Woodridge Public Library
Reference Service Policy
Purpose
The Woodridge Public Library strives to provide current, accurate and useable information in a
responsive, prompt and friendly manner. To achieve this, reference staff in both the Adult and
Children’s Departments will:







Be well-trained in reference interviewing techniques.
Participate in continuing education opportunities in order to stay knowledgeable about
reference and readers advisory resources, and to keep current with new technologies.
Provide readers advisory assistance.
Provide bibliographic instruction.
Keep the community well informed about reference service and resources.
Use the 2013 Reference and User Services Association (RUSA) Guidelines for Behavioral
Performance of Reference and Information Service Providers (Appendix 1) and the Young
Adult Library Services Association (YALSA) Guidelines for Library Services to Teens, Ages
12-18 (Appendix 2) as standards and models for interacting with the public.

Ethics
 The American Library Association’s Librarian’s Code of Ethics (Appendix 3) has been
adopted by the Board of Trustees and as such is included as part of this Reference
Service Policy.
 Reference service is provided to all patrons on an equal, nondiscriminatory and
nonjudgmental basis without regard to the race, national origin, age, gender, sexual
orientation, background, appearance or personal view of the patron making the inquiry,
the subject matter being researched, or the purpose of inquiry.
 All reference inquiries are confidential.
Population Served
 Reference service is provided to all who request it.
Reference Desk Standards
 Reference service is provided by trained staff during all hours the library is open.
 Responding to patron questions takes precedence over all other staff duties.
 Reference staff will either provide the information or a status report within one working
day of receiving a question.
 If reference staff are unable to answer a question after using all relevant in-house and
online resources as well as consulting with other reference staff, they may consult other
libraries, institutions or organizations.
 Reference staff members provide patrons the source of information. If a patron is sent to
another agency, reference staff will verify if possible that the agency has the information.
 Staff will not offer advice, interpretation, recommendation, opinion or personal
experience except in the cases of reader’s advisory where a personal opinion is often
sought by patrons.
 Serving Our Public: Standards for Illinois Public Libraries (2014) has been adopted by the
Woodridge Public Library Board of Trustees as part of this document.
 Staff are limited in their ability to assist patrons in solving problems with their own personal
computers and devices. Staff may provide assistance in locating relevant instructions or
other information.
 Staff will not critique or edit patron documents, including resumes for job seekers.
Referrals will be made as appropriate.

Forms of Inquiry
 Reference service is provided in response to all forms of inquiry. If an answer to a question
cannot be relayed effectively through a phone call, letter, fax or e-mail, the patron will
be asked to come to the Library to use the materials. If a visit to the Library would entail a
hardship, other arrangements will be made.
Review
 The Reference Service Policy will be reviewed every two years in accordance with
Serving Our Public 3.0: Standards for Illinois Public Libraries.
Revised and approved by the Board of Trustees of the Woodridge Public Library 7/15/2009;
amended 7/20/2011; amended 3/18/2015

Appendix 1

Guidelines for Behavioral Performance of Reference and
Information Service Providers
Originally prepared by the Reference and Adult Services Division Ad Hoc Committee on Behavioral
Guidelines for Reference and Information Services; approved by the RASD Board of Directors, January
1996. Revised by MOUSS Management of Reference Committee; approved by the RUSA (Reference
and User Services Association) Board of Directors, June 2004. Revised by the RSS Management of
Reference Committee, 2011: William H. Weare, Jr. (chair), Roberta J. Astroff, Dr. Bryan Mark Carson,
Sally Dockter, Holly L. McCullough, Alesia M. McManus, Emilie R. Smart, Eamon C. Tewell, Johannah
Mills White, and Janice A. Wilson. Approved by RUSA Board, May 28, 2013.

