Ask a UT System Librarian: Chat Reference Best Practices (Draft)

I. Opening

Acknowledge the user’s chat request as soon as possible.
Greet the user by name to make the transaction more personal:


“Hi, Jackie…”

Introduce yourself and provide your UT affiliation
“I’m a librarian from UT Austin”
Solicit the user’s affiliation with a UT component in order to know what resources he/she can access. An institution script, “Affiliation,” has been created for librarians to use:

"Are you affiliated with a UT System School? If so, which campus?  I ask so I know what resources I can point you to."  
Multiple chat requests: When a user submits a chat request they are automatically notified if the librarian is currently assisting someone else. If you are chatting with a user and someone else requests a chat session, it is recommended that you finish with the first user before opening another chat session. Librarians can elect to handle simultaneous chat sessions if they feel comfortable. 

II. Question Negotiation

If necessary, restate the user’s question:


     “So, you are looking for academic journal articles on black lemurs? Do the articles have to be on 

            blue-eyed black lemurs specifically, or would articles on black lemurs or lemurs in general suffice? 

Ask questions to elicit the user’s information need.  Use of open-ended questions encourages the user to respond with additional information relevant to his or her information need. Closed questions can be used to clarify and confirm the user’s question. 

    Open-ended questions:

 Can you tell me more about what you are looking for?

What are you hoping to find? 

Can you tell me where you have looked so far?

Closed-questions:


May I help you?
Are you a currently enrolled UT Brownsville student, faculty or staff member?

Does this answer your question?

III. During the chat session

Communicate quickly, frequently and briefly so the user knows the session is active. Break long sentences into shorter sentences connected by ellipsis:


   Librarian 1: 12:54 2005/03/15   “Your best bet is to try searching some of the libraries databases….

         Librarian 1: 12:55 2005/03/15   “that you can access from our web page. Are you familiar with these databases?”

Check-in with the user (approximately once a minute) to let them know the session is still active:


  “Still searching. Please hold…”

If you push a page to a user, warn and explain what he or she can expect:


 “I can send you that page and it will open in a separate window. Ready?”

After pushing a page, confirm that the user has received it:


 “Did you get the page I sent you?

Avoid the use of library jargon and acronyms:


“That might be at FAL. If you can’t find it UTNetCat, you could request an ILL”

Copyright/Licensing Concerns: Never send content from a subscription-based resource to a chat user. This includes citations and WorldCat library holdings information. There is an institutional script, “Licensed Resources,” that can be used to communicate this policy to the user. 

Make every effort to answer the questions. However, if you do not know the answer to the user’s question, refer the user to the appropriate UT component’s Reference Department and include applicable contact information (name, email, phone number). 

“I’m sorry but I am not familiar with the policies at UT Arlington. Your best bet is to contact them directly. I can send you their contact information…”

Profanity/Harassment: Should you have a chat user who uses inappropriate language, end the chat session immediately by using the Institution Script, “Profanity/Harassment.”


“I’m sorry but this is an inappropriate use of our chat service. I will end our session now.” 

Use the chat session as a teaching moment. Define concepts, explain search strategies, etc. When appropriate, use the chat session to promote library resources and services, such as:


Interlibrary loan

Subject specialists


Library classes

If you are chatting with a user and it is the end of your shift, try to finish the session or negotiate with the user to follow-up via email. If this is not possible, conference with another librarian via the Librarian to Librarian Instant Messaging and transfer the user accordingly.

IV. Closing

If a user is not responding, make a few attempts to communicate before ending the chat session. 


“Still there?”


“I am going to end our session now but feel free to contact us again if you have additional questions.”

Before ending the session, confirm that the user’s question has been answered:

“Does that answer your question”


“Does that give you enough information to get started?”
If you experience a connection problem or the chat is unresolved, follow-up with the user by using the “Answer” function in the Full Question view. Make every effort to answer the question. If your session was too short to adequately understand the user’s information need, encourage them to contact their “local” Reference Department. There is an institution script called “Follow-up” that you can incorporate into your response.

After your session has ended, file question under “Answered” by clicking on the “Submit” button.

