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SPEC
SUPPORTING EFFECTIVE LIBRARY MANAGEMENT FOR OVER TWENTY YEARS

 Committed to assisting research and academic libraries in the continuous improvement of management 
systems, OLMS has worked since 1970 to gather and disseminate the best practices for library needs. As part of 
its committment, OLMS maintains an active publications program best known for its SPEC Kits. Through the 
OLMS Collaborative Research/Writing Program, librarians work with ARL staff to design SPEC surveys and 
write publications. Originally established as an information source for ARL member libraries, the SPEC series 
has grown to serve the needs of the library community worldwide.

WHAT ARE SPEC KITS?

 Published six times per year, SPEC Kits contain the most valuable, up-to-date information on the latest 
issues of concern to libraries and librarians today. They are the result of a systematic survey of ARL member 
libraries on a particular topic related to current practice in the field. Each SPEC Kit contains an executive 
summary of the survey results (previously printed as the SPEC Flyer); survey questions with tallies and 
selected comments; the best representative documents from survey participants, such as policies, procedures, 
handbooks,  guidelines, Web sites, records, brochures, and statements; and a selected reading list—both in 
print and online sources—containing the most current literature available on the topic for further study.

SUBSCRIBE TO SPEC

 Subscribers tell us that the information contained in SPEC Kits is valuable to a variety of users, both inside 
and outside the library. SPEC purchasers use the documentation found in SPEC Kits as a point of departure 
for research and problem solving because they lend immediate authority to proposals and set standards for 
designing programs or writing procedure statements. SPEC Kits also function as an important reference tool 
for library administrators, staff, students, and professionals in allied disciplines who may not have access to 
this kind of information.
 SPEC Kits can be ordered directly from the ARL Publications Distribution Center. To order, call (301) 362-
8196, fax (301) 206-9789, email <pubs@arl.org>, or go to <http://www.arl.org/pubscat/index.html>. 
 Information on SPEC and other OLMS products and services can be found on the ARL Web site at 
<http://www.arl.org/olms/infosvcs.html>. The Web site for SPEC is <http://www.arl.org/spec/index.html>. 
The executive summary or flyer for each kit after December 1993 can be accessed free of charge at the SPEC Web site.
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Executive Summary

Introduction
Research libraries have been gathering data on 

reference transactions for decades. This venerable 
practice has gained renewed attention in recent 
years as many academic libraries have experienced 
a sharp reduction in the number of transactions 
recorded. The cause and meaning of this widespread 
occurrence has sparked considerable discussion in 
the profession.

This SPEC survey examines and documents how 
ARL member libraries are collecting and using 
their data on reference service transactions. For the 
purposes of this survey, a reference transaction was 
defined as an information contact that involves the 
knowledge, use, recommendations, interpretation, 
or instruction in the use of one or more information 
sources by a member of the library staff. The 
transaction can take place at a reference desk, 
via online chat, individual consultation, mail, or 
telephone. The definition does not include simple 
directional questions, bibliographic instruction 
presentations to groups, or database and Web site 
usage.

In the summer of 2002, this survey was distributed 
to the 124 ARL member libraries. A total of 77 
responses (62%) were received. It was hoped that the 
survey results would reveal current best practices, 
but instead, they revealed a situation in flux.  It is 
now hoped that the results will stimulate reflection 
on how the profession can develop more satisfactory 
methods for recording and assessing the reference 
encounter. 

Reference Data Collection Techniques
Reference transactions no longer occur solely 

at a reference desk and libraries are attempting 
to capture data from a number of service points. 

Not surprisingly, every one of the responding 
libraries offers reference service in person at a desk. 
Telephone and e-mail are utilized by every library 
that responded, while the vast majority (91%) 
also offers service via mail and by appointment. 
Although not as ubiquitous as other methods, chat 
reference and reference question Web forms are 
available in many of the libraries (55% and 71%, 
respectively). 

Respondents were asked to identify the methods 
by which this wide variety of reference service is 
evaluated. By far the most common measure is the 
number of reference transactions (96%). Surveys, 
including LibQUAL+™, are the next most popular 
technique for assessing performance. Other 
assessment techniques, such as focus groups and 
patron interviews, have been less widely adopted. 
For those respondents who record data on reference 
transactions, the overwhelming majority (99%) do 
so manually, using the traditional tick mark on a 
piece of paper. The collection method is changing 
somewhat as new technologies are used to deliver 
reference service. For example, a substantial number 
of libraries reported using software to automate 
the data-gathering process for chat reference 
interactions.

