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Executive Summary 
This report presents the findings of an in-depth evaluation of the 2019 askON virtual reference service. 
There are three parts to this evaluation: an analysis of traffic trends from January to December 2019, an 
analysis of visitor information and feedback from the same time period, and an analysis of chat 
transcripts to evaluate the types of questions submitted by visitors, the types of information literacy 
instruction provided by askON staff, and the quality of the service provided to visitors. 

The trend of increased traffic observed in previous evaluations has continued through 2019, with an 
overall increase of 6% from 2018 traffic levels. While lower than previous years, askON’s current 
growth rate remains at a level the service can sustain with its current staffing levels. The 2019 increase 
was observed in all three semesters, with a 2% increase in the winter term, a 1% increase in the summer 
term, and a 10% increase in the fall term. The most significant increases in traffic were experienced in 
January, with a 33% increase, and in December, with a 35% increase. The increased traffic was reflected 
in the individual traffic of seven of the askON colleges, while five saw decreases in traffic this year.  

Reference questions continue to make up the majority of all chat sessions, and transcript analysis 
revealed that 63% of chat sessions in 2019 included a reference question. Requests for library 
information made up a further 14% of chats. In addition, the evaluation showed that 89% of chat 
sessions with a research question included an information literacy component, and in 48% of reference 
chats the askON staff member provided information literacy instruction in more than one area.  

The quality of askON service remains high according to both transcript analysis and the askON 
Satisfaction Survey. Transcript analysis revealed that askON operators continued to provide great 
service in 2019, with most transcripts coded as good or excellent for each area of the reference 
transaction. Of the 532 completed surveys in 2019, 96% of visitors reported that they were satisfied 
with the service they received and 70% reported that they received better information than they could 
have found on their own. 

Visitors continue to report that they use askON because it is convenient. Some of the reasons visitors 
gave for using the service were because they were searching for online resources (31%), because they 
were researching off campus (49%), and because they prefer online services (34%). The most common 
way that visitors report learning about the service is by seeing a button or proactive chat invitation on 
the library website (67%), confirming that strategic placement of the button on the library website 
continues to be the most effective way to raise awareness of the service.  
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About askON 
The askON virtual reference service is a collaborative partnership between 
Ontario’s college libraries that aims to connect library visitors with 
authoritative information and help visitors build information literacy and 
research skills. Developed as a service of Knowledge Ontario in 2008, askON 
came under OCLS management as a cost recovery service in 2012. Strategic 
direction for askON is provided by a Steering Committee made up of 
representatives from participating college libraries. 

askON is a collaborative service, with over 150 information professionals from 
the 12 participating Ontario college libraries (Table 1) trained to provide 
askON service. The service is supported by 20 to 25 student operators annually 
from library programs across Ontario. The service is available for 62 hours 
weekly during the fall and winter semesters and for 20 hours weekly during 
the summer semester (Table 2). 

 

 

 

Year in Review 
January 2019 started off with the introduction of new sharing tools in LibraryH3lp, including the ability 
to edit and annotate screenshots and the ability to invite visitors to share their screens. These new tools 
can be used by operators to provide additional support to visitors if needed. 

In February, askON’s new crisis guidelines were unveiled. The new crisis tools document provides more 
in-depth guidelines for supporting visitors who appear to be in distress and includes local campus 
security numbers as well as Ontario- and Canada-wide crisis lines. 

In summer 2019, planning started for the askON marketing and branding refresh project. With feedback 
from the Steering Committee, site coordinators were consulted about their local marketing initiatives 
and needs and the project was introduced. The decision was made to start work on the project in the 
winter with the goal of rolling out the new logo before the start of the 2020 fall term. 

Later in the year, askON retained a consultant from the OCAD University Inclusive Design Research 
Centre to conduct an accessibility audit of the visitor-facing askON service. This audit included 
assessment of the askON buttons, the chat interface, and various features of the chat widget. In 
September, the consultant delivered the audit report detailing askON’s performance against WCAG 2.0 

Partner Libraries 
Centennial College 
Conestoga College 
Confederation 
College 
Durham College 
Fanshawe College 
Fleming College 
George Brown 
College 
Georgian College 
Humber College 
Lambton College 
Seneca College 
St. Clair College 

Table 1. askON 
Participating Colleges Hours of Operation 

Fall/Winter (Sept-April) M-Th: 11:00 am to 10:00 pm 
F-Su: 11:00 am to 5:00 pm 

Summer (May-Aug) M-F: 12:00 pm to 4:00 pm 

Table 2. askON 2019 Hours of Operation 

https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG20/
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criteria. Following the feedback, changes were made in LibraryH3lp and on partner libraries’ websites to 
ensure askON is accessible as possible and in compliance with the January 2020 AODA deadline. 

 

Looking Ahead 
In February 2020, with guidance from the askON Steering Committee and the work of a graphic 
designer, the askON logo and button redesign was completed. The new, modern logo gives askON a 
fresh look and can be customized to coordinate with college colours. The new askON logo and buttons 
will be rolled out at the end of summer 2020 before the start of the fall term. 

In March 2020, the service changed dramatically as college campuses closed and classes transitioned to 
online and alternative formats in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. With physical library spaces 
closed, askON became an increasingly important way for students, staff, and faculty to connect to library 
staff and resources. After a short adjustment period, askON staff from across the college system came 
together to provide extended service hours of 77 hours per week in order to provide more support 
during the closures. These extended hours will continue through the summer semester. askON also 
introduced a “home team first” staffing model to allow college library staff to connect directly with 
students, staff, and faculty over chat outside of their regular askON shifts. The home team first model is 
an optional way for participating libraries to provide support while their physical spaces remain closed. 

 

  

2019 Timeline 
January 2019 Screen sharing features introduced 
February 2019 Crisis guidelines updated  
Summer/Fall 2019 Planning for marketing & branding refresh project 
September 2019 Additional third operator shifts added 
September 2019 askON accessibility audit completed 

Table 3. 2019 Timeline 

Table 4. 2020 Timeline 

2020 Timeline 

January 2020 Additional third operator shifts added 
February 2020 askON logo and button redesign completed 
March 2020 “Home team first” staffing model introduced 
Spring/Summer 2020 Hours extended to better support askON visitors during campus closures  
Summer/Fall 2020 New logo and buttons to be rolled out 

https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG20/
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Methodology 
This document reports on the findings of an in-depth traffic and transcript analysis that was undertaken 
to evaluate the quality of the 2019 service. 

This evaluation looks at the following: 

1. The number of questions received by the service overall 
2. The number of questions to the service by library 
3. The types of questions asked by askON visitors 
4. Information literacy instruction provided by askON staff during chat sessions 
5. Visitor demographics as reported in the askON Satisfaction Survey 
6. Visitor satisfaction as reported in the askON Satisfaction Survey 
7. The quality of service provided by askON operators as measured by transcript analysis 
8. Opportunities for additional training 

Traffic Analysis 
This evaluation examines monthly traffic and traffic increases from January to December 2019. The 
evaluation also analyzes the volume of traffic from visitors at each library. 

The following analyses were made: 

1. Monthly traffic was calculated from January to December 2019 for the service overall and for 
each college  

2. Traffic increases were calculated by comparing monthly traffic during the evaluation period 
against traffic from the same time period the previous year  

Visitor Survey Analysis 
Response data for all askON Satisfaction Surveys submitted by visitors from January to December 2019 
was analyzed to understand who used the service in 2019, why visitors contacted askON, and how 
satisfied visitors were with the service they received. These surveys are submitted by visitors on a 
voluntary basis after the completion of their chat and gather demographic information about visitors 
and feedback about the askON service (see Appendix A for the full survey). Data from the following 
questions was analyzed for all surveys submitted during this time period: 

● “Tell us how we did today” 
● “Which best describes you?” 
● “How did you learn about askON?” 
● “Why did you choose askON today?” 
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Transcript Analysis 
An in-depth analysis of transcripts from 2019 was undertaken to determine the types of questions 
submitted and the quality of service provided by askON staff based on the behaviours outlined in the 
RUSA Guidelines for Behavioral Performance of Reference and Information Services Providers (American 
Library Association, 2011).  