Introduction
In 1992, the President of the Reference and Adult Services Division created an Ad Hoc Committee on
Behavioral Guidelines for Reference and Information Services. The committee was charged with the
creation of specific guidelines to aid librarians and information professionals during the reference
process. Noting the complexity of librarian/patron interaction during the reference process, the authors of
the original Guidelines for Behavioral Performance of Reference and Information Service Providers
observed “the positive or negative behavior of the librarian (as observed by the patron) becomes a
significant factor in perceived success or failure.” The intent of the Guidelines was to identify and
recommend observable behavioral attributes that could be correlated with positive patron perceptions of
reference librarian performance. The committee identified several areas in which behavioral attributes
could be directly observed, including visibility/approachability, interest, listening/inquiring, searching, and
follow-up activities. These guidelines have been widely used to assist in the training, development, and/or
evaluation of librarians and staff who provide information services directly to library users.
The face of Reference Services has changed significantly since the original RUSA Guidelines for
Behavioral Performance were first published in 1996, and continues to evolve. Although the Ad Hoc
Committee that designed the Guidelines recognized the need for future adaptations to deal with issues
related to remote users, the original Guidelines dealt primarily with face-to-face interactions between
reference staff and library users. When the Guidelines were revised in 2004, e-mail and online chat
services were in various stages of development and implementation and have since become widely
employed services in all types of libraries.
In 2009, the RUSA Standards and Guidelines Committee requested that the Management of Reference
Committee undertake this new revision. The previous revision of the Guidelines reflects the
understanding that while in-person and remote reference interviews share some points in common, each
also has its own unique characteristics that need to be addressed separately in the formation of standard
guidelines. The goal of the Committee in undertaking this second revision has been to anticipate
developments in reference services using a broad approach, and yet maintain enough specificity to be
useful.
This revision retains the structure and categories of the 2004 revision of the Guidelines. The five main
areas—Visibility/Approachability, Interest, Listening/Inquiring, Searching, and Follow Up—remain the
same. When these Guidelines were revised in 2004, three distinct categories were added to each section
of the document (where appropriate):
• General--Guidelines that can be applied in any type of reference interaction, including both in
person and remote transactions.
• In Person--Additional guidelines that are specific to face-to-face encounters, and make the
most sense in this context. Video transactions can be considered “in-person” transactions.
• Remote--Additional guidelines that are specific to reference encounters where traditional
visual and non-verbal cues do not exist. Phone, virtual, text-based (e-mail, chat, texting, IM) and
internet-based voice-only transactions can be considered remote transactions.

These Guidelines are geared to serving adult patrons. The Young Adult Library Services Association
(YALSA) has adopted “Guidelines for Library Services to Teens, Ages 12-18.”
Note: The term librarian in this document applies to all who provide reference and informational services
directly to library users.

1.0 Visibility/Approachability
A successful reference transaction requires a high level of visibility. Reference assistance should be
available through a variety of technologies at a patron's point of need.
In order to have a successful reference transaction, it is essential that the reference librarian be
approachable. Whether acting in a traditional/in-person role or a remote/virtual role, the librarian's first
step in initiating the reference transaction is to make the patron feel comfortable in a situation that can be
perceived as intimidating, confusing, or overwhelming. The librarian’s initial response in any reference
situation sets the tone for the entire communication process, and influences the depth and level of
interaction.
To be approachable, the librarian:
1.1 General
1.1.1 Is to be found in a highly visible physical or virtual location (the library, outreach locations, or the
library website). Proper signage or notification that indicates the location, hours, and availability of
in-person and remote assistance is available.
1.1.2 Is poised and ready to engage patrons. The librarian is aware of the need to stop all other
activities when a patron approaches and focus attention on the patron’s needs.
1.1.3 Acknowledges patrons by using a friendly greeting to initiate conversation.
1.1.4 Acknowledges others waiting for service.
1.1.5 Employs a system of question triage to identify questions and service priorities.
1.2 In Person
1.2.1 Establishes an approachable presence by being easily identifiable in compliance with institutional
and professional norms and policies.
1.2.2 Acknowledges patrons by making initial eye contact, employing open body language, or using a
friendly greeting to initiate conversation.
1.2.3 Remains visible to patrons as much as possible.
1.2.4 Identifies patrons needing or wanting help.
1.2.5 Occasionally roves through the reference or public areas offering assistance. To rove
successfully, the librarian:
1.2.5.1 Uses cues, verbal or nonverbal, to determine which patrons need help, and approaches patrons
and offers assistance with lines such as,
 "Are you finding what you need?"
 "Can I help you with anything?"
 "How is your search going?"
1.2.5.2 Gets the patron started on the initial steps of his/her search, then moves on to other patrons.
Offers to provide more assistance if needed.
1.2.5.3 Checks back on the patron’s progress.
1.2.5.4 Returns to the reference desk periodically to see if there are patrons waiting for assistance if the
desk has been left unattended. Gets help from other staff members if demand is heavy.
1.3 Remote
1.3.1 Provides prominent, jargon-free pointers to all forms of reference services via the library's web or
mobile site.
1.3.2
Responds in a timely fashion to remote queries.

