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Exercise #2 

Journal Article Review:  Reference Interview
     Why conduct a reference interview?  On the surface, the transaction between the librarian and the user seems straightforward, not something worthy of a great amount of thought and study.  A user approaches the reference librarian. He asks a question. The librarian looks up the answer.  User leaves.  End of story.  But everyone who has worked in a library for more than a week understands that the reference transaction often becomes more complicated.  Many times the user will not state his questions clearly, either because he doesn’t know exactly what he needs or because he is unaware of what information the librarian will need to help him find the answer to his query.  Librarians have long been searching for the best way to elicit the information they need to answer the user’s questions through the use of the reference interview. 
     Most of the literature concludes that reference librarians need to develop good interviewing skills in order to be able to accurately answer reference questions.  The RUSA Guidelines for Reference and Information Service Providers (2004) attempt to provide a model for providing quality reference service.  Ross (2003) shows that user satisfaction ratings decrease when librarians do not use the reference interview at all, or perform the interview poorly.  But Wilson (1986) advocates the use of the “face value rule;” instead of doing a reference interview, the librarian simply takes the user’s question at face value, assuming that the user knows what he wants and how to frame the question.  This paper will examine the two approaches. 

     Ross (2003) discusses common user experiences which lead to dissatisfaction with the reference service provided.  These experiences include librarians who begin to type on the computer without communicating to the user what she is doing, bypassing the reference interview altogether, asking system-based questions such as if the user checked the catalog or a certain call number, and handing the user a slip of paper with a call number on it, sending the user off to find the information on his own.  In addition, Ross discusses negative closure, which refers to ways in which the librarian ends the interview in a way that leaves the user feeling as if he were not welcome to ask questions.  These include immediately referring the user to another location, implying that the user should have done research on his own before approaching the reference desk, attempting to get the user to accept information easy to find instead of what he actually wanted, telling the user that the topic is too difficult or the information doesn’t exist, and leaving the desk in order to find something, but never returning.  
     Ross emphasizes that librarians need to work together with users to find out exactly what the users have in mind by employing proper reference interview techniques.  She acknowledges that some users may actually ask a question that allows the librarian to know exactly what they need, but according to Dewdney and Michell, about 40% do not.  Therefore, every reference transaction should involve a reference interview in order to allow the user to clarify his question.  Ross argues that even if it seems as though library staff is too busy to conduct a thorough reference interview, doing so would ultimately save time because the librarian would not spend time searching for information the user did not want. 

     Wilson (1986) disagrees with the idea that reference interviews should always be performed, though he acknowledges that asking for clarification will be necessary in many instances. He introduces the Face Value Rule which states that "information requested is information wanted; interview only to clarify the initial formulation of the request" p. 469.  Wilson contrasts the Face Value Rule with the Purpose Rule, which states that "an initial bibliographical request is a request for what is expected to disclose information wanted for some further purpose" p. 473.  He goes on to explain that the Purpose Rule implies that the librarian should perform a reference interview in order to ascertain the the user's reason for needing the information, but only "if you have special reason to suspect ignorance or incompetence about sources" p. 473.  Wilson argues that users may have valid reasons for not revealing the reasons for their inquiries, and may be put off by a librarian who insists upon inquiring into the purpose of or need for the information.  He therefore advises using the Purpose Rule with caution.  
    Unfortunately, research has shown that librarians presented with reference questions provided the correct answer only 55% of the time.  This is commonly known as the 55% rule (Durrance, 1989).  As a future librarian, I would like to provide accurate information to my users much more than 55% of the time.   I believe that goal would be best achieved by performing reference interviews rather than following the Face Value Rule.  Following the Face Value Rule may make the reference librarian's job easier since she would not be required to perform a true reference interview very often.   Also, using the Face Value Rule may be a time-saver in the short run.   However, I believe it would decrease user satisfaction because all too often the user would be directed to sources that ultimately would not contain the information he needs.  He would therefore have to return the the librarian for additional assistance, or give up and go home without finding what he needed.   One could argue that it the user's responsibility to frame his question appropriately so the librarian understands what he needs.  I have always tried to do so when I have approached the reference desk as a user.  But users do not always have the knowledge to do so.  By performing a reference interview and allowing the user to be part of the process, we can educate users on the different sources of information they can use to find what they want. 

     I acknowledge, however, that there will be times when librarians may have to use the negative closure techniques that Ross discusses.  The process of research can be frustrating; the material may well not be available at that location, and the library may not be able to order the material quickly enough for the user's needs.  In those instances, librarians can do their best to find alternatives that may not be exactly what the user wants, but will still be useful to him.  
     Also, I am aware of the realities of the workplace for many librarians.  Many libraries are understaffed.  There will be users who will not want to reveal the purpose of his question, so the librarian will have to take his question at face value.  But that is no reason to abandon the principles behind performing the reference interview.  Yes, on a busy day there may be a source the librarian forgot to consult, but that does not mean we should abandon the goal of providing the best possible service to our users.  Using the face value rule all the time will lead to poor customer satisfaction, and users will ultimately question why they are paying taxes to keep libraries around at all.   
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