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Reference services for 
                             Generation Y 
(Presentation by Shirley Forster 
at the Information Online Conference 21 January 2009)  
 
 
 
Synopsis: 
How do you attract GŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ¸ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƎǊƻǿƴ ǳǇ ƛƴ ŀƴ ŜǊŀ where 
instant gratification is paramount and mobile phones, computers and the Internet are familiar and 
accessible tools?  This presentation discusses the expectations of Generation Y, how to satisfy them, and 
the impact of doing that on your library service. 
 
 

Reference services for Generation Y 

Generation Y is widely defined as being those born between 1978 and 2000.   
 
Today they are between 9 and 31 years of age which means that for public libraries they not only 
comprise the entire young adult audience, but are becoming a significant proportion of the adult 
audience.  For academic libraries they comprise the entire student base ς even post graduate students.   
 
Many of them are also now of working age which means that that special libraries are seeing more and 
more of them in their patron base.  It also means that they are now turning up in the workforce of 
libraries.  Interestingly this conference is the first where the young library staff that I speak to, easily 
recognise the need to deliver reference services in new ways to match the expectations of their 
Generation Y peers. 
 
So what is it that sets Generation Y apart as library patronsΚ  .ŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻǇƘƛǎǘƛŎŀǘŜŘ 
computers and computer based tools have been around all their lives.  
 
The IBM Personal computer was released in the eaǊƭȅ мфулΩǎ.  By 1985 I was already using personal 
computers connected by international networks that were replacing faxes by email. 
 
In 1998 Google incorporated, and the library industry was quick to notice the power of Google for 
information retrieval - but so were the general public and by 1999 Google was already ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘΩǎ 
most popular search engine1. 
 
For Generation Y, all these momentous things occurred at least before they finished their education, 
and for some, before they were even born. 
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And for a large proportion ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ǇƘƻƴŜǎ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴ ƘƛƎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ 
 
So for this generation, computers and the Internet have always been there, and using new things 
provided by computers and computer based technology is second nature.  When they want information 
they go to straight to Google.  And when they want to communicate, their mobile phone connects them 
in just a few seconds and with just a few clicks.  So easy, and so instantaneous!  
 
So how do we offer a reference service that demonstrates the worth of libraries, to a generation that 
expects everything to be easy and immediate?  

¶ Make your reference services easy for them to find  

¶ Make it easy for them to contact you 

¶ Know the difference between the tools you use  
and use them appropriately  

 
 
Make your reference services easy to find 
When Generation Y want information they go to the Internet first, and because they think everything 
happens quickly and easily they expect to find what they want on the first page they go to ς so your 
service needs to be easily and quickly found:  

¶ Make sure your reference service appears prominently where Generation Y looks 
- Edit your web pages frequently and provide keywords so that they rate highly in search 

engines like Google (I have even seen instances of libraries using paid advertisements in 
Google ς something that the industry as a whole might consider negotiating!)  

- Insert links to your library web site in the online sites and applications that your 
Generation Y patron base uses, for example negotiate for links to your web site to be 
placed in the web sites of your local schools. 

- Encourage Generation Y to put links to your library in their own online information, for 
example their social networking pages. 

 
When they do find your web site, they then want results quickly, so make your reference information 
and request answering service easy to find:  

¶ Provide a link to your reference service (informational web pages) in a prominently accessible 
place in every one of your web pages ς preferably in the menu 

¶ tǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ƭƛƴƪ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ά!ǎƪ ǳǎέ ǘȅǇŜ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƻƴ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ 
organisationΩs web pages ς preferably in the main menu or header bar 

 
IŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ very nice example of a web site that provides main menu access to the reference content web 
pages, and one click access to a form where assistance can be obtained2. 
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Make it easy for them to contact you 
Generation Y are into communication ς they use SMS like the rest of us use phones (but more 
prolifically), they use Instant Messaging like we use email, they use Internet phones, and they happily 
use communication tools built into web sites such as social networking web sites, for communicating on 
the Internet. 
 
Is your library allowing them to contact you via these new communication methods?  LetΩs look at the 
implications of these technologies for your library. 
 
SMS 
SMS is a one-on-one technology which means it does not lend itself to being run by a reference service 
staffed by more than one person.  You could, of course, add SMS to the communication methods used 
ōȅ ȅƻǳǊ ƭƛōǊŀǊȅ ōȅ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻōƛƭŜ ǇƘƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ {a{Ωǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǘhat 
would require separate policies, procedures and staffing.  
 
So that you can add SMS to your communication methods in an integrated way that minimises 
additional staff workload, Altarama has ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ άSMSreferenceέ to allow you to respond to incoming 
{a{Ωǎ Ǿƛŀ ŀ ǿŜō ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀŎŜ ƻǊ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ȅƻǳǊ ŜƳŀƛƭΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ŦƛŘŘƭȅ ƪŜȅōƻŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘΣ ȅƻǳǊ ǊƻǎǘŜǊŜŘ 
reference staff member can handle this new contact method using your existing reference policies and 
procedures, and stats and integration with other systems is possible. 
 