2.0

Interest

A successful librarian demonstrates a high degree of objective, nonjudgmental interest in the reference
transaction. While not every query will be of interest to the librarian, the librarian should embrace each
patron's informational need and should be committed to providing the most effective assistance.
Librarians who demonstrate a high level of interest in the inquiries of patrons will generate a higher level
of satisfaction among users.

To demonstrate interest, the librarian:
2.1 General
2.1.1 Focuses complete attention on the patron and his/her information need.
2.2 In Person
2.2.1 Faces the patron when speaking and listening.
2.2.2 Maintains or re-establishes eye contact with the patron throughout the transaction.
2.2.3 Signals an understanding of the patron’s needs through verbal and non-verbal confirmation, such
as nodding of the head, offering brief explanations, or asking additional questions to better
understand the patron’s query.
2.3 Remote
2.3.1 Acknowledges user questions in a timely manner.
2.3.2 Maintains regular online or voice contact with the patron to convey interest and provide assurance
that the query is still viable and a response is forthcoming.
2.3.3 Signals an understanding of the patron’s need.

3.0

Listening/Inquiring.

The reference interview is the heart of the reference transaction and is crucial to the success of the
process. The librarian should effectively identify the patron's information needs in a manner that puts the
patron at ease. Effective listening and questioning skills are necessary for a positive interaction.
As a good communicator, the librarian:
3.1 General
3.1.1 Communicates in a receptive, cordial, and supportive manner.
3.1.2 Uses a tone of voice and/or written language appropriate to the patron and the nature of the
transaction.
3.1.3 Allows the patron to fully state his/her information need in his/her own words before responding.
3.1.4 Identifies the goals or objectives of the patron’s research, when appropriate.
3.1.5 Rephrases the question or request and asks for confirmation to ensure accurate understanding.
3.1.6 Seeks to clarify confusing terminology and avoids jargon.
3.1.7 Uses open-ended questions to encourage the patron to expand on the request or present
additional information. Some examples of open-ended questions include:
 “Please tell me more about your topic.”
 “What additional information can you give me?”
 “How much information do you need?”
3.1.8 Uses closed and/or clarifying questions to refine the search query. Some examples of clarifying
questions are:
 “What have you already found?”
 “What type of source do you need?”
 “Do you need a book or an article?”
 “Do you need current or historical information?”
3.1.9 Maintains objectivity; does not interject value judgments about the subject matter or the nature of
the question into the transaction.
3.1.10 Respects patron privacy; maintains confidentiality after the transaction.
3.2 Remote
3.2.1 Uses current technology during the reference interview to gather as much information as needed
to serve the patron’s need without compromising patron privacy.

4.0

Searching

The search process is the portion of the transaction in which behavior and accuracy intersect. Without an
effective search, not only is the desired information unlikely to be found, but patrons may become
discouraged as well. Many aspects of searching that lead to accurate results are dependent on the
behavior of the librarian.
As an effective searcher, the librarian:

