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Focusing on Quality Reference Service

by Tracy Bicknell

Literature from the service
industries consistently defines
quality service in terms of the
user, whereas library literature
rarely defines quality reference
service other than in simple
quantitative terms. Quality
reference service meets user
needs and expectations through
appropriate staff behavior and
communication skills, a user
friendly environment, and
suitable levels of staff morale
and workload.

Tracy Bicknell is the Business Liaison
Librarian, 216N Love Library, University of
Nebraska-Lincoln, Lincoln, NE 68588-0410.
tracyb@unllib.unl.edu

The majority of published research that

“has assessed library reference service per-
“formance in the last 25 years has mea-

sured the accuracy of answers to factual
and bibliographic questions.! Whitlatch,
for one, questions the assumption that
accurate fact provision alone is a key indi-
cator of reference performance or service
quality.? The accuracy of the answers
users receive should be a concern, but
accuracy may not be the sole indicator of
quality service.

Another common practice in the
assessment of reference services has been
to tabulate the number of questions
received at the reference desk, assuming
that a continuous increase in the number
of questions indicates good service. How-
ever, as Hansel points out, “staff will
freely admit that their reference statistics
are inaccurate.” She speculates that “if a
reference staff answers a large number of
questions, that could mean simply that the
library is so incomprehensibly organized
that users cannot find anything on their
own.”?

Few studies of quality reference service
have defined or identified the various
components of “quality” reference service
other than in terms of the accuracy of
answers to factual and bibliographic ques-
tions. Aluri’s article on improving refer-
ence service using continuous quality
improvement methods is a good example
of a study that defines reference service in
broader terms.* In the business literature,
quality service is unanimously defined as
meeting customer needs and expectations;
in addition, the environment in which the
service transaction takes place, staff
behaviors, and staff morale are noted as
important elements of quality service.

By combining some components found
in library literature with a business service

~ definition of quality, four aspects of ser-

vice interaction have significant implica-

tions to assessing the quality of reference
work:

» User needs and expectations,

» Staff behaviors and communication
skills,

* The reference environment, and

» Staff morale and workload.’

This article describes each aspect of
quality service and suggests ways of
assessing it in order to develop a quality
reference service program.

User Needs and Expectations

It has been argued that librarians are
not very adept at learning to know and
understand the real needs of consumers of
information. For example, Campbell
states that “we expect our users to take
information on.our terms, and we interpret
their use as vindication of the value of our
libraries.” He further states that librarians
should “focus on what the consumer
would like and how we can deliver it
rather than on training the consumer to
adapt to what the library offers.”® Like-
wise, business articles on quality service
repeatedly stress that the focus of any
quality service program should be on the
customer’s needs and expectations, and on
reducing the perceived gap between those
needs and expectations and the actual ser-
vice received. As Inglis notes, when busi-
nesses do not ask customers about their
needs, gaps in service quality occur. A
company’s perception of what customers
need and what constitutes quality may not
agree with the reality of its customers’
expectations.” Inglis’ observations may be
applied to studies which seek to measure
the accuracy of reference work. Many ref-
erence studies have assumed that a user’s
primary need is to receive an accurate
answer, but very few studies have
attempted to find out if that is truly a user’s
primary need. For example, Durrance
found that 90 percent of participants of an
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unobtrusive study would not ask another
question of a staff member who had
seemed unfriendly, uninterested or made
them feel uncomfortable, even if they had
received the correct answer.?

Some librarians are changing the con-
figuration of staffing on the reference desk
without first identifying user needs. This
is another example of librarians making
assumptions as to what constitutes quality
service. There may, indeed, be new ways
to conduct reference work that are more
efficient, cost effective, and beneficial to
users. However, making changes without
first trying to discover user needs will not
necessarily increase the quality of refer-
ence service.” Librarians interested in
quality reference service, must identify
user needs, not make assumptions about
those needs.

“Many reference studies have
assumed that a user’s primary
need is to receive an accurate
answer, but very few studies
have attempted to find out if
that is truly a user’s primary
need.”