Transcript Selection 
A random sample of 374 transcripts were selected for transcript analysis, which represents a sample size 
of 2.9% and gives a confidence level of 95% and a 5% margin of error.1 The sample was selected using 
stratified random sampling with a proportional allocation strategy (see Appendix B). Sampled transcripts 
were anonymized to remove the identity and college of the askON staff member who responded to the 
question. 

Rubrics 

Question Types 

Incoming questions were coded according to the type of question 
the visitor asked as defined in the Question Types Rubric, which 
was developed for the 2015 evaluation. Transcripts were coded 
according to the main information need presented during the chat 
and not necessarily the first question that was asked. Additional 
information needs were also recorded. Table 5 shows the 
categories of questions as defined in the Question Types Rubric. 
The full rubric can be found in Appendix C. 

Note that once questions were coded as unanalyzable, these 
transcripts were omitted from further analysis. Unanalyzable 
questions are questions in which there is not enough information 
to determine the visitor’s information need. This could include 
dropped chats or chats where there were technical difficulties such 
as a disconnect and a reconnect. 

Service Quality 

All of the sampled transcripts were coded for service quality according to either the RUSA Rubric for 
Reference Questions or the Customer Service Rubric, depending on the type of information need. The  

                                                             
1 Sample size was calculated using SurveyMonkey’s Sample Size Calculator, which can be found at 
https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/sample-size-calculator/). 

Question Types 
Research and Reference 

Ready Reference 
Known Item 
Simple Research  
Advanced Research 
Citation/Information ethics 

Library Information 
Technical Issues 
Remote Access 
Other 

Non-library questions 
Unanalyzable transcripts 
Inappropriate behaviour 

Table 5. Categories of questions in the 
Question Types Rubric 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/sample-size-calculator/
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results were analyzed to determine the quality of the 
service provided by askON, areas where further staff 
development may be necessary, and opportunities for 
training and professional development. 

The RUSA Rubric for Reference Questions is used to 
measure the quality of service in all of the sampled 
transcripts that contain a reference question. This 
rubric is based on the RUSA Guidelines for Behavioral 
Performance of Reference and Information Service 
Providers (American Library Association, 2011), 
created by the Reference and User Services 
Association (RUSA), a division of the American Library 
Association (ALA). Research studies have consistently 
demonstrated that these behaviours are positively 
linked with reference success and visitor satisfaction. 
The behaviours defined in the RUSA Rubric can be 
found in Table 6; each behaviour is coded according 
to the scale in Table 7 (see Appendix D for the full 
rubric). 

 
Transcripts that did not contain a reference question were 
coded according to the Customer Service Rubric.2 The 
behaviours defined in the Customer Service Rubric can be 
found in Table 8; as with the RUSA Rubric, each behaviour is 
coded according to the scale in Table 7. The full rubric can 
be found in Appendix E.  

                                                             
2 The Customer Service Rubric was developed based on askON’s RUSA Rubric and Maryland AskUsNow!’s Provider 
Behaviour Checklist (Maryland AskUsNow!, 2008) 

Operator Behaviours – Reference  

Approachability 
Interest 
Listening and Inquiring 

Questioning 
Confirming understanding 
Patience 

Searching 
Creating and explaining search strategies 
Consulting authoritative resources 
Refining the search query 

Follow up 
Overall 
Ensures question has been answered 

Invites visitor to return 

Table 6. RUSA behaviours as defined in the RUSA Rubric 
for Reference Questions 

Scale Definition 

Excellent askON staff member went above and beyond, providing exceptional 
customer service during the session 

Good askON staff member is doing well; provides a high level of customer 
service and completes a successful chat session 

Satisfactory askON staff member is getting by; may have risked misunderstanding and 
missed opportunities for providing superior customer service. The 
session is completed successfully; however, further professional 
development may be beneficial 

Needs Improvement askON staff member demonstrates a need for further training 
Not Applicable Behaviour was not demonstrated because it was not necessary 

Operator Behaviours – Customer Service 
Approachability 
Interest 
Listening and Inquiring 
Finding and Giving Information 
Follow-up 

Table 7. The scale applied to the RUSA and Customer Service Rubrics 

Table 8. Operator behaviours as defined in the 
Customer Service Rubric for Non-reference 
Questions 



7 
 

Information Literacy 

The Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL), a division of the ALA, identified the skills that 
individuals require in order to “recognize when information is needed and have the ability to locate, 
evaluate, and use effectively the needed information” (American Library Association, 1989). 

The Information Literacy Rubric is used to assess how often askON staff are teaching visitors information 
literacy skills during askON chat reference sessions and to determine which skills askON visitors are 
developing through their interactions with askON staff (see Table 9). This rubric is based on the ACRL 
Information Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education (American Library Association, 2000) 
and the ACRL Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education (American Library Association, 
2015). 

Transcripts were determined to include an information literacy component when askON staff provided 
instruction or gave the visitor guidance in any of the information literacy categories. This could mean 
that askON staff took opportunities to create teachable moments, such as providing a search tip or 
explaining features of a database, or that askON staff guided the visitor through the search process, 
suggested a search tool, or helped them evaluate search results.  

  

Categories of Information Literacy Instruction 
Determine extent of information needed 
a. Helps visitor formulate/develop research question 
b. Helps visitor determine the scope of the investigation   
Access needed information effectively and efficiently 
a. Helps visitor identify and use relevant search tools 

i. Catalogue 
ii. Electronic resource (e.g., database or discovery layer) 
iii. Other (e.g., research guide or an internet search engine) 

b. Helps visitor develop a search strategy 
c. Helps visitor evaluate search results and refine their search strategy 
d. Helps visitor retrieve/access information, or understand how to do so 
Access and use information ethically and legally and understand economic, legal, and social issues 
surrounding the use of information 
a. Helps visitor with proper use of citations 
b. Helps visitor use information sources ethically and legally 

Table 9. Information Literacy Rubric 
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Findings 
Visitor Survey Analysis 
The Visitor Satisfaction Survey was completed 532 times in 2019, for a response rate of 4%. This 
response rate is in line with 2018, but slightly lower than in previous years. 

Who are askON Visitors?  
As in previous years, the majority of askON visitors by a wide margin (67%) identified themselves as first 
or second year college students, while the number of visitors who identified as third or fourth year 
college students increased slightly to 16% , compared to 14% in 2018 (see Figure 1). There was also an 
increase in the number of faculty and staff reporting that they used the service, with 8% in 2019 
compared to 6% in 2018. OntarioLearn students made up 7% of all responses, and alumni made up just 
2%. Of the “other” responses, several askON visitors reported being enrolled in continuing education 
and post-graduate certificate programs. A full list of additional responses can be found in Appendix F.  

 

Figure 1. Responses to the question "Which best describes you?" in the 2019 askON Satisfaction Survey 

Why askON? 
askON visitors continue to report that they use the service because it is a convenient way for them to 
receive research assistance. Many visitors reported that asking for help online makes sense for them 
because they are searching for online resources (31%) or are researching off campus (49%) (see Figure 

0 50 100 150 200 250 300 350 400

1st-2nd year College

3rd-4th year College

OntarioLearn Student

Faculty at College

Staff at College

Alumni of College

Other (please specify)

Number of Responses

“Every time I have used askON they have been very helpful and they always 
take the time to go beyond what I am looking for.” 
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2). Interestingly, the number of visitor who reported that they prefer online services decreased in 2019 
to 33% compared to 39% in the previous year. Visitors who selected “Other” gave a variety of reasons in 
the comments, the most common being ease of use and the ability to get help quickly. Several visitors 
reported using the service to get answers to library questions while they were in class. See Appendix G 
for a full list of additional reasons provided by visitors to the service. 

 

 Figure 2. Responses to the question "Why did you choose the askON service for your question or assignment today?" in the 2019 
askON Satisfaction Survey. 

