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AskNow! IM: taking 
reference services to 
the user's d e s k t o p
K a te  D av is , N ationa l L ib ra ry  o f A u s tra lia

N o w  in its fourth  ye a r o f o p e ra tio n , the 

A s k N o w ! (w w w .a s k n o w .g o v .a u ) v ir tu a l 

re fe ren ce  se rv ice  has re ce n tly  been su p 

p le m e n te d  by a p ilo t Instant M essag ing  

«IM) se rv ic e . Th e  p ilo t se rv ic e , begun on 

15 N o vem b er 2 0 0 6 , operates in p a ra lle l 

w ith  the ex isting  A sk N o w !, o ffering  users 

the option  of subm itting  their question  v ia  

the existing  w eb  form , or contacting  us us

ing th e ir preferred  IM c lie n t.

W h at is In sta n t M essag ing  (IM )?

Instant M essag ing (IM ) is a form  of o n lin e , 

real tim e co m m u n ica tio n . It a llo w s you to 

see w hether your contacts are o n lin e , and 

to send  them  a m essage . M essages sent 

v ia  IM appear instantly on yo u r contact's 

co m p ute r screen . In th is w ay, IM  is a tru ly 

syn ch ro n o u s form  of co m m u n ica tio n .

IM  in te ra c t io n s  a re  fa c il ita te d  by so ft

w a re  c a lle d  an IM  c l ie n t . T h e se  c lie n ts  

can  g e n e ra lly  be d o w n lo ad e d  free  from  

the w e b  and  p ro v id e  a s im p le  in te rface  

w h ere  you can  see m essages and lists of 

co n tac ts . Popu la r c lie n ts  in A u stra lia  in 

c lu d e  W in d o w s  L ive  M essenger (fo rm erly  

M SN  M essenger), Yahoo! M essenger and 

G o o g le  Ta lk .

W hy o ffe r  an IM se rv ice?

T h e re  a re  a n um b er o f reaso ns w h y  w e  

w anted to trial an IM serv ice . IM is increas

in g ly  the c o m m u n ic a t io n  tool o f c h o ic e  

for m any peo p le . An A m e rican  su rvey  es

tim ated that 75 per cen t of teenagers and 

42  per cen t o f ad u lts w ith  a cce ss  to the 

in ternet use IM  (see h ttp ://data .w eb junc- 

t io n .o rg /w j/d o cu m e n ts/1 2 4 7 3 .p d f ). U se  

o f IM  is in creas in g  and spread ing  into a ll 

sectors of society . Indeed , an a rtic le  in the 

S y d n e y  M o rn in g  H e ra ld  in A ugust 2 0 0 6 , 

d e scrib e d  business p eo p le  as em b rac in g  

th is  'p re se n ce  te ch n o lo g y ' to rem a in  in 

touch w ith  co lleag ues and c lien ts .

IM  offers advantages over trad itiona l chat 

s e rv ic e s  (su ch  as A s k N o w !) , w h ic h  use 

p rop rie ta ry  chat re ference so ftw are . It a l

lo w s us to p ro v id e  a resp on sive , stream 

lin e d  s e rv ic e  that m eets c lie n ts  'w h e re  

th ey  a re ', both te c h n o lo g ic a lly  and geo

g ra p h ic a lly . Th e  user is ab le  to use th e ir 

c lie n t  of c h o ic e  to ch a t w ith  a lib ra r ia n , 

rather than having  to access the A sk N o w ! 

w e b  page and subm it a question  using a 

w e b  fo rm . A n d , u n lik e  w eb -b ased  ch a t,

users a re  not g e o g ra p h ica lly  restricted  to 

a co m p ute r -  IM  c lie n ts  can  be used on 

h an d -h e ld  d e v ic e s  lik e  P D A s  and  next 

generation  m o b ile  phones.

The se rv ice  m odel

The se rv ice  cu rre n tly  operates from  1 :0 0 -  

6 :0 0 p m , M o nd ay to Friday, and is staffed 

by lib ra r ia n s  at the N a tio n a l L ib ra ry  of 

A u stra lia . M u ltip le  users can  be se rv iced  

at once  although o n ly  one lib rarian  can  be 

logged on at a tim e, d ue to cu rre n t soft

w are  lim ita tions. A n eva lua tion  of the pilot 

phase w ill in form  d ec is io ns about feasib le  

se rv ice  hours and staffing leve ls .

S o ftw a re

In o rd er to offer a f le x ib le  and responsive  

se rv ic e , w e  d e c id e d  to ca te r fo r users of 

a ll the m a jo r IM  c lie n ts . W e  use an open 

so u rce  c l ie n t  c a l le d  G a im  ( h ttp ://g a im . 

so u rce fo rg e .ne t/), w h ic h  as a th ird -party  

c lie n t (a lso  kn o w n  as aggregator or m u l

ti-n e tw o rk  c lie n ts ) a llo w s  us to log in to 

a c c o u n ts  on  m a n y  d if fe re n t  n e tw o rk s  

s im u lta n e o u s ly . It a lso  has the p o tentia l 

to be cu sto m ised  and offers o ther usefu l 

fun ctio na lity .

