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How often do you use online 

reference products?
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What do we want from an online reference 

product?

– Authoritative 

– Credible

– Quick 

– Thorough

– Answers



Interactive Reference

• Context Matters

• Clearly not all content requires all features

• Full tool set

• Develop an interface vocabulary



Enriching Text – the obvious stuff

• Why?

– Improve comprehension

• Images

– Are they important enough to warrant their own search

– Slide shows

• Audio

– Automatic translation

– People

– Download mp3’s 

• Video / Animation

– How to search

– How to Chunk



Enriching Text - Simulation

• Make use of the math in your content

• Find & Create simulations to explain 

concepts 



Would patrons use these features?

 A
udio

 V
id

eo

 A
nim

atio
n

 Si
m

ula
tio

n

 T
ra

nsla
tio

n

82%

100%

53%
47%47%

1. Audio

2. Video

3. Animation
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Content in the Aggregate

• Can we do a better job showing the 

relationship between multiple pieces of 

content

• What interfaces are appropriate?

• What value are we providing?

• What is important in these relationships?



Document Comparison



Document version analysis



Timelines & Maps

• We live in spacetime

• Date & location information are common metadata for many different 

kinds of content

• Make use of this to visualize the relationships of your data



Timeline Example





Subject Browse & Visual Search

• A-Z becomes less important in a world where there 

isn’t a need to order pages

• 1 or more Subject-based browse orderings are 

usually possible

• Typically these have been handled using lists or 

tree-views

• Is there a value to providing a more visual way to 

browse these collections?









Issues

• Is the metadata of the same quality as the data?

• Is it complete?

• Are there artifacts in the data that show up in the 

timeline or map?

• Is the visualization usable or is it just a spiderweb?

• Entry heads or an explicit taxonomy?

• If there is a taxonomy

– Publishers need to become taxonomy experts

– Need to vet taxonomy to the same level as the content

– Does the taxonomy and content map back and forth well?



Would patrons use these features?
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User Centered Interactivity

• Help the user with their task

• We use personas to understand our users 

better when developing new products

• One Classic persona is the ‘slovenly 

student’

• What is the killer feature for them?



Use Cases

• Student

– Doing research for a paper

• Faculty

– Doing research for a class

– Putting together class materials

• Librarian

– Configuring product

– Helping users



Mental Models

• How do the different people involved view 

what is going on with online reference in the 

library?

• What is their mental model when they are 

using the software?



Technical Model



Librarian’s Model



User’s Model



Everyone: It all starts with Search

• Advanced Search

• Quick Search – make it better – mostly invisible

• Search Results – facets

– Facets

– Refinement

– Links to other products

• Did you mean?

• Same visualizations as browse

– Timelines

– Maps

– Topic maps



Saving information

• Lots of content – each user is only interested in a small 

subset

• Saving searches and content during the session

• Saving across sessions requires users to create an account

– Tension with user model

– Do users want to save in the product?

• Alerts

• Organize saved content to groups

– Allow content to be reordered within group

– Annotations added to groups



Saved Groups

• Potentially there’s real value in the group 

• What can you do with your organized 

content?

– Make public – Granger’s

– Email - Credo

– eBook - PubFactory



CUP or MLA example



Would patrons use these features?
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1. Did you mean?

2. Saving searches

3. Organize topical 
content

4. Share content

5. Bundle for download

6. Alerts

7. Citation Builders

8. Single search platform



Faculty: Social Networking / Collaboration

• Teaching Tools 

– Sharing of lesson plans?

– Community of teachers?

• Social Networking

– Will network happen within product or should product be 

linked to existing networks?

• Vertical Integration

– For resources aimed at the professional level

– Does the society model work in the technical world?



Librarians: Fitting a Product into the Library

• Search Widgets

• Cross Product Linking

– Within the product – similar results

– Understand the position of the product within the larger 

landscape 

– Or allow the librarian to position it within the larger landscape

– Links to other products

• Customization for specific user groups

– Within product: Gale Virtual Reference Library Subject Clusters

– Across products: Springshare



Credo Example for product cross linking



Products inter-connected by level and subject



Would your patrons use these features?
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Pay attention to your users

• Recommendations 

– Let users know what has worked for previous users

– Remember we are in an environment where there is a great deal 

of cyclical behavior – make use of it

• Passive vs. Active Knowledge

– Can you create a situation to ask them? Ratings. Profiles.

– Build up your knowledge of them over time

• Tagging

– Will they tag?

– What’s in it for them?

– Can this augment existing taxonomies

– Example: Slideshows



Mobile Support

• What do you need to do?

– Web browser support is getting better

– Beware of Flash

• Does creating an app make sense?

• What new capabilities do the devices bring?

– Location sensitive

– They can hear

– They can be able to see



Would your patrons use these features?
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Survey Results



Survey Demographics

• 30 questions

• 119 people started the survey

• 93 finished (78%)

• 85 to 93 votes received per question

• 14 vendors, but only 7 finished

• 104 librarians or library employees (3)



Survey Response Options

No Category:
• Ridiculous, no one will use

• Cool, but nobody will use

Yes Category:
• Librarians will use

• Patrons will use

• Librarians and patrons will use



Most Favorable Options

• Did You Mean?  Spelling Suggestions

• Citation Builder

• Single platform (search all content)

• Mobile Devices

• Discipline grouped content

• Video

• Interconnectivity – send search to journals



Least Favorable Options

• Social Networking within database

• Linking to social networks

• Visual Searching

• Share teaching aids

• Share resources (link, email to friends)

• Sound

• Reference Interview (computer asks questions)



Survey Response Options

No Category:
• Ridiculous, no one will use

• Cool, but nobody will use

Yes Category:
• Librarians will use

• Patrons will use

• Librarians and patrons will use



Who will use these features?

Librarians will use:

• Did you mean? Spelling 
suggestions

• Single platform –search 
all content

• Group content by topic

• Save Searches

• Search other content

• Course Packs

• Maps

• Share (email to friends, 
make public)

Patrons will use:

• Did you mean? –
spelling suggestions

• Single platform – search 
all content

• Citation builder

• Mobile device

• Video

• Maps

• Translation



7 vendor responses

Least Favorable Options

• Share Teaching aids

• Visual

• Recommend 

• Bundle for device

• Social network in 
database

• Ref interview

• Share resources

Most Favorable Options

• Animation

• Map

• Timeline + Map

• Did U Mean?

• Tags

• Mobile

• Share

• Single platform

• Citation Builder

• Group Resources by 
Discipline
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