How Did Visitors Learn about the 
Service? 
 The most common way visitors learned about the 
service in 2019 was seeing a button on the library 
website (55%) (see Table 10), a decrease from 63% in 
2018 (see Figure 3. Responses to the question "How 
did you learn about askON?" in the askON Satisfaction 
Survey). Consistent with last year, 9% of visitors 
reported learning about askON from a library staff 
member, 3% from a friend, 3% from a print ad, and 1% 
from another media source. In 2019, more visitors 
reported that they had used the service before (17% in 
2019 compared to 15% in 2018), indicating that askON 
is seeing an increase in return visitors after that 

0 50 100 150 200 250 300

Prefer online services

Searching for online resources

Ref/info desk closed or busy

Library closed or busy

I am at home or off-campus

I am a distance student

Other

Number of Responses

Answer Choices Count Percent 
Used service before 90 16.98% 
Link on library website 294 55.47% 
Chat invite on library 
website 

60 11.32% 

Library staff member 47 8.87% 
Friend 16 3.02% 
Instructor 56 10.57% 
Media source  7 1.32% 
In-class demo 36 6.79% 
Print ad  16 3.02% 
Other 9  
Table 10. Responses to the question "How did you learn 
about askON?" in the 2019 askON Satisfaction Survey. 

Note that visitors are able to select more than one option; 
percentages refer to the total number of visitors who 
selected each option 

“It is a really good service and I cannot think of a better way to help students 
who tend to have anxiety with asking questions.” 
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number declined last year. While 11% of visitors reported learning about the service from a proactive 
chat invitation, consistent with 2018, it should be noted that the percentage of visitors who reported 
accessing the service through proactive chat is significantly lower than the number of actual proactive 
visitors. Proactive chats made up 21% of all askON chats in 2019. 

 

Figure 3. Responses to the question "How did you learn about askON?" in the askON Satisfaction Survey, 2018 vs. 2019 

Visitor Satisfaction 
Visitor satisfaction remains high, with 96% of 
visitors reporting that they received excellent, good, 
or fair service (see Figure 4), slightly lower than 98% 
of visitors in 2018. The number of visitors reporting 
that they received excellent service increased to 
70% from 69% the previous year, while the number 
of visitors reporting good service dropped from 24% 
to 21%. Five percent of visitors reported that they 
received fair service, and 4% reported poor service.  
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Figure 4. Responses to the question "Tell us how we did today" in the 2019 askON Satisfaction Survey 

“askON is a great service! Thank you so much for the support in making 
research easier.” 
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Traffic Analysis 

askON Traffic Overview  
Between January and December 2019, askON received 
13,191 questions. Table 10 provides a summary of monthly 
traffic in 2019 compared to 2018 and Figure 5 shows traffic 
by semester for each year. 

In 2019, askON set a new traffic record with an overall 
increase of 5.62% from 2018 traffic levels. Consistent with 
last year, the rate of increase has declined compared to 
previous years. From 2015 to 2017, the service underwent 
significant changes, including adding new partner libraries, 
the transition to the LibraryH3lp platform, and the 
introduction of proactive chat. Without these major 
additions, slower growth is to be expected. The 2019 
increase represents a sustainable growth rate that the 
service can support given its current staffing levels. 

Traffic changes varied significantly month to month with 
several months seeing increases in the number of questions 
received by the service and others seeing decreases (Table 
11). Despite the variance, askON still saw increases in the 
fall, summer, and winter terms compared to 2018 with 
changes of 2%, 1%, and 10%, respectively (Figure 5). 

 
Figure 5. askON traffic by term, 2018 vs. 2019 
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January 1063 1415 33.11% 
February 1603 1637 2.12% 
March 1736 1774 2.19% 
April 1219 915 -24.94% 
May 299 331 10.70% 
June 380 331 -12.89% 
July 313 359 14.70% 
August 132 113 -14.39% 
September 1635 1705 4.28% 
October 2076 2053 -1.11% 
November 1683 2084 23.83% 
December 350 474 35.43% 
Total 12,489 13,191 5.62% 

Table 11. askON traffic by month, 2018 vs. 2019 
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In 2019, the majority of questions (9,971) were submitted via the click-to-chat button, making up 76% of 
all questions to the service (see Figure 6). This was the same percentage as in 2018. 2,822 (21%) of 
questions were submitted via the proactive chat button, compared to 20% in 2018, and the remaining 
398 (3%) were submitted by text, a decrease from 4% in 2018. 
 

 
Figure 6. Ways visitors contacted askON in 2018 vs. 2019 

askON operates for 62 hours of service per week during the fall and winter terms and 20 hours per week 
during the summer. While askON partner libraries have different hours for their campus libraries, 
9:00am – 5:00pm can be considered “regular business hours”. Of the 13,191 questions askON received 
in 2019, 7,721 (59%) were received during the 9:00am – 5:00pm window and the remaining 5,469 (41%) 
were received outside of 
regular business hours 
(Figure 7). This indicates 
that the service plays an 
important role in 
supporting askON visitors 
outside peak library hours.  
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Traffic by Library 
While askON saw an overall increase in the number of questions received in 2019, traffic changes varied 
significantly across the individual colleges. Six of the colleges experienced increases in their annual 
traffic, with the change ranging from 1% to 24%. askON’s newest college also experienced a significant 
increase of 186%, but given that they joined askON partway through last year, 2019 represented their 
first full year of askON data and a large increase in traffic was to be expected. Five of the askON colleges 
experienced a decrease in traffic compared to 2018, which ranged from 2% fewer chats to 23% fewer. 
See Figure 8 for a comparison of traffic by college for 2018 and 2019 and see Appendix H for the 
complete results.  

 

Figure 8. askON traffic by college, 2018 vs. 2019 

 

Transcript Analysis 

Chat Duration 
Chat duration was measured separately for texts and chats received during 2019 (see Figure 9). As in 
previous years, text questions continued to be resolved more quickly than questions submitted by chat, 
with 53% of all text questions resolved within 5 minutes and 69% resolved within 10 minutes. Only 9% of 
texts took longer than 30 minutes to resolve.  

Chats lasted slightly longer on average than texts received in 2019, with 35% resolved within 5 minutes 
and 58% resolved within 10 minutes. In 2019, 12% of chats took longer than 30 minutes to resolve, a 
slight increase from 10% in 2018. See Appendix I for full the breakdown of chat and text duration. 
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Figure 9. Duration of questions received via chat and text in 2019 

Location of askON Staff 
A comparison of the home library of askON visitors and 
operators shows that 15% of all questions submitted to 
askON were answered by a staff member at the same library 
as the visitor, while 85% were answered by a staff member 
at a different library or by a student operator (see Table 12). 

Types of Questions Asked 
To determine the types of questions that visitors asked in 2019, sampled transcripts were coded 
according to the visitor’s primary information need, which is not necessarily the initial question asked by 
the visitor. If additional questions emerged during the chat, these were coded as additional information 
needs, but not as additional questions. In the transcript sample, 19 questions, making up 5% of all 
sampled transcripts, could not be analyzed (see Appendix C for the rubric description of unanalyzable 
questions). These questions were omitted from further analysis.  

In 66% of questions in the 2019 sample, the primary information need was reference related (see Figure 
10 and Table 13). Library questions were the second most commonly asked question, making up 15% of 
primary information needs. Technical questions, including questions about remote access, made up 11% 
of questions, while non-library questions accounted for 8% of questions. Inappropriate behaviour was 
seen in only 0.28% of all chats.  
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 Count % 

Same Library 1922 15.02% 
Different Library 10584 82.73% 

Table 12. Location of askON staff and visitors in 2019 
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Figure 10. Types of questions asked by askON visitors in 2019 (primary information needs) 

Of the 236 questions in our sample in which the primary information need was reference, the most 
common types of questions were simple research questions (35%), followed by known item searches 
(28%), and advanced research (22%). A further 16% of reference questions included a question about 
citation. Table 14 provides a breakdown of the information needs of all reference questions. 

