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University of Kansas 

•29,000 student enrollment 

•2,500 faculty 

•7 Libraries on Lawrence campus 

•1 Library on Regent Center campus 



Timeline 

▫ Traditional desk-bound reference services 
 

▫ Combined reference staff from Watson and Anschutz 
Libraries 
 

▫ Chat/IM reference 
 

▫ “Peer and tier” model implemented 
 

▫ Merged reference dept. dissolved 
 

▫ Service quality issues (LibQual) 
 

▫ Librarians and research specialists 
 staffing desks again 
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Background 

• Using LibStats since Fall 2007 

• Collecting reference desk statistics at 
Anschutz & Watson Libraries 

• Rationale 
▫ Answer questions about scheduling, staff time, 

training, complexity, subject area/discipline 

▫ Addition of IM to desk duties 



Methodology 

• Locations – Anschutz & Watson Libraries 

• Time frame – 2008-2010 

• Number of questions – 27,000 

• Sampling– 4,200 (15%) 

• Format – in-person, IM, telephone 

• Subject taxonomy 



Subject Taxonomy 

• Research by Subject /Libraries’ webpage 

• Disciplines 

▫  Humanities, Social Sciences, Science 

• Professional Schools 





What is Reference (anymore)? 

• Help users find information 

• Modes of delivery have changed 

▫ in-person, telephone, email, chat, instant 
messaging/ texting, roving, and research 
consultations with librarians 

• Teaching philosophy 

• “Reference” as term not meaningful to users 
 

 

 



Trends 

• ARL Statistics (1991-2008) reference 
transactions declined by 53% 

• Questions are more complex 
• Undergraduates more comfortable with 

technology 



KU VS. ARL Trend 
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Trends in Subjects/Disciplines 



Discipline/Subject/School 
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Humanities 
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Social Sciences 
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Sciences 
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Findings 

• In-person reference enquiries increasing 
▫ Watson – 8% increase 

▫ Anschutz – 61% increase (Learning Studio) 

• Instant messaging trending up since 2008 

• Undergraduates are largest user group 

• Largest categories of questions 
▫ General Reference & Technology 

• Fall semesters are busier than Spring 



Other Influences on Reference 



KU Libraries Consultants’ Report: 

Positioning KU Libraries 

Findings: 

▫ Strong executive leadership & engaged staff 

▫ KU faculty understand Libraries’ role in 
teaching and research 

▫ User services strong & user-centered 

▫ Learning Studio partnerships successful 

▫ Consolidation & cross-training successful 

 



KU Libraries Consultants’ Report: 

Positioning KU Libraries 

Recommendations: 

▫ Organizational structure review 

▫ Diminish “silos” 

▫ Scholar & student work flow and needs 

▫ Integration of instructional programs into 
Anschutz Learning Studio 



Huron Consulting Group 

Findings: 

▫ Services offered at or above peer 
institutions 

 

Recommendation: 

▫ Need to re-assess library staffing and key 
service levels 



Charting the Future 

• Organizational influences 

• Technological influences 

• New roles for librarians 

• Staffing implications 



Organizational Influences 

• Provost’s Strategic Plan 

▫ Goals and Strategies “Bold Aspirations” 

• General education learning outcomes 

• Shrinking budgets/resources 

▫ Efficiencies 

 



Technological Influences 

• Access expert assistance “anytime, anywhere” 

• IM/texting/mobile devices 

• Explosion of resource accessibility 
▫ Databases/Interfaces 

▫ Google/Search engines 

• Rapid change 



New Roles for Librarians 

• Leveraging expertise (in & outside library) 

• Making strategic connections  

• Faculty/librarian teaching collaboration 

• Scholarly communication 

• Data management 



Staffing Implications 

• Service models subject to evaluation each 
semester 

• Examples include: 
▫ Desk schedule (layered for busy times) 

▫ IM staffing 

▫ Creation of new service points 

• Built-in flexibility for staffing needs 

• Research specialists from other units 
 



Challenges 
 

• Other responsibilities (reference not 
primary) 

• Building generalist levels of proficiencies 

• Knowing when to refer 

• Unfilled positions 



Where Do We Go From Here? 

• Continue to collect and use data to inform 
decisions about staffing, scheduling, and 
training 

• Further refinement of LibStats program: 
▫ Ability to tag subjects and/or disciplines 

▫ Evaluate other tracking products 



• Receive & review consultants’ 
recommendations 

• Seek to remain relevant in an era of 
increasing self-service and Google 
▫ Add value to our services 

• Build staff proficiencies to answer general 
reference questions 

• Deploy new technologies that can be 
personalized to meet user needs 
 



Questions or Discussion? 
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