

The librarian experiencing the problem will report it to the System Reference Center Headquarters who will report it to Egain.

Suggestions:

The librarian making the suggestion will report it to the System Reference Center Headquarters who will copy the entire group via email. An email discussion will take place. The group will decide whether the suggestion should become a request. If it comes down to it, a vote will be taken. Once the suggestion has been turned into a request, the System Reference Center Headquarters will contact Egain to price out the customization. SRCH will investigate the economic feasibility.  

K. Proprietary Databases

In the initial stages of the pilot, librarians will use the appropriate database for the customer as a library-card holder. For example, if the customer is from San Bruno and a librarian from Santa Cruz is assisting him/her, the librarian will use the remotely available proprietary databases that San Bruno has purchased.  This will require that the librarian logon as a user to the patron’s “home” library catalog and thereby gain access to that library’s proprietary databases. Generic logons will be arranged for all VRD staff to make this a simple operation. This policy will be revisited as soon as different agreements can be made with the database vendors.