 
 

Research
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Table 13. Types of questions from askON visitors in 2019 

 
 

Primary Needs 
 

Additional 
Needs 

Total Needs 
 

Type of Question Count % Count Count % 
Reference 236 66.48% 3 239 67.32% 
Library Information 52 14.65% 12 64 18.03% 
Remote Access 23 6.48% 4 27 7.61% 
Technical 16 4.51% 3 19 5.35% 
Non-library 27 7.61% 1 28 7.89% 
Inappropriate 1 0.28% 0 1 0.28% 
Total 355  23 378  

 Primary 
Information Need 

Secondary 
Information Need 

Total Percentage of 
Transcripts 

Ready Reference 0 0 0 0.00% 

Known Item 66 3 69 27.71% 

Simple Research 80 6 86 34.54% 

Advanced Research 54 0 54 21.69% 

Citation 36 4 40 16.06% 

Total 236 13 249  

Table 14. Types of reference questions from askON visitors in 2019 
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Proactive Chat vs. Click-to-Chat 
As in previous years, questions submitted through proactive chat continued to contain a higher 
proportion of reference questions than questions submitted through click-to-chat buttons (which 
include both static buttons and floating tabs). Sixty percent of click-to-chat transcripts were reference 
questions in 2019, compared with 92% of proactive transcripts. There was a slight increase in the 
number of library information questions asked via proactive chat (3% in 2019 compared to 1% in 2018) 
and in the number of non-library questions asked via proactive chat (1% in 2019 while there were none 
in 2018). In 2019, there was a decrease in the number of technical questions asked via proactive chat, 
with just 4% compared to 8% in the previous year. Visitors who used the click-to-chat button asked a 
high number of library questions (19%) and technical questions (13%), a nearly identical breakdown to 
2018. See Figure 11 for the breakdown of questions by button type. 

Button Location 
Over a third of all questions to the service (38%) were submitted from within a database or discovery 
layer. The next most common locations were the library contact page or askON information page (20%) 
followed by the main page of the library website (17%). 2019 saw an increase in the number of 
questions submitted from the contact page (20% in 2019 compared to 18% in 2018) and from within 
research guides or lists of databases (13% in 2019 compared to 10% in 2018). There was a slight 
decrease in the number of questions submitted from within databases or discovery layers (38% in 2019 
compared to 39% in 2018) and from the main page of the library website (17% in 2019 compared to 22% 
in 2018). Button placement continues to be key in driving traffic to the service and encouraging 
reference questions, and the results of this evaluation indicate that visitors submit different types of 
questions to the service depending on the location of the button (see Figure 12).  

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Click to chat

Proactive

Reference

Library Information

Technical

Non-Library

Figure 11. Types of questions submitted via click-to-chat and proactive chat buttons in 2019 
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The results show that visitors also submit different types of questions depending on the type of button. 
Regardless of page type, visitors submitted a greater number of questions through click-to-chat than 
proactive. Proactive questions tended to come from within databases and discovery layers or from 
research guides and lists of databases. This is in line with current recommended placement of the 
proactive chat button.  

Of questions submitted from within databases and discovery layers, 73% were reference questions, a 
decrease from 88% in 2018. This percentage was higher for proactive chat (87%) than click-to-chat 
questions (63%) (see Figure 13). Although there were fewer questions submitted from proactive chat 
buttons than click-to-chat buttons within databases and discovery layers, questions from this location 
represented 66% of all proactive chats compared to just 29% of click-to-chat questions.  

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

Main Page Within
Database

Research
Guide or List
of Databases

Contact Page Other

N
um

be
r o

f Q
ue

st
io

ns
Reference

Library Information

Technical

Other

Figure 12. Types of chat questions submitted to askON based on button location in 2019 
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Figure 13. Types of chat questions submitted from databases and discovery layers 
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Most questions submitted from the main page of the library website were reference questions (62%, a 
significant increase from 43% in 2018), followed by other (21%), which includes non-library, 
inappropriate, and unanalyzable questions, then library questions (11%, a sharp decrease from 20% in 
2018), and technical questions (6%). From pages coded as library contact pages, 40% of questions were 
reference questions, 29% library information, 18% other, and 14% technical. The number of requests for 
library information was highest on the contact page, while technical questions were highest from 
databases or discovery layers, a shift from 2018 when most technical questions came the contact page. 

Information Literacy 
Of the 239 transcripts that included a reference question, askON operators provided information 
literacy instruction 89% of the time (212 questions). Operators often provided instruction on more than 
one topic. In 115 chats (48% of reference questions) operators provided instruction in two to six 
different topics during the course of the chat. 

Operators provided instruction on identifying 
and using search tools 58% of the time, 
developing a search strategy 36% of the time, 
retrieving and accessing information 22% of 
the time, evaluating and refining results 20% 
of the time, and determining the scope of the 
investigation 20% of the time. They also 
helped visitors with proper use of citations in 
15% of reference transactions and 
formulating a research question in 8%. See 
Table 15 for the breakdown of instances of 
information literacy instruction in 2019.  

For chats in which operators provided 
instruction on the use of search tools, 
transcripts were further coded by the type of 
search tool used. In 49% of reference 
questions, operators helped visitors use 
electronic resources, such as a database or 
discovery layer (see Table 16), a slight increase 
from 47% in 2018. Instruction in the use of the 
catalogue or other search tools, such as a 
research guide or internet search engine, both 
decreased compared to 2018, with operators 
helping visitors use the catalogue in 7% of 
reference transactions (10% in 2018) and the other 
search tools in 8% (19% in 2018). 

 Count % 

Formulate research question 19 7.95% 
Determine scope of 
investigation 

48 20.08% 

Identify and use search tools 138 57.74% 
Develop search strategy 87 36.40% 
Evaluate results & refine 
strategy 

48 20.08% 

Retrieve/access information or 
understand how to do so 

52 21.76% 

Proper use of citation 36 15.06% 
Ethical/legal use of information 3 1.26% 
Instances of Information 
Literacy Instruction 

431  

Reference Transcripts with 
Information Literacy Instruction 

212 88.70% 

Table 15. Number of reference sessions in which information literacy 
instruction was provided in 2019 

 Count % of reference 
questions 

Catalogue 16 6.69% 
Electronic Resources 117 48.95% 
Other 19 7.95% 
Total  138  

Table 16. Instances of instruction in the use of search tools in 2019 
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Quality of Service Provided by askON Staff 

Approachability and Interest 

askON staff continued to score well for the first two behaviours outlined in the RUSA guidelines: 
approachability and interest. 

● Approachability: askON staff were welcoming and set a good tone 
● Interest: askON staff demonstrated interest during the session and maintained word contact 

askON staff scored excellent or good for approachability in 96% of chats, and for interest in 94% of 
chats. For both categories, there were no chats identified in the 2019 sample that indicated a need for 
improvement (see Table 17 and Figure 14). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Approachability Interest 

 Count % Count % 
Excellent 160 44.94% 202 57.55% 
Good 181 50.84% 129 36.75% 
Satisfactory 15 4.21% 20 5.70% 
Needs Improvement 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 

Table 17. Approachability and interest demonstrated by askON operators in 2019 
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Figure 14. Approachability and interest demonstrated by askON operators in 2019 
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Listening and Inquiring 

askON staff demonstrated good listening and inquiring skills, which were measured in three categories 
for reference questions and one category for non-reference questions.  

Reference questions 

● Asking questions: askON staff asked appropriate open, closed, and contextual questions to 
determine the visitor’s information needs 

● Patience: askON staff member was patient with the visitor, allowed them to speak, and avoided 
interruptions 

● Confirmed understanding: askON staff confirmed their understanding of the visitor’s 
information needs when necessary 

Non-reference questions 

● Listening and inquiring: askON staff listened to the visitor and asked relevant questions to better 
understand the visitor’s information needs 

For reference questions, asking questions is part of the reference transaction commonly referred to as 
the reference interview. Transcripts were scored as good or excellent for asking questions 80% of the 
time, while a further 18% of chats were coded as satisfactory, and 2% as needing improvement. While 
some variation in coding is to be expected from year to year, these results show a notable decrease 
from 2018 when 95% of transcripts scored as good or excellent and just 3% were satisfactory. This 
indicates that there may be some room for improvement in asking questions and conducting the 
reference interview. askON staff were rated as good or excellent for patience 93% of the time, with no 
chats in the sample transcripts indicating a need for improvement (see Figure 15 and Table 18).  