Surveys attempting to measure satis-
faction with reference service have often
simply asked if the user was or was not

satisfied, and may not have tried to gauge -

the reasons for the answer. If a simple sat-
isfaction survey comes back positive, it
could mean that the user’s original expec-
tations of the service quality had been very
low. In the business literature, Haywood-
Farmer, Alleyne, Duffus, and Downing
note that “in quality control terms, not
only is the target [customer satisfaction]
fuzzy and moving, but it is camouflaged as
well” because customers themselves have
difficulty identifying and describing their
needs, and their needs keep changing. Yet,
the anthors note that some peripheral ser-
vices are more important to customer sat-
isfaction than core services, and “it takes
12 acceptable or superior quality attributes
to overcome the negative impact of a sin-
gle inferior one.”'® Additionally, Max Lar-
son, Executive Vice President and Senior
Research Analyst with Gallup, describes
the “Clean Bathroom Syndrome” for res-
taurants. Customers often state location,
food, or atmosphere as reasons why they
frequent a restaurant, but when asked why
they do not visit other restaurants periph-
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eral aspects such as whether the bath-
rooms were clean on their last visit are
listed.!! Any program of quality reference
service should attempt not only to weigh
user satisfaction but to go beyond simple
measures of satisfaction and attempt to
gauge the causes of both positive and neg-
ative levels of satisfaction.

Further complicating the issue of
assessing user satisfaction is the finding
that various attributes of library users have
an impact on the quality of reference ser-
vice. In assessing attributes, Kuhlthau
identifies six stages of the Information
Search Process (ISP) through which users
progress when seeking information: initia-
tion, selection, exploration, formation,
collection, and presentation.!> At each
stage of the process user information
needs and states of mind vary. For exam-
ple, in the beginning stages of an informa-
tion search, students may need to talk to a
librarian to get ideas or encouragement, or
to overcome their fear of libraries, not nec-
essarily to get a specific answer or list of
sources to use. The students’ perception of
quality service at this stage will be
impacted by how comfortable the librarian
makes them feel. In brief, the ISP stages
and the sophistication of the user have a
direct impact on the perceived quality of
reference service, and illustrate that user
needs may require more than a single
accurate answer.

Measuring User Needs and Expecta-
tion. Some authors argue against the use
of subjective measures of reference per-
formance, such as user opinions, on the
grounds that users are not competent to
render valid evaluations of library ser-
vices. However, D’Elia and Walsh see
subjective measures by users to be an
effective  complement to objective
approaches to evaluating library service.'
Additionally, consumer behavior research
has illustrated that both positive and nega-
tive word-of-mouth advertising can have a
significant impact on the attitudes and
behaviors of users and, in fact, the opin-
ions of friends and relatives may be more
important than any other factor on whether
or not a person uses the library.!* There-
fore, discovering what users may be tell-
ing other users and nonusers about the
library’s services is important to the eval-
uation of quality reference service, and
subjective measures of user needs and
expectations may be the most cost-effec-
tive way to investigate user opinions about
reference service.

Methods. Some effective ways to mea-
sure user needs and expectations include:

* Develop a user survey. Cronin and Tay- .
lor have created a survey with a 17
point attitudinal scale which attempts to
measure reasons for satisfaction/dissat-
isfaction by having users evaluate per-
formance measures and rate the
importance of the measures.’> This
scale would be an excellent place to
begin in developing a library user satis-
faction scale.

* Persuade a professor teaching a class on
consumer behavior or market research
to have the class develop a library user
profile as a class project.

* Interview strategic users.

* Observe interaction and user behavior
at the reference desk and within the ref-
erence area.

» Conduct focus group sessions to discuss
reference service and the components
of quality.

Each library should select an evalua-
tion method based on available resources
and local user characteristics. If possible,
data should be gathered over time so that
trends may be identified, and more than
one method of assessment should be used
so that a single method’s individual biases
may be reduced. Regardless of the method
used, an effort should be made to relate
satisfaction to expectations, delve into the
canses of dissatisfaction and ask questions
such as “would you recommend this ser-
vice to a friend?'® Each user group is
unique. Therefore, individual surveys
should be tailored to assess accurately the
needs of one group, rather than using one
survey for all groups of users.!” Finally, a
user investigation should target core users,
rather than fringe groups or nonusers.!®
This is not only more efficient, but
repeated studies have shown that people
do not generally think of the library as a
source of information and nonusers may
not be able to articulate clearly the reasons
why they do not use the library."? If refer-
ence service is improved to the satisfac-
tion of core users, positive word-of-mouth
advertising ought eventually to result in an
increased user population.