Data Collection Periods
While the respondents uniformly report that they 

collect data on the number of reference transactions, 
there is great variety in when the data is recorded. 
Slightly over half (51%) reported collecting data on 
reference transactions throughout the entire year. 
Others reported employing a diverse set of collection 
periods. Some collect data during designated 
sampling days only, while others collect some basic 
data throughout the year and more specific data 
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only during sampling periods (e.g., for reporting 
statistics to ARL). Other libraries collect data on chat 
reference throughout the year while using sampling 
periods for desk and telephone interactions. Many 
commented that techniques varied within the 
library, with different service units developing 
individualized approaches tailored to their specific 
data needs. From the responses it is clear that ARL 
libraries have not reached a consensus on how often 
reference transaction data should be recorded.

The two most prevalent reasons given for 
collecting statistics beyond the short periods 
designated for ARL statistics sampling were the need 
to gather data over a longer time period (79%) and 
a concern over the accuracy of projecting annual 
statistics based solely on a single week’s worth of 
data (71%). Sheer momentum may also be a factor 
in why some libraries collect statistics year round. 
History or tradition was cited in the comments of 
several respondents. As one succinctly summarized, 
“We have always done it this way.”

Reference Activity Recorded
Respondents reported that they gather data 

covering a wide range of reference interactions. At 
least 60% routinely gather transaction data not only 
for questions asked at a reference desk, but also 
for telephone inquiries, e-mail reference questions, 
individual appointments, questions asked at other 
service points (e.g., circulation, media desk), mailed 
reference questions, chat reference questions, and 
questions sent directly to individual staff members 
via telephone or e-mail. Fewer libraries reported 
recording data on office hours, or the use of research 
guides and other user aids found on the library’s 
Web site.

In deciding what data to record, libraries generally 
opted for quantitative over qualitative information. 
The most popular data elements collected are: 
Date (91%), Type of Question (e.g., reference or 
directional, etc.) (91%), Time of Day (84%), and 
Location of the Reference Transaction (80%). A 
significant minority also reported recording the 
amount of time needed to answer the question 
(43%). More subjective measures have not been 

widely adopted. Only 11% of respondents indicated 
that they collect data on the difficulty of the 
question, while only 3% routinely gather data on 
the adequacy of the response. Respondents were 
not asked to supply reasons for why they collected 
the data they did, but it is likely that convenience 
is a primary factor. It is certainly easier to note the 
number of transactions than it is to determine the 
quality of the encounter.

Changes in Data Collection Practices
Nearly half of the responding libraries reported 

that in the last three years they have made significant 
changes to the way reference transactions are 
recorded. Ironically, while some libraries are going 
from collecting data regularly to using sampling 
techniques, others reported that they planned to stop 
using sampling and start collecting data on a daily 
basis. Other recent changes can be attributed to the 
creation of new services, especially chat reference. 
Many libraries seem to be taking advantage of the 
automatic recording of data offered by most chat 
software packages. In some cases the data collected 
by chat software, and a desire for comparable data, 
has motivated a review of the data collected across 
all reference service points.

The changing nature of reference service appears 
to be causing other modifications in the way 
reference service statistics are collected. Perhaps 
motivated by declining activity at the reference 
desk itself, many libraries reported placing greater 
emphasis on fully recording reference activity 
taking place at other service points (e.g., circulation, 
reserves, etc.). Respondents largely attributed the 
decline in reference desk activity to the Internet and 
the fact that researchers no longer need to enter the 
library to conduct research or ask questions. This 
reasoning has led many to increase efforts to capture 
off-desk interactions such as e-mail queries sent 
directly to individual staff members.

Analysis and Use of Reference Transaction 
Data

When asked to identify the category of staff 
responsible for analyzing reference transaction 
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data, survey respondents indicated that library 
administrators and reference librarians are most 
often responsible for this task. Other groups or 
individuals who use this data include various 
reference working groups or teams, the Management 
Information Services unit or manager, the ARL 
statistics coordinator, and library administrative 
groups. Spreadsheet software is the application of 
choice for analyzing the data. The use of statistical 
packages, such as SPSS, is not widespread. More 
libraries analyze their statistics manually than use 
statistical software. This may reflect the backgrounds 
and statistical knowledge of those involved, or, since 
responses to another survey question indicated 
that the most commonly recorded data elements 
are the time, date, and location of the reference 
interaction, it may be a result of the nature of the 
data collected. These elements don’t require the use 
of a sophisticated data analysis tool to interpret their 
meaning.

