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ABSTRACT

Thiswork examines the concept of traditional reference service and the changing
roles of reference librariansin digital age/obligation. The platformsfor delivery
of the reference service and the role of the reference librarian have transformed
from that of reactive approach to a more dynamic and proactive approach to
enquiry’s heading. It also provides enquiry forms of references, and a real time
reference service. The study finally concludesthat reference servicein thedigital
age has greatly changed and as such reference librarians must rise up to the
challengesin order to remain relevant, while upholding the traditional ethics of
their profession.
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INTRODUCTION

Theinformation industry has devel oped as soci ety hasbegun to valueinformation more
highly. Thisindustry encompasses publishers, software devel opers, on-line service
providers, and other businessesthat package and sell information productsfor profit. It
providesboth opportunitiesand chalengesto librarians. On onehand, asmoreinformation
becomesavailablein e ectronic formlibrariesno longer haveto own an articleor certain
piecesof statisticsinformation for example, to obtainit quickly for auser. Ontheother
hand, membersof theinformationindustry areoffering aternativesto libraries. A student
with her personal computer can now go directly onlineto locate, order or toreceivea
copy of anarticlewithout leaving her home. Although, the devel opment of digita libraries
mean that people do not haveto go to abuilding for designated aslibrary for hard copy of
information, yet, users<till need helptolocatetheinformation they want.

Hence, theroleof referencelibrariansinthisage must beimproved upon to meet
up with these challenges, and berelevant in the global information race. Singh (2004)
arguesthat digital age allowsinformation to bestored in several formslike; text, audio,
video and so on. These can easily be created, organized accessed and transmitted. Library
therefore needsto accommodate these changes of technol ogy but considering the core
values of the library. Janes (2003) points out that reference in the digital age some
fundamenta basicsare constant in nature. In addition, in an e ectronic environment , the
associationsand interactionsbetween thelibrary staff (librarians) and theusersisnolonger
facetoface andinthedectronic but remote environment accessibility isused astheprime
indicator for userseva uations (Whitlatch, 2001). Chunli and Jinmin (1998) comment that
conclusion can beeffectively drawn that clientsor the userswants/needs and aspirations
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inthisdigital ageisnot only to access or processinformation but to actuaizeinto products.
Zickur Rainel and Purcell (2013) intheir research found out that in the recent twelve
caendar, 53% of Americanswithintheagebracket of 16 yearsand older visitedalibrary
with book mobile, 25% visited library Website and 13% use handled devicelike smart
phones or tablet computer to access library websites. References servicesis the
fundamentd dementinthelibrary, thisisbecauseit gives proper knowledge and guidance
totheuser inrelation to the desired needsand aspirations (Singh, 2004). Reference services
tookinfoca starting point inthelate 19th and early 20th centuriesasaresult of severa
forceslikethedramatic increasein the complex variety of library resourceswithin and
outsideit and the heterogeneous nature of those materials (Singh, 2004).

Digital ReferenceLibrary Service

Thetermsdigital library and virtual library are used to refer to the vast collections of
information to which people gain accessto cover theinternet, cabletelevision, or some
other typeof remoted ectronic connection (EncyclopediaBritannica, 2009). Digitd reference
service isthe type by which alibrary service conducted on-line, and then reference
transaction isacomputer-mediated communication (Amen, 2008). Aslibrarieshavemoved
tothisdigita age, sotoo havereferencelibrarians. Therolesof referencelibrarianshave
assumed theroleof educator to teach how to find information both inthelibrary and over
eectronic networks. Publicreferencelibrarianshave a so expanded their rolesby providing
local community information through publicly access ble computer systems. Thework of
referencelibrariansmoved outsdethelibrary wals. Referencelibrarianshavelimited avenues
to market themselvesand their productsinthisage.

Referencelibrariansnolonger sitinthelibrary waiting for patronsto come ask
questionsand they inturn answer. A lot of changeshavetaken placeinthisdigital age, but
most of these changesarelessfelt inthe developing countries. It isvery important that the
referencelibrariansin thisage and thispart of the globa braceup tothe challenging role
that thedigital age hasbrought about. According to Amen (2008), digitd referenceservice
falsintwo main categories, e-mail referenceand thereal timereference. Thedistinction
between thetwoisintheimmediacy, whichred timeoffers. Digitd referencehasoriginsin
thereferencewhich allowslibrariansto answer questionsin adel ayed fashion, themain
advantage of e-mail reference serviceisthat of convenience, accuracy of questionsthey
ask and quality of responses provided, whilethe main drawback isthelack of face-to-
faceinteractionwiththeend-user. Red timereferenceonthecther hand, offersliveinteraction
between the librarians and the user through the use of chat technologies and video
conferencing which helpsto eliminatethe problem of misunderstanding, enhancing better
communication. An added advantage of real timereference serviceisthepossibility of
producing transcriptsat the end of the chat sessions. However, the amount of information
sent back and forthislimited. Reference servicesin librariesare most often described as
direct, personal assistanceto readers, seeking information. Okpara (2006) describes
reference servicesastheact of bringinginto contact theright reeder and theright information
sourcesat theright timeand in theright personal way.
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Thetraditiond dutiesof referencelibrariansarebasicaly thefollowing:
- Listentothepatron
- Find out and trand ate his’her information needs and providethe correct sources

to satisfy thoseinformation needs (Oyedum, 2005).