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Asking Questions

Patience

Excellent

Good

Satisfactory

Needs Improvement

Figure 15. Quality of questioning skills and patience demonstrated in reference questions in 2019 
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 Asking Questions Patience 

 Count % Count % 
Excellent 82 45.30% 84 37.67% 
Good 62 34.25% 124 55.61% 
Satisfactory 33 18.23% 15 6.73% 
Needs Improvement 4 2.21% 0 0.00% 

Table 18. Quality of questioning skills and patience demonstrated in reference questions in 2019 

For the final listening behaviour, askON staff confirmed understanding 73% of the time where necessary 
and did not confirm understanding 27% of the time (see Table 19).  

 

 
 

For non-reference questions, askON staff scored good or excellent 94% of the time for the overall 
category “listening and inquiring” (see Table 20). 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Searching Behaviours 

Transcripts were coded for searching behaviours in the following categories: 

Reference questions 

● Search strategy: askON staff developed and explained a competent and complete search 
strategy 

● Selecting sources: askON staff helped visitors select appropriate sources and explained their use 
● Refining the search query: askON staff worked with the visitor to refine their search and 

provided helpful search tips 

Non-reference questions 

● Finding and giving information: askON staff located the relevant information or instructed the 
visitor on how to do so 

askON staff met the criteria for good or excellent for consulting sources in 90% of chats, 78% of chats for 
constructing a search strategy, and 93% of chats for refining the search (see Table 21 and Figure 16). The 

 Confirmed Understanding 
 Count % 
Yes 76 73.08% 
No 28 26.92% 

Table 19. Did askON staff confirm 
understanding when necessary during 
reference questions in 2019? 

 Listening and Inquiring 

 Count % 
Excellent 49 62.03% 
Good 25 31.65% 
Satisfactory 4 5.06% 
Needs Improvement 1 1.27% 

Table 20. Quality of listening and 
inquiring skills demonstrated in non-
reference questions in 2019 
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percentage of chats rated good or excellent for consulting sources and refining the search remain high, 
but the number of chats rated satisfactory or lower indicates for constructing a search strategy (22%) 
indicate there is some room for improvement compared to 2018 when only 12% of chats were rated 
satisfactory or below. askON staff should focus on developing skills in this area in 2020. 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

For non-reference questions, askON staff provided good or excellent quality service while finding and 
giving information 95% of the time (see Table 22).  
 

  
 

 
 

 Consulting Sources Search Strategy Refine Search 

 Count % Count % Count % 
Excellent 86 44.33% 38 35.19% 21 46.67% 
Good 88 45.36% 46 42.59% 21 46.67% 
Satisfactory 18 9.28% 22 20.37% 2 4.44% 
Needs Improvement 2 1.03% 2 1.85% 1 2.22% 

Table 21. Quality of service provided in the areas of consulting sources, search strategy, and refining 
the search in reference chats in 2019 

 Count % 

Excellent 70 63.06% 
Good 36 32.43% 
Satisfactory 4 3.60% 
Needs Improvement 1 0.90% 

Table 22. How well askON staff did at finding and giving 
information for non-reference questions in 2019 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%
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Good
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Figure 16. Quality of service provided in the areas of consulting sources, search strategy, and refining 
the search in reference chats in 2019 



23 
 

Follow-up 

askON staff were rated as good or excellent for follow-up in 63% of chats and satisfactory in 37% of 
chats. A need for improvement was demonstrated in less than 1% of chats (see Figure 17 and Table 23). 
While this is a significant decrease in chat quality from 2018 when 85% of chats were rated good or 
excellent and just 15% were satisfactory or lower, 2019 was the first full year in which system messages 
in transcripts confirmed that visitors had disconnected from the chat, giving a more complete picture of 
operator follow-up than in previous years. The high number of chats rated satisfactory or below 
indicates that follow-up is an area for improvement that askON staff should focus on, but since this is 
the first year with complete information, this is not necessarily a new area for improvement. 

 
 
 
 

 

Transcripts were also evaluated for two specific follow-up behaviours: 

● Verifying that all parts of the question were answered 
● Inviting visitors to return 

Successful follow-up includes ensuring the visitor’s question has been answered fully, inquiring whether 
there are additional questions, inviting the visitor to return, and performing an informed referral where 
appropriate. When visitors have left the chat, askON staff should still send follow-up messages and 

 Count % 

Excellent 131 37.01% 
Good 92 25.99% 
Satisfactory 130 36.72% 
Needs Improvement 1 0.28% 

Table 23. Quality of follow-up for all question types in 2019 

Excellent
37%

Good
26%

Satisfactory
37%

Needs 
Improvement

0%

Figure 17. Quality of follow-up for all 
question types in 2019 
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invite the visitor to return if they need more help. If the visitor returns to the chat window, they will 
receive the messages that were sent while they were away.  

In previous years, reference chat transcripts were coded as “Yes”, “No”, or “N/A” for whether the 
operator verified the question was answered and invited the visitor to return. When it was unclear 
whether the visitor disconnected before the chat was complete, the transcript was coded as “N/A” in 
these categories because it was not possible to separate cases where the operator neglected to follow-
up or the visitor had closed the chat before they were able to. In mid-2018, LibraryH3lp introduced a 
system message notifying the operator that the visitor has disconnected from the chat, but that it is still 
possible to send messages. These system messages show up in transcripts, so in 2019 an additional 
coding category was added: “No, the visitor disappeared” (see Appendix D for the updated rubric). This 
category is reserved for cases where the visitor disconnected before the operator reasonably had a 
chance to send follow-up messages (and did not send offline follow-up messages). In cases where the 
visitor disconnected several minutes after the last message and the operator did have a reasonable 
window to follow-up, these transcripts were coded as “No.” The addition of system messages has added 
insight into what truly happened in chat follow-ups and has resulted in more chats being coded for 
follow-up (i.e., not “N/A”) compared to 2018, with a 115% increase in chats coded for “verify answered” 
and a 78% increase in chats coded for “invite to return”. 

Results indicate that, where relevant, staff verified that the question had been fully answered only 48% 
of the time and invited the user to return 45% of the time (see Table 24), revealing a need for 
improvement in these areas. The visitor disappeared before the operator could reasonably verify the 
question was answered 39% of the time and before the operator could invite the visitor to return 35% of 
the time. In these cases, the operator did not send follow-up messages once the visitor was offline, 
which is encouraged because visitors who return to the chat will see all messages that were sent while 
they were offline. askON staff should consult best practices in virtual reference and askON procedures 
to ensure that they are following up appropriately at the end of all chats. In particular, staff should 
remember to send the thank you message that invites visitors to return and fill out the satisfaction 
survey, even when the visitor has disconnected. 

 

  
 Verify Answered Invite to return 

 Count % Count % 
Yes 139 48.26% 158 44.51% 
No 36 12.50% 74 20.85% 
Visitor Disappeared 113 39.24% 123 34.65% 

Table 24. Did askON staff ensure the question was fully answered and invite the visitor to return in reference chats in 2019? 
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Discussion 
Traffic 
Traffic to the service has continued to increase through 2019, with a 6% increase over 2018 traffic. The 
increases per term ranged from just under 1% for the summer term, which had just 10 more questions 
than 2018, to 10% in the fall term. Traffic per month fluctuated, with some months seeing increases in 
traffic and others decreases. The 6% increase continues the slowing growth rate trend that was 
observed in 2018, when askON had a 16% increase in traffic, compared to 2017’s 33% increase in traffic. 

In recent years, askON has had a number of significant additions to the service, including the migration 
to LibraryH3lp, the introduction of the askON text service, and the addition of proactive chat. The last of 
these major additions concluded in 2018 with the completion of the Virtual Help pilot and transition to 
the Virtual Help service. All of these major changes have contributed to increased askON traffic, so 
without similar projects a slower rate of growth, as observed over the past two years, is to be expected. 

For the first time in 2019, traffic was analyzed by time of day. A significant finding from this is that 41% 
of all questions to askON are received outside of the 9:00am – 5:00pm window, or “regular business 
hours”. This suggests that askON plays a significant role in supporting students, staff, and faculty outside 
of their libraries’ peak hours.  

The overall increase in traffic was reflected in increases at seven of the twelve askON colleges. The 
fluctuating traffic at some of the colleges could indicate a greater need to market and promote askON, 
or prompt more careful consideration of button placement. 