Contributing to national statistics, monitoring 
trends in reference services, and determining 
appropriate staffing levels were the most frequently 
cited uses of the data collected on reference services. 
Somewhat surprisingly, justifying the budget was 
not a consideration for the majority of respondents; 
only 34% indicated that they use reference service 
statistics for this purpose. Data is disseminated 
primarily through internal library reports and 
reports to national, state, or regional organizations. 
Relatively few libraries reported distributing their 
data through other methods such as placing the 
information on their Web page, library newsletter, or 
via press releases.

Library Self-Evaluation: Minimum, 
Desired, and Actual Performance Ratings

Respondents were asked to indicate their 
impressions about the quality of their library’s 
assessment activities with respect to recording, 
analyzing, and using reference transaction data. 
After indicating their expectations for the minimum 
level and desired level of service on a scale of 1 to 9, 
where 1 is lowest and 9 is highest, they were asked 
to rate their library’s actual performance level. While 

they have fairly high expectations on average, the 
respondents did not give themselves high marks 
when asked to assess their own performance on 
these three tasks. As a group, the responding 
libraries rated their performance as below the 
minimum performance level in the analysis and 
use of reference transaction data. Only in recording 
reference transactions did they collectively indicate 
that their perceived performance was above the bare 
minimum performance level. And, in all three areas 
(collection, analysis, and use of data) the library’s 
performance was deemed to fall far short of the 
desired performance levels. Although the reasons for 
the poor self-ratings were not disclosed, the scores 
clearly indicate widespread dissatisfaction with 
current practices relating to reference transaction 
data.

Further analysis of the data did not reveal 
any obvious correlation between data collection 
strategies and high or low self-rankings. Libraries 
that use assessment methodologies other than 
simply counting transactions, such as LibQUAL+™ 
and other user surveys, were comparably grouped 
with their peers when it came to rating their own 
performance. Not surprisingly, libraries that reported 
collecting more categories of data rated themselves 
highest on their statistics recording performance, 
but their ratings on analyzing and making use of 
the data were scattered across the scale of 1 to 9. 
Libraries that had changed, or were planning to 
change, their practices did not rate themselves 
significantly differently than those who had not 
made or were not planning changes.

Conclusion
These survey responses are a snapshot of a time of 

uncertainty and change in ARL libraries. Nearly half 
of the respondents have made significant changes 
to their data collection practices in the last three 
years, while over half indicate that they are planning 
future changes. Libraries seem to be casting about 
for the ideal solution, with one library investigating 
the methods recently abandoned by another. Some 
libraries are considering sampling, while others are 
expanding their data collection periods. Some are 
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adopting more complicated forms, while others are 
planning to simplify theirs.

The survey reveals a general lack of confidence 
in current data collection techniques. Some of the 
dissatisfaction may be due to the fact that 77% of 
responding libraries reported that the number of 
reference transactions has decreased in the past 
three years. With many librarians feeling as busy as 
ever, some have concluded that the reference service 
data being collected does not accurately record their 
own level of activity. This is not a new sentiment, 
the library literature is replete with lamentations 
over the inadequacies of reference statistics, but the 
dramatic decline in recorded reference desk activities 
appears to have generated renewed interest in 
addressing the problem of developing meaningful 
measures of reference activity. The migration of 
reference activity to areas beyond the traditional 
reference desk (e-mail, chat, office consultations), has 
further motivated many libraries to re-examine and 
modify their current practices.

Given the long history of complaints about 
traditional methods for recording and assessing 
reference services, it is perhaps not surprising that 
as a group ARL libraries report being unhappy 
with their own procedures. What is alarming is 
the depth of dissatisfaction. The mean scores for a 
library’s actual performance ratings are almost the 
same as, and in general lower than, the minimum 
expected performance levels. These self-ratings, 
and the numbers of libraries that are exploring 
significant changes to their practices, demonstrate a 
widespread concern regarding the collection of data 
on reference services. It is hoped that this survey, by 
calling attention to the depth of the problems, will 
inspire libraries, librarians, and library associations 
to devote the resources necessary to developing 
innovative, efficient, and effective procedures that 
can be widely adopted.  The place to begin is in 
our own institutions.  Over 80% of respondents 
indicated that a person or group in their library 
was responsible for coordinating the collection of 
reference transaction data.   Those filling this role 
can examine their own practices, and take the lead 
in designing and testing improvements in our 

data collection procedures.  The problem is a long-
standing one, and the search for solutions continues.    
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