 
Instant Messaging 
Instant Messaging is also a one-on-one technology which means that to allow Instant Messaging 
communication in its native form you would need to install an IM client for each of the IM networks that 
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you want to support, each could only be monitored by one staff member, and the same issues as 
described for SMS would arise regarding policies, procedures, stats and integration.  
 
There are a number of IM network aggregating products around that would resolve some of these 
issues; but, understanding the needs of libraries, Altarama has developed a product that solves them all 
so that you can add Instant Messaging to your communication methods in a manageable way.  
AltaramŀΩǎ RefChatter Online Reference using Instant Messaging is totally web based ς there are no IM 
clients to load so it can be used without approval from your IT department, it can be operated by more 
than one library staff member, it provides statistics and secure transcripts, and it is fully supported by 
Altarama.   
 
Internet VoIP phones 
Many Internet phones simply interface with the traditional phone system which means that, to the 
library, users of these systems appear like normal phone users and no special policies or procedures are 
required to deal with them.  However some products like Skype are popular because they allow free 
calls within their service.  Libraries may wish to become members of such services if they have patron 
bases that use these products; but, before making such a decision libraries need to consider the 
expectations of their patron bases ς users of services that allow both free calls and paid calls, do not 
expect that everyone they want to contact will be accessible free of charge on that service.  
Expectations like these ensure that libraries do not need to participate in all new communications 
services that their patrons might use, in order to achieve their equity of access objectives.   
 
An increasingly common development with exciting implications is the integration of VoIP right into 
online applications so that separate phone calls, be they VoIP or traditional, are not required.  VoIP calls 
can already be made from AltŀǊŀƳŀΩǎ wŜŦ¢ǊŀŎƪŜǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΦ 
 
Communicating using web 2.0 tools in Internet web pages 
A number of other new tools have become available over the last few years that are collectively known 
as Web 2.0 ς technologies like bƭƻƎǎΣ ǿƛƪƛΩǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ sites like Facebook and MySpace 
allow communication to occur entirely within a web page.  Generation Y have taken to these new tools 
and many are regular users, so ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŦƻǊ your library to be seen (for example, The British 
library has a Facebook site at http://www.facebook.com/pages/The-British-Library/8579062138 ).   
 
However social networking is an information sharing technology.  The things you present on your social 
networking site can be seen by everyone visiting the site.  This means that they can supplement your 
existing web pages by providing a new way of presenting information about your library that encourages 
public communication, and are an excellent medium for seeking comments and suggestions, and for 
bulletin board type communication, but they do not provide the sort of one on one private conversation 
that is required to deliver library reference services. 
 
Communicating from within pages on the Internet ς widgets 
However there is a new άin pageέ communication tool, often regarded as Web 2.0, called a widget, that 
provides excellent potential for use in reference services as it is instantly recognisable by Generation Y 
as an opportunity to establish an immediate one on one (and so private) online conversation.  Given the 
previous discussion about the importance of immediacy to Generation Y you will understand that 
widgets are enticingly attractive to this group.. 

http://www.facebook.com/pages/The-British-Library/8579062138
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Widgets come in many shapes and sizes and, where you have an application with a widget front end, 
they can be placed anywhere in your web pages.  You can even offer them to your patrons for insertion 
in their own pages (like their social networking pages).  Applications with widget from which 
conversations can be started ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǎƻƳŜ Lƴǎǘŀƴǘ aŜǎǎŀƎƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ !ƭǘŀǊŀƳŀΩǎ wŜŦ/ƘŀǘǘŜǊΣ 
and some co-browsing products including !ƭǘŀǊŀƳŀΩǎ ±w[ǇƭǳǎΦ 
 
Here are some example widgets. 

  

 

 

 
 
A variety of contact methods with easy ability to choose the right one 
So, to attract Generation Y, libraries need to add SMS, Instant Messaging and widgets to the ways that 
patrons can communicate with the library.  When that is done, patrons will be able to contact your 
library via a number of ƳŜŀƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άŜŀǎȅ ŀŎŎŜǎǎέ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ 
account, it is important that all these 
contact methods are clearly described in 
your web pages, and that the right 
communication methods are offered to 
the patron at the right time.  For example, 
if you offer a link for making a new book 
request, it should bring up a web form as a 
web form is the most sensible way to for a 
patron to submit a new book request.  
However, if you offer a link where general 
reference requests can be submitted,  
a page such as the one to the right of this 
text that describes all of the different ways 
that assistance can be obtained including 
phone, web form, SMS, Instant Messaging, 
a widget, and/or a visit to the library, is 
more appropriate.  
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Use your tools appropriately 
So now that you have a number of different ways that patrons can submit their requests to your library, 
how do you manage the service with the same number of staff? 