Button Placement  
Strategic placement of the button on the library website continues to be the most effective way to raise 
awareness of the service with 67% of visitors reporting that they learned about the service by seeing a 
button or proactive chat invitation on the library website. Placement of buttons where students are 
actively engaged in research provides students with a convenient point of access to the library and 
encourages visitors to reach out for help should they need it. Over half of askON visitors connected to 
the service from a button on the main page of the library website or within a database or discovery 
layer, so having prominent button placement on these pages is important for reaching visitors. For 
colleges wishing to increase traffic to the service, widespread placement of buttons and proactive 
invitations is an effective strategy. The askON team at OCLS is available to discuss and provide 
recommendations for button placement based on the unique needs of the askON participating libraries. 

Types of Questions  
As in previous years, the majority of questions to the service in 2019 were reference questions (63%), 
followed by library information (14%) and requests for technical help (10%). Non-library questions made 
up 7% of questions to the service, and inappropriate behaviour continues to be low (0.27%). Three 
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percent of questions to the service were submitted via text between January and December 2019 and 
21% via proactive queues. Results continue to show that visitors use the proactive feature primarily to 
submit reference questions (92%). See Appendix J for a breakdown of the types of questions submitted 
to the service. 

Information Literacy 
Eighty-nine percent of reference questions in the sample involved an information literacy component, 
and askON operators provided information literacy instruction in two or more categories in 48% of 
reference chats. Information literacy instruction covered many topics including identifying and using 
search tools (58% of reference questions), developing a search strategy (36%), retrieving information 
(22%), evaluating and refining results (20%), determining the scope of the investigation (20%), and citing 
sources (15%). These results show that askON operators are continuing to take advantage of 
opportunities during chat sessions to ensure that visitors leave the service with better information than 
they could find on their own and with improved research and information literacy skills.  

Service Quality 
Transcript analysis revealed that askON operators continued to provide excellent service to askON 
visitors in 2019. The breakdown between good and excellent chats did shift significantly compared to 
the 2018 evaluation results, but this is more likely to be a difference in coding from year to year rather 
than a large change in the service quality provided by askON operators. askON staff are friendly and 
engaged, with 96% of chats rated good or excellent for approachability and 94% for interest.  

Staff are performing a good or excellent reference interview 80% of the time, but a need for 
improvement was found 2% of the time, and a further 18% of transcripts were rated satisfactory. Some 
need for improvement was also demonstrated in the guided search process. In the search process, staff 
did a good or excellent job consulting sources 90% of the time, but demonstrated a need for 
improvement in 1% of chats and a satisfactory job in 9% of chats. Likewise, askON staff did a good or 
excellent job at working with the visitor to construct and execute a search strategy 78% of the time, with 
2% of transcripts demonstrating a need for improvement, and 20% indicating that staff are performing 
at a satisfactory level. The areas where staff demonstrate the most need for improvement are 
consistent with previous years, although in 2019 the number of transcripts rated at satisfactory or below 
for developing and executing a search strategy were higher than in previous years.  

Staff performed a good or excellent follow-up 63% of the time; in 37% of chats, the operator performed 
at a satisfactory level or below for follow-up. This represents a significant shift from previous years, but 
it should be noted that coding for follow-up was modified for 2019. In mid-2018, LibraryH3lp introduced 
a system message notifying the operator that the visitor has disconnected from the chat, but that it is 
still possible to send messages. These system messages show up in transcripts, so in 2019 an additional 
coding category was added: “No, the visitor disappeared.” The system message gives a clearer picture of 
what happened with follow-up and reduced the number of transcripts coded as “N/A”, which was used 
in previous years when it was unclear whether the visitor had left the chat. In 2019, in 13% of chats, the 
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askON operator did not verify that the visitor’s original question was answered when it would have been 
appropriate, and in 21% of chats the operator did not invite the visitor to return. In a further 39% of 
chats, the visitor disappeared before the operator could verify their question was answered, and in 35% 
of chats, the visitor disappeared before the operator could invite them to return. This suggests some 
room for improvement, and staff should ensure they perform all aspects of follow up, including verifying 
that the visitor’s questions have been answered and inviting them to return if they require additional 
assistance. LibraryH3lp allows operators to send messages to offline visitors, which the visitors will be 
able to see if they reopen their chat window, so askON staff should send these messages to visitors that 
disappear as well. Staff should also ensure they send the closing thank you message that invites visitors 
to return and fill out the satisfaction survey.  

These areas represent the largest training opportunities for 2020. Staff should focus on conducting 
effective reference interviews to ensure they understand visitors’ information needs, walking visitors 
through guided searches rather than sending search results or links, and following the steps of a 
successful follow-up, including ensuring the visitors’ questions are answered and inviting visitors to 
return. Site coordinators are encouraged to share these findings with askON staff and plan training 
sessions based on local need. The askON team at OCLS is available to lead or collaborate on local 
training sessions for any college libraries looking to improve service in these or other areas. 

Visitor Feedback  
The results of the askON Satisfaction Survey show that 96% of visitors who filled out the survey were 
satisfied with the service they received and 70% reported that they received better information than 
they could have found on their own. Visitors use the service for many reasons, but convenience tops the 
list. For many visitors, reaching out online makes sense to them because they are searching for online 
resources (31%), researching off campus (49%), and because they prefer online services (34%). Visitors 
also reported using the service due to its ease of use and quick response time. The survey response rate 
in 2019 was consistent with last year, at just under 4%. 
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Appendices 
Appendix A 

askON Satisfaction Survey 

Give us some feedback so we can give you the best service. Your information and responses are 
anonymous. 

* 1. Tell us how we did today 

4-Excellent - I got more than I expected. 
3-Good - I got what I expected. 
2-Fair - I received some help but not what I expected. 
1-Poor - I did not receive the help I needed. 

* 2. What college are you enrolled in? 3  

Cambrian 
Canadore 
Centennial 
Conestoga 
Confederation 
Durham 
Fanshawe 
George Brown 
Georgian 
Humber 
Lambton 
Seneca 
St. Clair 
Other (please specify) 

* 3. Which best describes you? 
OntarioLearn student 
1st-2nd year College 
3rd-4th year College 
Faculty at College 
Staff at College 
Alumni of College 

                                                             
3 Fleming was added as an option to this question in March 2019 
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Other (please specify) 

4. How did you learn about askON? 

Used the service before 
Discovered link on my library website 
Received an invitation to chat from my library website 
From a staff member at my library 
From a friend 
From an instructor/professor 
From a media source (newspaper, radio, transit) 
From an in-class demonstration 
I saw a poster, bookmark, or other print advertisement about it I saw a poster, bookmark, or other print 
advertisement about it 
Other (please specify) 

5. What did we help you with today? 
Finding sources or articles on my topic 
Information about library services 
Where to look for information (e.g. on the library website, in a database) 
How to search for information (e.g. using different keywords) 
How to evaluate information (e.g. how to decide if an article is peer reviewed) 
How the library can help me 
Finding a specific fact or document 
Technical issues (e.g. database access) 
Referral to another source (e.g. reference desk, circulation desk) 
No change 
Other (please specify) 

6. Why did you choose the askON service for your question or assignment today? 

I prefer online services 
I was searching for mainly online resources (e.g. eJournals, eBooks, websites) 
The reference/information desk was closed or busy 
The Library was closed or busy 
I am at home or off-campus 
I am a distance student 
Other (please specify) 
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7. How did you contact askON today? Choose the button that looks closest to the button or invitation 
that you clicked on to start your chat today. Please disregard colours or other stylistic elements.  

 

 

8. Did you plan to contact askON today? 
Yes. I went to my library website so I could ask a question. 
I was on my library website when I thought of a question, so I found a button or invitation. 
No, I did not plan to ask a question until I saw the button or invitation. 

9. Please share any other comments that will help us improve and expand the askON service 

Select visitor comments might be used in communications of the Ontario Colleges Library Service, 
askON, or participating college libraries. No identifying information will be shared. By submitting this 
survey, you consent to the possibility of any comments being included in such communications. 
 