Librarian Behaviors and

Communication Skills

Behaviors and communication skills of
reference librarians have a major impact
on the reference transaction. Although
studies on the accuracy of answers to fac-
tual and bibliographic questions may not
be a good measure of the overall quality of
reference service, three separate accuracy
studies describe the behavioral aspects of
the reference process which have a signif-




. icant impact on the success of the refer-
ence interview.? If the librarian probed for
the actual information need, seemed inter-
ested and attentive, made the patron feel at
ease, and asked a follow-up question to
make sure the patron found what was
needed, the interaction was more likely to
be a success. Of these four behaviors, ask-
ing a follow-up question was noted as the
most important aspect of any reference
transaction. Further, Bunge and Murfin
found that successful librarians displayed
greater sensitivity to communication prob-
lems than less successful librarians.?!

Each of the behaviors described above
has an impact on the quality of reference
transactions. The behaviors are observ-
able, can be taught, and are generally
within a reference librarian’s control.

Assessing Behaviors and Communi-
cation Skills. Numerous studies have pro-
posed ways to measure communication
skills and behaviors. Some effective strat-
egies include:

e A customized skills assessment (CSA)
which is developed in-house and begins
by identifying the behaviors and skills
needed for successful service interac-
tions.?

* A peer evaluation process using a five-
point scale and general criteria for
review, which stresses that reviews
should be focused on improving perfor-
mance and not be related to promotion
and salary decisions.?

¢ An evaluation process focused on the
objectives of the reference process, the
content of the reference interview, the
form of the interview, and the end prod-
uct.?

* A “Behaviorally Anchored Rating
Scale” (BRS) in relation to Manage-
ment by Objectives (MBO) where staff
members set goals to improve their per-
formance.?

o A Reference Transaction Assessment
Instrument (RTAI) for evaluating refer-
ence service.26

* The Attributive Theory of Quality and a
panel of experts to evaluate reference
transactions.?’

Combining two or more evaluation
techniques may be most successful for
assessing communication skills and
behaviors. Using more than one technique
may compensate for any bias inherent in
any one method. In addition, regular train-
ing should occur on successful communi-
cation skills and behaviors. Temple

University’s “customer care training” pro-

gram for its public service staff may serve
as an example.® Staff evaluation and
training in behaviors and communication
skills identified as contributing to success-
ful interactions are crucial to a quality ref-
erence service program.

The Environment

Reference transactions do not occur in
a vacuum, but in an environment centered
around a desk or counter, which has basi-
cally remained unchanged since the emer-
gence of the concept of reference work.
The environment can have a significant
impact on user satisfaction and the success
of the reference process.

“Although many library
buildings are not optimally
designed, librarians should take
cues from the business
literature and evaluate the
environment from a service
perspective.”

Although librarians consider them-
selves to be professionals, Durrance notes
that the library environment may not con-
vey a professional image. Often signage
identifying service points, professionals,
functions or directions is poor or nonexist-
ent, creating confusion or uncertainty for
users.?

Service Environment. Bitner puts the
service environment in perspective by rec-
ognizing that people use extrinsic cues to
infer quality about a service and the people
who work there. In addition, she outlines
three composite dimensions as particu-
larly relevant to service quality: ambient
conditions such as temperature and light-
ing, spatial layout and functionality, and
symbols, signs, and artifacts. Even subtle
changes can greatly enhance or detract
from user satisfaction. Furthermore, ser-
vice designs should follow a continuum
from self service where users help them-
selves, such as an open stacks area, to
remote service where only staff are
present, such as technical services. Partic-
ular attention is needed at service points
where staff and users interact and a user’s
opinions and expectations are formed.>® A
reference desk, as a service point, falls in
the middle of Bitner’s service continuum.

Evaluating the Environment.
Although many library buildings are not
optimally designed, librarians should take
cues from the business literature and eval-

uate the environment from a service per-
spective. Because signage may be a
relatively inexpensive way to remedy
some of the problems inherent in a build-
ing, some possible techniques for discov-
ering problems with signage follow:

* Survey staff members about the most
common directional questions received
at the reference desk. If staff at a refer-
ence desk receive numerous directional
questions, perhaps this is a signal that
signage is poor and should be revised.

e Evaluate the image the current signs
convey. Begin at the front entrance to
the library. Is it clear that users who do
not know where to start may ask ques-
tions at the reference desk? Do the
signs convey library jargon? Do they
identify the functions of each area of
the library? Are the signs worded to
encourage questions, or do they cause
further confusion? A panel of users
could help evaluate the signage and ref-
erence area layout and give sugges-
tions.

e Compare the library’s signage with that
of a local hospital, fast food restaurant,
or grocery store. What aspects of the
signage in these service areas are adapt-
able or exceptionally helpful?