¶ Where more than one communication method is applicable offer the most efficient one first 

¶ Pass the patron to the right service for the particular question asked 

¶ Manage all communication methods as one service 

¶ Offer the services with the expectations of the end users in mind 
 
Just because the patron contacted you by Instant Messaging, for example, doesƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘhat it is 
necessarily the best medium to be used to provide the answer, and just because you answered the call 
ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǘƘŜ Ǌƛght person to be answering that request.  As you adapt your reference service 
for the needs of Generation Y, take the opportunity to consider how all of the communication methods 
you offer can be brought together as one service where requests can be easily transferred between staff 
and between communication methods.  !ƭǘŀǊŀƳŀΩǎ wŜŦ¢ǊŀŎƪŜǊ Information Request Management 
System has been developed to be at the core of your twenty first century reference service, managing 
those questions that cannot be completed in the initial one to one encounter with the patron, providing 
productivity tools, creating a knowledge base of reusable answers, and automatically gathering statistics 
about the services you provide.  By having all of the follow up work in one database your staff can work 
together more effectively as a team, utilising their time availability and specialist skills to best 
advantage, so that staff time becomes available to deal with the new SMS and Instant Messaging 
services you will provide.  
 
SMS and Instant Messaging are about quick conversations.  If a chat turns into something more 
complicated, use it to introduce the patron to the advantages of your other services, where appropriate: 

¶ Invite them into the library for a subject specialist consultation or to use a specialised collection 
like local history materials, for example. 

¶ Send them the link to the appropriate request form for the request they are making, so they 
experience the benefits of your request form based service. 

 
But introducing your patrons to the benefits of your other services is only one aspect of using your tools 
appropriately.  A more important aspect is ensuring that your staff time is being used effectively.  It can 
take up to three times longer to work with a patron online, than to respond to a request submitted 
through a request form, therefore: 

¶ Staff should be trained to be aware of the time being used and minimise it by recommending the 
call be transferred to the most efficient staff member and communication method for that 
particular ǇŀǘǊƻƴΩǎ particular request.   

¶ When placing links to your reference service in your web pages, make sure you list the applicable 
services in order of the efficiency with which you can deliver responses.  If a request type can be 
handled using both request forms and Instant Messaging, place the link to the Request forms 
above the Instant Messaging information and/or the widget for that service, in order to 
encourage the patron to use the more efficient request form based service unless they 
specifically need the immediacy of Instant Messaging.   

 
And finally, when offering these new communication methods, be sure to keep the expectations of the 
users of that service in mind.  Despite their desire for instant gratification, Generation Y are not 
offended if they send an SMS and it goes unanswered for some time, and they do not expect their 
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Instant Messaging buddies to be continuously online.  They understand that thatΩǎ how those methods 
of communication work.  So, although, as a professional service, fast responses within your stated 
service open hours are the ideal, it is acceptable to the patrons for service levels to be adjusted 
according to other workloads, especially in the case of an IM/widget based online service where it is 
simple to provide an offline message that refers the patron directly to one of the forms from your 
request form based service. 
 
 
Conclusion 
In summary, !ƭǘŀǊŀƳŀΩǎ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ for library reference services as new communication methods need to 
be added to attract new generations, is that patrons and staff should be able to use whatever 
combination of communication methods is appropriate for the specific patron and their specific 
request.   We encourage you to use the tips provided in this paper to make your service more 
attractive to Generation Y and hope that you will take the time to look at the products that we have 
developed specifically to achieve this purpose. 
 
Summary of our tips to attract Generation Y: 

¶ Make your reference services easy for them to find  
- Ensure your web pages rate highly in Google 
- Place links in our web sites commonly used by your patrons 
- IŀǾŜ ŀ ƭƛƴƪ ǘƻ ȅƻǳǊ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŀƎŜǎ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǿŜō ǇŀƎŜǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ƳŜƴǳ 
- Have a link to youǊ ά!ǎƪέ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǿŜō ǇŀƎŜǎ ƳŜƴǳ ƻǊ ƘŜŀŘŜǊ 

¶ Make it easy for them to contact you 
- Add SMS and Instant Messaging contact methods 
- Use widgets to encourage online communication where the tools you use provide them 
- Link to the most appropriate communication method at each access point 
- If more than one method is appropriate, provide access to them all 
- List them with the most efficient way to answer this request type at the top 

¶ Know the difference between the tools you use and use them appropriately  
- Use chat products only for chat, not for long questions 
- It is Ok for IM services to go offline 
- Pass requests to other communication methods when they are more appropriate 
- Pass requests to other staff when they are more appropriate to answer  
- Manage and think of all of your communication methods as one system 
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