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Abstract (487 words)

Problem Statement and Significance

Why do some people choose to use library services and systems, while others find alternative
resources to satisfy their information needs? Little of the library and information science (LIS)
literature directly addresses this question, although finding the answer is crucial in order to attract
new users and to retain current ones. This research project is among the first to take an in-depth
look at the non-users of virtual reference services (VRS). It includes four phases: 1) focus group
interviews, 2) online surveys, 3) individual telephone interviews, and 4) VRS chat transcript
analysis. This paper will discuss what has been learned about VRS non-users from phases 1-3
with regard to how they meet information needs, why they choose resources other than VRS,
what features attract them to these other resources, and what might influence them to try VRS.

Objectives:

e Elicit points of view of VRS non-users especially regarding their information-seeking
preferences and behaviors.

e Develop research-based recommendations for LIS education, reference practice,
development and sustainability of VRS.

Method

This project features a unique combination of qualitative and quantitative data gathering
techniques and a nation-wide sample. Four focus group interviews with forty non-users of VRS
were conducted between November 2005 and May 2006. One hundred eighty-four non-users
completed online surveys from June through August 2007 and 100 telephone interviews will be
completed by March 2008. Building on the results of the focus groups, the surveys and telephone
interviews have been designed to collect demographic and quantitative data. In addition, open
ended questions are gathering qualitative data through the use of the Critical Incident Technique
(Flanagan, 1954).

Preliminary Results

The screenagers (Rushkoff 1996), the younger members of the Millennial Generation, ages 12-
18, and graduate students who participated in the non-user focus groups preferred face-to-face
(FtF) interactions, yet reported feeling “embarrassed” about asking librarians for clarification.
They also worried about privacy and security issues surrounding chat services. They preferred
FtF interactions because of the personal relationships they had developed with individual
librarians. They also like to be independent information seekers, trust Google, and have
confidence in their searching and evaluation skills. A friend’s or trusted librarian’s
recommendation might entice them to try VRS.

Online surveys confirmed that FtF reference service is popular with non-users. Although they also
believed that the FtF format contributed to a successful experience, many remained open to the
potential benefits of VRS. Simple lack of awareness of the service, the perception that the VRS
librarian is too busy, lack of confidence in the chat librarian’s subject expertise, and lack of faith in
computer-mediated communication were leading reasons for non-use.

Conclusion

This project is in progress and the final phase, including 100 telephone interviews with non-users,
is on schedule for completion in March 2008. Based on the research findings, the authors will
discuss implications and provide practical recommendations for LIS education and for
development, promotion, growth, and ultimately - the sustainability of VRS.
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