Appendix B 

Transcript Sample 
Strata Chat Volume 

per Strata 
Proportion of Total 

Traffic in Strata 
Sample Size 

Winter Click-to-Chat 4387 34.31% 128 
Winter Proactive 1203 9.41% 35 
Summer Click-to-Chat 830 6.49% 24 
Summer Proactive 196 1.53% 6 
Fall Click-to-Chat 4754 37.18% 139 
Fall Proactive 1423 11.13% 42 
Total 12788 100% 374 
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Appendix C 

Question Types Rubric 
 

Code Category Description 

 Research and 
Reference 
  

Questions that meet RUSA’s Definitions of Reference (American 
Library Association, 2008). Research question that can be answered 
using library or publicly available resources. These questions will be 
coded according to the subcategories below. 

1A Ready Reference Fast fact questions (e.g.: “Where did George Brown live?”) 
1B Known Item Request for a known item by its title, such as a book, article, journal, 

audio/visual material (e.g., “Does the St. James campus library carry 
the film (1999) Bilingual Bicultural Education for your Deaf Child?”) 

1C Simple Research A request for assistance locating information using library resources 
that required a basic catalogue or database search; may involve 
basic instruction; includes consulting 1 resource; or assisting a 
patron locate 1 item (e.g., article/book) 

1D Advanced Research A request for assistance locating information using library resources 
that required some discussion to uncover the research need, that 
required consulting multiple sources, or that required deeper 
knowledge of resources, subject areas, or the research process 

1E Citation/Information 
ethics 

A request for assistance with citation or questions about the legal or 
ethical issues around use of resources 

2 Library Information Requests for information about partner library policies, services, 
and visitor accounts, such as paying fines, booking study rooms, or 
library hours. 

3A Technical Issues Help with technical issues encountered during research or at the 
library, such as requests for assistance opening online resources or 
printing documents 

3B Remote Access Requests for assistance accessing resources remotely 
4A Non-library questions Questions that do not involve a request for reference or research 

help or for information about the library. For example, a request for 
information about transcripts or about other college departments 
or office  

4B Unanalyzable 
transcripts 

Transcripts that cannot be analyzed; e.g., a dropped or partial chat 
where there is not enough information to assess the visitor’s 
information need 

4C Inappropriate 
behaviour 

Chats where the visitor behaved inappropriately 
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Appendix D 

RUSA Rubric for Reference Questions  
Criteria Needs 

Improvement 
Satisfactory Good Excellent 

APPROACHABILITY Not friendly. 
Over-reliant on 
canned 
messages. Takes 
too long to greet 
visitor. 
Establishes a 
tense or 
negative tone. 

Does not 
customize 
canned 
messages. 
Sometimes 
acknowledges 
waiting visitors. 

Employs a 
friendly 
greeting. 
Acknowledges 
waiting visitors. 

Exceptionally 
considerate. 
Very friendly 
and prompt in 
greeting. 
Canned 
messages are 
personalized if 
used. 
Establishes good 
rapport. 

INTEREST Frequent and 
prolonged radio 
silence. Shows 
no interest in 
the interaction. 
Does not engage 
the visitor. 

Some silences. 
Misses some 
opportunities to 
show interest. 
Could be more 
engaged or 
engaging. 

Maintains and 
re-establishes 
word contact. 

Consistently 
responsive. 
Demonstrates 
interest and 
enthusiasm. 

LISTENING AND 
INQUIRING: 
Questioning 

Reference 
interview not 
conducted, 
and/or visitor’s 
information 
needs are 
misunderstood 
or not clarified, 
and session 
suffered as a 
result. 

Partial reference 
interview 
conducted 
(basic question 
was asked). 
Some 
miscommunicati
on occurs or 
risked 
misunderstandi
ng but session 
still successful. 
Necessary 
questions not 
asked. 

Conducts a 
reference 
interview.  Asks 
a variety of 
relevant 
questions. 
Adjusts advice 
to visitor’s 
needs. 

A thorough and 
effective 
reference 
interview 
uncovers 
visitor’s needs. 
Effective 
questioning is 
used 
throughout. 
Visitor’s input is 
carefully 
applied. 
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LISTENING AND 
INQUIRING: 
Confirming 
understanding 

NO: staff did not 
confirm 
understanding 
of the visitor’s 
question as 
necessary and 
risked mis-
understanding 

N/A: 
confirmation 
was not 
necessary; 
question was 
clear without 
further 
clarification/con
firmation (e.g., 
known item 
search, etc) 

  YES: staff 
verbally 
confirmed 
understanding 
of the visitor’s 
question as 
necessary 

LISTENING AND 
INQUIRING: Patience 

Did not wait for 
replies or 
confirm visitor’s 
understanding 
before moving 
on. Caused 
visitor additional 
frustration or 
confusion. 

Missed 
opportunities to 
confirm 
understanding. 
Risked causing 
additional 
confusion. 
Sometimes 
waited for 
visitor’s replies. 

Usually 
confirmed 
visitor’s 
understanding 
and usually 
waited for 
replies. 
Followed 
visitor’s speed. 

Ensured visitor 
understood 
steps of the 
research process 
and assuaged 
frustrated or 
confused 
visitors. 

SEARCHING: Creating 
and explaining search 
strategies 

Gives visitor the 
answer and/or 
does not 
provide a 
strategy or 
explanation. 
(e.g., sends the 
visitor a URL 
rather than 
walking the 
visitor through 
the search 
process) 

Provides partial 
assistance or 
incomplete 
instructions. 

Provides 
instructions and 
tips so that 
visitor can do 
the search. Uses 
technology well 
to guide visitor 
through the 
search. 

Complete and 
accurate search 
instructions 
given step by 
step. Teachable 
moments are 
maximized. 
Visitor learns 
something. 

SEARCHING: 
consulting 
authoritative 
resources and 
explaining their use 

Suggests a 
resource with 
no assistance in 
its use. Neglects 
to use relevant 
technology or 
resources. 

Provides partial 
assistance or 
incomplete 
instructions. 
Sometimes 
makes poor use 
of technology. 

Identified some 
appropriate 
sources and 
provided a basic 
explanation. 
Uses technology 
well to guide 
visitor through 
the search. 

Identified 
appropriate 
sources, and 
provided a 
thorough 
explanation 
about why they 
were chosen 
and how to use 
them 
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SEARCHING: refining 
the search query 

Did not suggest 
a revised search 
strategy where 
necessary, or 
tells visitor to 
revise the 
search without 
any tips. 

Staff offered a 
revised search 
strategy with no 
instructions or 
explanations 

Provided a 
revised search 
strategy and a 
basic 
explanation for 
the revisions 

Works with 
visitor on 
multiple search 
strategies; 
explains reasons 
and clear 
instructions for 
refining search 

FOLLOW UP Ends the 
reference 
interview 
rudely, abruptly 
or prematurely. 

Does not 
perform a 
“satisfaction 
check”. Does 
not invite visitor 
to return. 
Neglects to 
make a relevant 
referral. 

Encourages 
return business. 
Makes effective 
referrals where 
needed. Checks 
that original 
question(s) were 
answered. 

Ensures visitor 
satisfaction 
making sure the 
question was 
fully answered. 
Makes effective 
referrals where 
needed. Inquires 
whether new 
questions have 
come up. 
Warmly 
encourages 
visitor to return. 

FOLLOW UP: verify 
question is answered 

No: operator did 
not verify that 
visitor’s original 
question was 
answered and 
did not ask 
whether the 
visitor had 
additional 
questions/needs 

N/A: not 
necessary  

2019: no, the 
visitor 
disconnected: 
visitor either 
disconnected 
prematurely or 
immediately 
after final 
messages and 
operator did not 
send follow up 
messages after 
disconnection 

Yes: operator 
verified that 
visitor’s original 
question was 
answered or 
whether the 
visitor had 
additional 
information 
needs 

FOLLOW UP: invite to 
return 

No: visitor was 
not invited to 
return 

 2019: no, the 
visitor 
disconnected: 
visitor either 
disconnected 
prematurely or 
immediately 
after final 
messages and 
operator did not 
send follow up 

Yes: visitor was 
invited to return 



36 
 

messages after 
disconnection 

 

Appendix E 

Customer Service Rubric for Non-Reference Questions 
Criteria Needs 

Improvement 
Satisfactory Good Excellent 

APPROACHABILITY 
 

Not friendly. 
Over-reliant on 
canned 
messages. Takes 
too long to 
greet visitor. 
Establishes a 
tense or 
negative tone. 