Thisisthetraditiona roleof referencelibrarian, but indigital age/eectroniclibrary services
delivery, thereferencelibrarian isnot moving away from histraditional function as stated
abovebut improving onit to catch up and bein consonancewith thedigital ageinformation
serviceddivery. Amen (2008) in quoting Segun (2008) statesthat thefundamentd principles
that guidereferencework arestill relevant in the digital age even though the mode of
gpparition hasevolved significantly. Theplatformfor theddivery of thereference service
andtherole of thelibrarian havetransformed from that of reactive approachto amore
dynamic and proactive approach to enquiry headline, for instance, thereferencelibrarian
goesbeyondingtructing or guiding clientel esto resourcesto anticipating need and information
needsand building databases of frequently asked questions (FAQS).

SHectivedissemination of information (SDI) inwhichlibrarianschooseinformation
that may be of interest to their users and forward it to them before users request it
(EncyclopediaBritannica, 2009). For thereferencelibrariansto dothis, hemust be computer
literate, being computer literate might just bean understatement, thereferencelibrarians
must have knowledge of theinternet to be ableto deliver information services, he/shemust
be conversant with the use of e-mail, sometimesthereferencelibrarian might haveto use
internet social networks such as facebook, tweeter, blogging and so on. to package
information and makethem attractiveto hisusersor information seekers. But beforethis
can bedoneeffectively, it isimportant that the reference librarian should have asound
understanding and familiarity with his’her patrons.

First of all, such questionsare: who are my users? What aretheir information
needs?What method of information package can be used that will be attractiveto them,
bearinginmindthetypeof library, itissaving. Thisisimportant becausethe character and/
or servicesdiffer remarkably among both individualsand intermsof typeand size. The
sizesand characteristics of the potential user groupsvary gresatly (Oyedum, 2005). The
population of referencelibrarianand aspecid librarian differsgreetly and proneareference
library inaschool library at the sametimes. It equally variesfromthat referencelibrarian.
Thus, thereferencelibrarian’s sound and understanding of the aboveisfundamental to
better information service packaging and delivery. Amen (2008) writing further provided
synonymstodigital referencelibrary services. Thesearetermsthat areor interchangeably
usedindigita referencelibrary service. They include:

[ Digitd reference

i Onlinereference

i Electronicreference

Y Red timereference

v E-reference

M Livereference

vii Asynchronousand reference
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X Web conferencelreference

X Chat reference

X Onlineinternational service
Xi Instant messagereference
Xiii Virtud reference.

Chat Reference Service

Chat technol ogy enable usersto communicate ontheinternet with othersinred time. Live
referenceand red timearethosetermsused interchangeably, librariesareusing thisservice,
and it hasbeen observed that thelive chat has preference over e-mail reference becauseit
involvesatwo-way conversationinreal time. Just likethein-person reference service, it
offersthe user the opportunity immediate feedback. Intypical chat referenceservice, a
leak isprovided onthelibrary’shome page, the patron authenticates hisrel ationship with
organization by logging inwith password, and somelibrariesonly serve patronsfromtheir
institutions, while others are accessibleto al patron. Oncethe questionissent by the
patron, al librariesonly arenotified and an answer isforwarded by thefirst freelibrariesat
that moment. Someof theapplicationsfor thisserviceincludethefollowing virtud reference
toolkit (http://www.tutor.com/products/vrt.aspx), 24/7 reference (http://
www.247ref.org), Question point (http://questionpoint.org/) and Live helper (http://
wwwwilivehel per.con). Thisapplication possessesfunctionaity such asinstant messaging,
co-browsing, webpage and document-pushing, customization of prescript messages,
storage of chat transcriptionsand statistical reporting.

CONCLUSION

Thereisno gainsaying that referenceserviceinthedigital agehasgrestly changed. Reference
librariansmust, asamatter of necessity, brace up to attendant changing roleswithit, while
upholding thetraditiona ethics. Thereisroom for alot of improvement intechnological
know-how. Inthewordsof the foundation that enables soci ety to reach new heights. The
referencelibrarianisexpected to be competent with regardsto using e ectronic resources
inorder to berelevant inthe global information technology race.
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