4.1 General
4.1.1 Finds out what the patron has already tried, and encourages the patron to contribute his/her
ideas.
4.1.2 Constructs a competent and complete search strategy. The librarian:
 Selects search terms that are most relevant to the information desired.
 Verifies spelling and other possible factual errors in the original query.
 Identifies appropriate sources that are most likely to contain information relevant to the
patron's query.
4.1.3 Explains the search strategy to the patron.
4.1.4 Works with the patron to evaluate results, revise search terms, and identify other sources to try if
the search is unsuccessful.
4.1.5 Works with the patron to narrow or broaden the topic when too little or too much information is
identified.
4.1.6 Attempts to conduct the search within the patron’s allotted time frame.
4.1.7 Explains how to use sources when appropriate.
4.1.8 Offers pointers, detailed search paths, and names of resources used to find the answer, so that
patron can learn to answer similar questions on his/her own, when appropriate.
4.1.9 Recognizes when to refer patrons for more help. This might mean a referral to a subject librarian,
specialized library, or community resource.
4.1.10 Asks the patrons if additional information is needed after results are found.
4.2 In Person
4.2.1 Accompanies the patron in the search (at least in the initial stages of the search process) unless
the patron prefers to conduct the search him/herself.
4.3 Remote
4.3.1 Uses appropriate technology to help guide the patron through information resources, when
possible.

5.0 Follow-up
Supplying information is not the end of the reference transaction. The librarian is responsible for
determining if the patron is satisfied with the results of the search, and referring the patron to other
sources including those not available through the local library.
For successful follow-up, the librarian:
5.1 General
5.1.1 Asks the patron if his/her questions have been completely answered.
5.1.2 Encourages the patron to return if he/she has further questions by making a statement such as “If
you don’t find what you are looking for, please come back and we’ll try something else.”
5.1.3 Consults with other librarians or experts in the field when additional subject expertise is needed.
5.1.4 Makes the patron aware of other available reference pathways (e-mail, chat, etc.).
5.1.5 Makes arrangements with the patron, when appropriate, to set up an individual research
appointment to continue researching the question.
5.1.6 Refers the patron to other sources or institutions if the query has not been answered to the
satisfaction of the patron.
5.1.7 Takes care not to end the reference interview prematurely.
5.2 In-Person
5.2.1 Occasionally roves through the reference or public areas offering (additional) assistance (see 1.8).
5.3 Remote
5.3.1 Encourages the patron to contact the library again if he/she has further questions by making a
statement such as “If you need additional information, please contact us again and we’ll try
something else."

Further Reading about this document is available on the American Library Association website.

Appendix 3

Code of Ethics of the American Library Association
As members of the American Library Association, we recognize the importance of codifying and making
known to the profession and to the general public the ethical principles that guide the work of librarians,
other professionals providing information services, library trustees and library staffs.
Ethical dilemmas occur when values are in conflict. The American Library Association Code of Ethics
states the values to which we are committed, and embodies the ethical responsibilities of the profession
in this changing information environment.
We significantly influence or control the selection, organization, preservation, and dissemination of
information. In a political system grounded in an informed citizenry, we are members of a profession
explicitly committed to intellectual freedom and the freedom of access to information. We have a special
obligation to ensure the free flow of information and ideas to present and future generations.
The principles of this Code are expressed in broad statements to guide ethical decision making. These
statements provide a framework; they cannot and do not dictate conduct to cover particular situations.
I.

II.
III.
IV.
V.

VI.
VII.

VIII.

We provide the highest level of service to all library users through appropriate and usefully
organized resources; equitable service policies; equitable access; and accurate, unbiased, and
courteous responses to all requests.
We uphold the principles of intellectual freedom and resist all efforts to censor library resources.
We protect each library user's right to privacy and confidentiality with respect to information
sought or received and resources consulted, borrowed, acquired or transmitted.
We respect intellectual property rights and advocate balance between the interests of information
users and rights holders.
We treat co-workers and other colleagues with respect, fairness, and good faith, and advocate
conditions of employment that safeguard the rights and welfare of all employees of our
institutions.
We do not advance private interests at the expense of library users, colleagues, or our employing
institutions.
We distinguish between our personal convictions and professional duties and do not allow our
personal beliefs to interfere with fair representation of the aims of our institutions or the provision
of access to their information resources.
We strive for excellence in the profession by maintaining and enhancing our own knowledge and
skills, by encouraging the professional development of co-workers, and by fostering the
aspirations of potential members of the profession.

Adopted at the 1939 Midwinter Meeting by the ALA Council; amended June 30, 1981; June 28, 1995; and
January 22, 2008.

