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Background 

AskNow! 
• a collaborative live reference service 

operating
• across up to seven time zones
• 90+ librarians or ‘operators’
• 70+ hours a week 
• answering diverse questions 
• a range of client groups





Virtual Reference versus Traditional reference

• Reaching more users

• Librarians in a 
networked 
environment

• Convenience
• Extended hours

• Quicker answers



AskNow! and other Virtual Reference Services

• High usage
• National Collaborative Service
• Similar strategic imperatives, services and 

resources
• Multi-level governance



2006 Evaluation

Measure the efficiency of the service
• Transcript analysis using McClure’s framework 

for digital reference service
Measure the effectiveness of the service
• Transcript analysis, online client exit 

questionnaire, online bulletin board forum and 
an online questionnaire for operators

Highlight the impact of AskNow!
• Online client exit questionnaire, transcript 

analysis, online bulletin board with clients



Service Efficiency - Outcomes 

• 71, 216 inquiries received over 2004 and 2005
• An average of almost 3000 inquiries a month
• 77% of clients wait less than 5 minutes to use 

the service 
• Increase in online completion rate to 65%
• 69% of clients rate the service as excellent
• 34% of inquiries are from regional Australia



Factors effecting service efficiency

• Service demand
• Operator skills and experience
• Operator satisfaction
• Chat Technology
• Information resources



Operator satisfaction

“What young patrons send is often a 
problem which has to be untangled and 
reformatted before you can help 
them….and there really isn’t time for this”

AskNow! Operator (2006)
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Chat Technology

‘We have to make huge assumptions that our 
technology is working and that the technology 

the inquirer is using can cope with the software 
we are using. We also make the assumption the 
person on the other end of the line knows how to 

use chat…they are also making assumptions 
that we are still on the other end of the computer 

trying to locate information for them. ‘
AskNow! operator (2006)
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Service Impact

Client profiles and reach
• 95% of clients from Australia;1% NZ; 3% 

overseas
• Regional clients are well represented 
• 60% of clients under 24  
• Purpose of use: 

• 50% study
• 29% work
• 12% personal interest
• 10% other reasons



Service Impact

Awareness and Use of AskNow!
• Awareness is generally low
• Search engines and word of mouth are the 

most effective means of finding out about 
AskNow!

• 53% are repeat clients
• 36% used no other library services
• 64% were already library users



Service Impact

Clients and the virtual information 
environment

• Competent internet users
• Internet is first resource for fact finding and 

broad information on a topic
• Asknow! for specialised information from 

reliable resources
• Secondary students tended to come to 

AskNow! early in their research 



Service Impact

Perceptions of AskNow!

• 69% of clients rate the service 
as excellent/very good

• Lack of promotion

• Slow response time
• Sometimes formulaic response



Service Impact

What did clients value? 
• Free service
• Helpful operators 
• Quality of information received
• The real time, live nature of AskNow! 
• Interactivity with library professionals
• Personalised reference service
• Saves time and is more efficient than a 

library visit or email



Service Impact

“ The immediacy of being able to ask a 
question in real time and get an 

answer straight away is the best thing 
about the service”

AskNow! Client



Next steps

• More virtual options for clients-
instant  messaging etc 

• Student tailored virtual reference 
options

• Marketing plan 
• Management and co-ordination of 

service

• Long term planning which responds 
to the changing environment



Any questions?