» Evaluate the philosophy of service at
each point in the reference area. If users
are encouraged to help themselves,
does the signage and layout encourage
self service?

Every quality reference program
should include efforts to arrange layouts
for ease of use and provide clearly visible
signage with users in mind. If possible,
users should be asked for input on the ref-
erence environment.

Morale and Work Overload

There has been some discussion on low
morale among reference librarians and the
possible impact that this may have on
quality reference. Bunge blames low
morale on the increasing range and com-
plexity of information sources coupled
with more demanding clients and pres-
sures to be professionally active.3! Miller
believes that libraries are currently in the
position of proclaiming universally excel-
lent service for everyone while serving no
one especially well. The result is low
morale among librarians.’> Miller and
Bunge conclude that low morale is wide-
spread and causes poor service quality.

Lowenthal tried to measure the impact
of low morale on reference service quality
in seven public libraries. He concluded
that high levels of negative emotional
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states may contribute to lower job satisfac-
tion, commitment, and productivity, and
may have a significant impact on quality
reference work.*

Most reference librarians can probably
remember times when it was difficult to
concentrate at the reference desk because
of a project with an imminent deadline.
Many may even remember times when the
workload was so heavy that the desk shift
seemed like a chore. If morale and unreal-
istic workloads do have a significant
impact on behavior and reference work,
these aspects should be addressed in a
quality service program.

“Each quality reference
program should address the
issues of morale and workload.
Creating avenues for
continuous training and
problem solving should relieve
some of the stress of a
constantly changing
environment.”

Evaluating Morale and Workload. If
morale is affected by factors such as'work-
load and the addition of more and more
new information sources, then measures
for evaluating morale and workload
should be considered. One strategy is to
replicate Lowenthal’s test, adding ques-
tions to the instrument about why morale
is at the level recorded so that improve-
ments can be made if necessary.>*

A variety of strategies can be imple-
mented to help reference librarians cope
with an increasing workload:

 Prioritize the services offered by the
reference staff. Grover suggests assess-
ing user needs and using a chart outlin-
ing the “societal functions of libraries”
to classify each service as passive (col-
lections are available), reactive (service
is rendered on request), or assertive (a
user need is identified and a service
customized to serve the need).?s

e Develop a problem-solving process
such as Fredenburg’s, which records
and tracks problems from their discov-
ery to solution, and includes follow-
up.¢ Many libraries already have pro-
cedures for reporting problems or tak-
ing suggestions which may be the basis
for developing such procedures. For
example, many online catalogs have a
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suggestion box. Comments posted to
the suggestion box should be recorded,
routed to the appropriate person, inves-
tigated, solved if possible, and followed
up to see if the solution worked.

* Record and route questions, comments,
and complaints en masse occasionally.
If patterns are noted, possible solutions
should be suggested and implemented.

e Update librarians on new sources,
review old sources, or demonstrate how
to use new electronic sources via regu-
lar staff meetings.

¢ Provide written or online manuals
explaining new sources or outlining
common questions. If possible, search
strategies and exercises should be
included. A manual might be particu-
larly useful when a librarian or staff
member is under stress or tired.

* Establish a daily information box, bul-
letin board, or online file for current
questions that are difficult. This box/
board/file should be cleaned out regu-
larly with only the most pertinent infor-
mation remaining. Otherwise, staff who
continually see the same notices will
stop reviewing what has been posted.
Useful tidbits could be moved to a man-
ual to be saved.

» Use listservs as a source of current
information as many serve as question
and answer forums. Difficult questions
could be posted to a listserv for more
global teamwork, and particularly use-
ful notes on the listserv could be put
into a manual or routed among staff
members.

Each quality reference program should
address the issues of morale and work-
load. Creating avenues for continuous
training and problem solving should
relieve some of the stress of a constantly
changing environment.

Conclusion

In this age of accountability and tight
budgets, librarians would do well to take
some cues from the business world. If
librarians offer quality reference service
which is responsive to user needs, there is
a potential for building a strong support
base to argue for additional or continued
support for the library. In addition, if
librarians get to know users’ needs and
expectations, they will be better equipped
to offer quality, efficient, cost-effective
service with the funding and staff avail-
able.

Each library has its own unique clien-
tele, building, and philosophy of service.

Thus, each library’s program of quality
reference service will have its own unique
aspects. Regardless of site specific details,
every quality reference program should
focus on meeting user needs and expecta-
tions by enhancing staff behaviors and
communication skills, by providing a user
friendly reference environment, and by
ensuring suitable levels staff morale and
workload.
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