W ho is u s in g  th e  s e rv ic e , an d  w h a t  a re  

th e y  ask in g ?

A t the  tim e  o f w r it in g  (e a r ly  D e ce m b e r 

2 0 0 6 ) , w e  have h an d le d  9 6  IM  tra n sa c

tions. Students are the p rim ary  user group 

for the se rv ice , H S C  students in particu lar. 

W e  have  a lso  had q u ite  a n um b er of en 

q u ir ie s  from  o ld e r users, aged 25 to 65 , 

supporting  the v ie w  that IM  is in creas ing ly  

being used by peo p le  of all age groups. 

The  range of e n q u irie s  w e  have rece ived  

has a lso  been varied :

• can  you help m e find  out w at %  of aus- 

tra lias energy is renew ab le?

• have to do a tim eline  show ing  the in flux 

of m igrants into A ustra lia

• W ill the book I just requested com e to 

m y tow n w ith  the m ob ile  lib rary  bus?

Encourag ing ly , 100 per cen t of users w ho 

resp o n d ed  to o u r su rve y  in d ica te d  that 

they w o u ld  use the IM se rv ice  again , and 

in d eed , a la rge p roportion  of users have 

becom e repeat users in the short tim e that 

the p ilo t has been  o p eratin g . C o m m ents 

(quoted exactly ) have been encourag ing :
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TIME F O R  A C H A N G E . .?

H « l

I p re fe red  IM  ca u se  it was a lo t m ore 

c o n v e n ie n t then o p en ing  the w e b s ite  as 

i have w in d o w s  m sger open  m ost o f the 

t im e  and its easy  to c lic k  on askno w  as a 

c o n ta c t ...v e ry  good and a lot easier to a c 

cess the into'

'You have ve ry  high q ua lity  lib ra rians, w e ll 

the  on e  tht h e lp e d  m e w a s  ve ry  h e lp fu l 

a n d  o b lig in g  to h e lp  m e o u t. It put m y 

m in d  at ease for m y assig nm ent research  

to know  tht som eone w as there to help  m e 

ou t and the in fo  they m anaged  to ob tain  

w a s  e x tre m e ly  u se fu l. A  ve ry  good se rv 

ic e .'

'You guys are coo l :D '

E ighty-five per cent o f users have rated the 

se rv ice  leve l 'e x c e lle n t ', w ith  no user rat

ing the se rv ice  as poor.

Im p lica tio n s  fo r  o p e ra to rs  

O u r  o p e ra to rs  w e n t in to  th e  p ilo t w ith  

va ry in g  leve ls  o f e x p e rie n c e  w ith  IM , a l

though a ll operators had p rev io usly  staffed 

the A sk N o w ! se rv ic e , and  so w e re  fa m il

ia r w ith  the p r in c ip le s  of v irtu a l re ference . 

Tra in in g  w as re la tive ly  stra ight fo rw ard : a 

p rocedure  m anual w as w ritten , a long  w ith  

supp ort m ate ria ls  (such  as a list o f c o m 

m on chat ab b rev ia tio ns and scrip ted  m es

sages), w h ic h  have been m ade a v a ila b le  

on the p ilo t's  a d m in is tra t iv e  w ik i sp ace . 

Tw o  tra in ing  sessions w e re  he ld , a llo w in g  

op erato rs to o b se rve  the so ftw are  in a c 

tion , and to try out the fu n c tio n a lity  w ith 

out the p ressure  of having  a 'liv e ' user on 

the line .

O perato rs record  th e ir im p ressions on the 

w ik i at the end  o f e ach  sh ift , and  c o m 

m ents have been ve ry  p o s it ive . O n e  o p 

erator liked the 'speed and in teract-ab ility ' 

offered by the m ed ium ; another com m ent

ed that 'It w as so q u ick  and easy. I re a lly  

en joyed  it.'

W here to  fro m  he re?

Th e  p ilo t w il l  c o n tin u e  u n til the end  o f 

Feb ruary 2 0 0 7 , w h en  w e  w il l und ertake  

deta iled  data an a ly s is  and assess the su it

ab ility  o f the se rv ice  m od e l, hours of op

era tion , and the so ftw are  fo r an ongoing  

se rv ice .

Find  ou t m ore

• Visit the AskN ow ! Instant Messaging pilot 

inform ation page at h ttp ://w w w .asknow . 

gov.au/instant-m essaging-trial.htm l

• E-m ail the autho r: kdav is@ n la .gov .au

• IM the author: k 8 atw ork@ hotm ail.com
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ATAYEN...
(All the acronyms 
you'll ever need...)

The 6th edition of the Australian 

Dictionary of Acronyms and 

Abbreviations is now available.

Only available from the Australian 

Library and Information Association.

Contact ALIA National Office,

PO Box 6335, Kingston 2604,

ph 02 6215 8222

fx 02 6282 2249

e-mail enquiry@alia.org.au,

or order online at

http://shop.alia.org.au/.
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