Does not 
customize 
canned 
messages. 
Sometimes 
acknowledges 
waiting visitors. 

Employs a 
friendly 
greeting. 
Acknowledges 
waiting visitors. 

Exceptionally 
considerate. 
Very friendly 
and prompt in 
greeting. 
Canned 
messages are 
personalized if 
used. 
Establishes good 
rapport. 

INTEREST 
 
 

Frequent and 
prolonged radio 
silence. Shows 
no interest in 
the interaction. 
Does not engage 
the visitor. 

Some silences. 
Misses some 
opportunities to 
show interest. 
Could be more 
engaged or 
engaging. 

Maintains and 
re-establishes 
word contact. 

Consistently 
responsive. 
Demonstrates 
interest and 
enthusiasm. 

LISTENING AND 
INQUIRING 
 
 

Visitor’s 
information 
needs are 
misunderstood 
and not 
clarified. Session 
suffered as a 
result. 
Did not confirm 
visitor 
understood or 
was following 
along before 
moving on. 
Caused visitor 
additional 
frustration or 
confusion.    

Missed 
opportunities to 
confirm or 
necessary 
questions not 
asked. Some 
miscommunicati
on occurred. 
Risked causing 
additional 
confusion. 
Sometimes 
waited for 
visitor’s replies. 
Overall 
successful chat. 

Asks some 
relevant 
questions. 
Usually confirms 
visitor’s 
understanding 
where 
necessary. 
Follows visitor’s 
speed and waits 
for visitor’s 
replies. 

Staff confirmed 
understanding 
where 
necessary.  
Appropriate 
questions were 
asked to 
uncover visitor’s 
needs. Followed 
visitor’s speed 
(patience). 
Visitor’s input is 
carefully applied 
where 
necessary.  
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FINDING AND GIVING 
INFORMATION 
 
 

Does not 
provide needed 
information. 
Does not 
provide needed 
steps to access 
information 

Provides partial 
assistance or 
incomplete 
instructions. 
Sometimes 
makes poor use 
of technology. 

Provides visitor 
with needed 
information. 
Provides some 
steps for visitor 
to take.  

Finds and shares 
with needed 
information or 
links with 
visitor.  Provides 
steps visitor 
must take (as 
necessary).  

FOLLOW UP 
 
 

Ends the chat 
transaction  
rudely, abruptly 
or prematurely. 

Does not 
perform a 
“satisfaction 
check”. Does 
not invite visitor 
to return. 
Neglects to 
make a relevant 
referral.  

Encourages 
return business. 
Makes effective 
referrals where 
needed. Checks 
that original 
question(s) 
were answered. 

Ensures visitor 
satisfaction; 
making sure 
question was 
fully answered; 
Inquires 
whether new 
questions have 
come up. 
Warmly 
encourages 
visitor to return. 
Closing canned 
messages used 
as appropriate 

 

Appendix F 

Responses to the question “Which best describes you?” by respondents who 
selected “Other” 

Responses 
mature student 
Continuing education (IEN) 
4th year University Student 
Also Alumni 
Continous education- 
In my first semester 
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ESL Student 
online student 
I am also Support Staff at the college 
Graduate certificate student 
ConEd 
Graduate student 
Part time student 
Continuing Education 
Parent of student who will be attending 
Product Development Researcher at OCE 
post graduate 
Degree Student 
AU 
Post-graduate 
mature part time student 
postgrad program 
continuing ed 
Internacional 
cttp student 
part-time student 
continuous learning student 
new instructor 
Community borrower 
online studies 
Distance learning 
Bridge to BScN 
4 year uni 
post education student 
distance education 
Post graduate 

 

Appendix G 

Responses to the question “Why did you choose askON?” by visitors who 
selected “Other” 

Responses 
They always help 
desperation to talk to someone about my research topic 
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Fast and speedy while I am in class 
teacher recommended 
reference to add on Q&A session for presentation 
I can access it easily while working on my computer. 
I was short on time and didn't have time to wait for help from a librarian or my professor 
it is easy 
randomly see icon 
it was quick and easy right when i needed it 
I saw the Chatbox option, so I clicked on it. It was on the library site, so I assumed I would be 
chatting with someone at the library. 
Prefer online searches 
class is on fri, don't want to wait to ask teacher 
amazing & fast service! 
need help right away 
speediness of reply / ease of asking 
Just seemed very handy! 
speed of response 
I was looking on the Tech site and didn't see where I could make an appointment so I used the chat 
service 
Save time, is faster to do it in my computer than to go and find someone from the library to help me 
need some professional information 
I like to have a guide for my assingments because the professors may be specific when they assign 
stuff but they are vague when scoring, with an aid online or in person I am able to feel more 
confident with the assistance , THANKS #GoFanshawe #mySTORYstartsHERE  
i was confused 
Ease of use, I could do my homework while waiting for responses about my question. 
i need quick answer 
I had problem with my GBC email 
I tried it for a quick answer to my needs. 
I wasn't sure 
I'm in class and needed the information immediately. 
I want to ensure it is available before I travel to school due to the long distance 
in class and needed a question answered 

 

Appendix H 
2019 Traffic Change by Library 

College 2018 2019 Increase/Decrease 

Centennial 1,754 2,000 14.03% 
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Appendix I 

Duration of Questions Submitted by Chat and Text 
Duration Chat Text 
< 5 minutes 4355 193 
5-10 minutes 2909 61 
10-20 minutes 2645 51 
20-30 minutes 1170 29 
30-45 minutes 761 18 
45-60 minutes 388 7 
> 60 minutes 312 8 

 

Appendix J 

Types of Questions Submitted by Term 
 Winter Summer Fall 
Reference 116 75.82% 12 46.15% 108 61.36% 
Library Information 18 11.76% 4 15.38% 30 17.05% 
Technical 9 5.88% 5 19.23% 25 14.20% 
Non-Library 9 5.88% 5 19.23% 13 7.39% 
Inappropriate 1 0.65% 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 
Total 153  26  165  

 

Conestoga 901 1,117 23.97% 

Confederation 452 350 -22.57% 

Durham 396 417 5.30% 

Fanshawe 1,084 1,269 17.07% 

Fleming 83 237 185.54% 

George Brown 3,351 3,573 6.62% 

Georgian 1,592 1,482 -6.91% 

Humber 1,459 1,475 1.10% 

Lambton 220 216 -15.38% 

Seneca 741 701 -1.82% 

St Clair 456 356 -5.40% 

Total 12,489 13,193 5.64% 


	Table of Contents
	Executive Summary
	About askON
	Year in Review
	Looking Ahead

	Methodology
	Traffic Analysis
	Visitor Survey Analysis
	Transcript Analysis
	Transcript Selection
	Rubrics
	Question Types
	Service Quality
	Information Literacy



	Findings
	Visitor Survey Analysis
	Who are askON Visitors?
	Why askON?
	How Did Visitors Learn about the Service?
	Visitor Satisfaction

	Traffic Analysis
	askON Traffic Overview
	Traffic by Library

	Transcript Analysis
	Chat Duration
	Location of askON Staff
	Types of Questions Asked
	Proactive Chat vs. Click-to-Chat
	Button Location
	Information Literacy
	Quality of Service Provided by askON Staff
	Approachability and Interest
	Listening and Inquiring
	Searching Behaviours
	Follow-up



	Discussion
	Traffic
	Button Placement
	Types of Questions
	Information Literacy
	Service Quality
	Visitor Feedback

	References
	Appendices
	Appendix A
	askON Satisfaction Survey

	Appendix B
	Transcript Sample

	Appendix C
	Question Types Rubric

	Appendix D
	RUSA Rubric for Reference Questions

	Appendix E
	Customer Service Rubric for Non-Reference Questions

	Appendix F
	Responses to the question “Which best describes you?” by respondents who selected “Other”

	Appendix G
	Responses to the question “Why did you choose askON?” by visitors who selected “Other”

	Appendix H
	Appendix I
	Duration of Questions Submitted by Chat and Text

	Appendix J
	Types of Questions Submitted by Term



