‘Ask a Librarian live’ – bringing your library to you!
Introduction
Cardiff University Information Services provides a wide range of printed and online information
resources and special collections, almost 2,500 individual and group study spaces across 16
modern and flexible libraries, and a high speed computer network. The libraries also provide selfservice lending facilities, as well as access to photocopying, printing and IT services.
We are always looking for new and creative ways to help our users make the best use of our
resources, and to enable them to focus on their studies and research in the most effective and
productive way.
Why ‘Ask a Librarian live’?
In an environment where social tools and communication technologies are constantly evolving
and developing, we wanted to offer something new to our library users – flexible, one-to-one
advice and assistance provided by dedicated, approachable library staff, online and in real time.
The ‘Ask a Librarian live’ chat enquiry service aims to extend the provision of specialist support
for library users. Almost all undergraduate students have used chat or instant messaging in their
personal lives. The service therefore provides a convenient way to communicate with library staff,
as an alternative to physically attending the library or emailing/phoning with a query.
The pilot service is running during the 2010/11 academic year. Extensive analysis and evaluation
of the chat transcripts and staff and user feedback will help to inform us about how well we are
performing, and whether there is a user requirement to expand the pilot into a permanent ‘Ask a
Librarian live’ service.
Originality and suitability for our users
‘Ask a Librarian live’ supports our users in a fresh and innovative way. The service provides users
with the opportunity to communicate directly with library staff at their point of need, wherever they
are. Questions about our resources and services are answered instantly and the service is
available to a variety of users with different needs and requirements. The service can be used
from any computer with a web browser.
Cardiff is the first university in Wales to implement this type of library instant messaging service,
and is just one of two UK Higher Education institutions to use LibraryH3lp (the software tool
selected for the service).

Ease of user access
‘Ask a Librarian live’ is available on the Cardiff University library website, as well as through the
University’s internal portal, so anyone – whether internal or external to the University – can
access the service. The screenshot below shows the library chat service in operation on the
University website.

Effective use of resources
The majority of resources used for the project were already available to us within the University.
Existing staff answer the enquiries, with a rota system ensuring that the service is well staffed
throughout the day. The service is staffed directly from the librarians’ desks, making it easy and
convenient to operate.
The set-up and customisation of LibraryH3lp was easy and quick, and was completed by
Information Services IT staff. No extra equipment was required as the product is accessed via a
simple web interface. The only additional financial cost was $400 per year for the LibraryH3lp
software licence.
All of the above means that this service is very sustainable, should we decide to make this a fully
supported service for the next academic year.

Planning and promoting the service
Co-ordination and consistency of approach
In order to make ‘Ask a Librarian live’ as effective and successful as possible, it was important to
involve all the relevant members of staff at an early stage of the planning process.
Extensive discussions with various IT teams within Information Services took place, as well as
consultation with the University’s web team. Co-ordination and consultation with and between the
University’s 16 libraries was, and is, a key component. The service is operated by more than 70
Site Librarians, Subject Librarians and Senior Library Assistants from the different library sites
who all work in partnership for this project.
To ensure that all staff provide consistent answers (and to save time with frequent questions), a
set of communication guidelines and an online staff forum offers helpful URLs, FAQs and
common responses, and provides a place for ‘Ask a Librarian live’ staff to share experiences and
ideas.
Promotional activities
As this is a pilot project, we did not know how much attention ‘Ask a Librarian live’ would attract
initially. Therefore it was purposely not advertised widely at the start, in order to avoid generating
more demand than we could cope with. However, we did try to use a variety of media (including
social) to promote the service.
’Ask a Librarian live’ was advertised on the University website via news items, and on various
web pages throughout the Information Services site. An advertising campaign was also launched
in the University portal, which delivers targeted news to the individual user, meaning that our
messages could be focused to specific audiences. Some of the library staff have ‘Tweeted’ about
the service, and have received positive feedback.
It was demonstrated in induction sessions in the autumn, providing a great opportunity to let
students know more about the new service. If ‘Ask a Librarian live’ becomes permanent, the
service will also be promoted in various Information Services publications in the new academic
year, together with wider campaigns on the University website and portal. Given the volume of
use, and the fact that three quarters of queries are from people working away from the campus,
the publicity has clearly been successful. The slide below provides some initial usage statistics.

Evaluation, outcomes and next steps
Reaching out to existing users and attracting new audiences
Anyone – whether internal or external to Cardiff University – can use ‘Ask a Librarian live’.
Designed to provide a new way of getting in touch and making our resources more available and
accessible, the service is used for a wide variety of purposes – from providing information about
opening hours and locations, to giving more detailed guidance and advice on using our services,
referencing and other key skills.
Staff and students of other institutions, from as far away as Korea, have already made use of our
chat facility to enquire about our services and resources, demonstrating that ‘Ask a Librarian live’
appeals to a variety of users and that it is helping us reach out beyond the University, perhaps
encouraging potential students to come to Cardiff. The slide below shows the different user
categories.

Sharing our experiences
‘Ask a Librarian live’ has been demonstrated to many different audiences – from various teams
within Information Services interested in the technology and its capabilities, to other staff groups
across the University, keen to learn more about how such a service might fit in with their own
work and engagement with users.
Further afield, a series of talks and demonstrations is planned for various events throughout the
summer, including the Bibliothekartag (the Annual German Library Conference), the Gregynog
Colloquium, and a CILIP UC&R Wales event.
Gathering feedback
We have been very keen to gather as much feedback as possible during the pilot service to help
identify how it is being received. Many users convey their feedback at the end of individual library
chats. A selection of these is available on the PowerPoint slides below.

We have also received face to face feedback – users have commented to staff in the libraries
about the service, and there have been positive discussions in various seminar groups and
meetings between students and academic staff.
To gather more structured information, a short user survey has been made available for four
weeks during the spring semester. The link to the survey is included on the web pages containing
the chat facility, and also at the end of each library chat. We have also created a short survey for
the library staff operating the service.
Next steps
The first few months have already proven so successful that the service hours have been
extended, again as a pilot. For four weeks only, the service is being staffed an additional two
hours (between 5pm-7pm) on Monday-Thursday evenings.
An extensive review and full evaluation will take place following the pilot to determine whether the
service will become permanent, and which hours it will cover. This will include a study of all
survey results, feedback and analysis of how other services have been affected as a result of the
facility.

Conclusion
The ‘Ask a Librarian live' pilot service was launched on the 27th September 2010, and will run
until August 2011. Since its launch, already over 1,400 chat requests have been received.
The implementation of ‘Ask a Librarian live’ has been a positive learning experience for all
involved, encouraging co-ordination, organisation and communication between the numerous
individuals and teams involved in the project.
The service is also invaluable in developing and honing key skills and information literacy
techniques amongst our users. When answering queries, library staff have been able to advise
and guide users through the process of finding out information for themselves, often in more
detail than would be possible in a telephone call or email exchange. The longest chat session so
far has lasted 55 minutes and provided the user with valuable one to one information literacy
skills training.
‘Ask a Librarian live’ offers another way to find information, guidance and details about the
resources and services we offer. It is flexible, easy and quick to use, and its success so far has
demonstrated that our users see it as a valuable addition to their academic work and study. As
one of the lecturers put it: ‘Ask a Librarian – live [a little]!’

