Report on pilot project to implement Instant Messaging services 

By the Virtual Reference Administration Team (Rafferty, Lewis, Harris)

On August 27, 2007 a pilot project was launched to evaluate the usefulness of implementing an instant messaging (IM) service to our roster of virtual reference services, and its viability as a replacement for Question Point Chat. 

Implementation:

Librarians were provided with instructions for accessing and configuring/downloading the IM clients and were expected install the clients and practice on their own prior to the launch date.  The week before the launch, a question and answer session was held to address any concerns.  During the first week of the pilot, there were several problems reported with the configuration of Pidgin and several librarians were unprepared in general.  

Statistics:

Number of transactions during the pilot period 8/27 – 10/15/2007:

	QP Chat
	49

	IM (3 hours unreported)
	423

	Total
	472


In comparison, the number of QP Chat transactions during the same period in 2006 totaled 220.

Assessment by Librarians:

The following is a summary of responses from librarians regarding IM monitoring, especially as it compares to QP chat.

Of the eight responding librarians, 7 preferred IM through the Meebo client (Pidgin was described as “clunky”). In fact, nearly all IM patrons are utilizing the MeeboMe widget instead of using their personal accounts/clients, and none of the librarians reported use of the UIC IM account. Comparably, IM and QP Chat have very different strengths, and both present significant draw-backs, but IM wins with the librarians based on the ease of use and the obvious popularity with our users, with IM statistics almost 10 times those of QP Chat.

IM Pros

· Informal

· Fast

· Users seem more comfortable contacting the library via IM than other virtual, or even face-to-face methods

· IM MeeboMe widget is accessible and easy-to-find

· Technology is easy to use from the librarians’ perspective

· Fewer clicks required by patrons to reach help

IM Cons

· Meebo logon page is too busy (librarian-side)

· No patron info identifying them as UIC or non-UIC user, so harder to determine what resources are available to them

· Only 1 person can monitor IM at a time/more demanding and immediate

· No transaction records, so follow-up is harder

· No scripts/cut and paste 

· Can’t forward questions to other librarians/subject specialists

· Recording statistics is cumbersome

QP Chat Pros

· Has scripts for canned responses

· Easy to collate statistics; easy to log/track questions

· Transcripts facilitate follow-up

· Can easily refer users to resources

· Can see patron email addresses

QP Chat Cons

· Cumbersome

· Lag-time during chat

· Difficult for patrons to find

· Dropped sessions

Suggestions per responding librarians

· Create multiple IM accounts so that more than 1 person at a time can monitor the sessions

· Record statistics in Survey Monkey each week

· Make the QP Email option more visible so that those patrons with more complicated questions will send and email rather than jump to IM

Issues:
Items to consider: 
· Follow up – Using IM makes follow-up slightly unwieldy, but it is still possible.  IM transcripts can be added to QP and then assigned to the appropriate librarian/department for follow-up.  

· Statistics – Librarians are asked to report their statistics weekly via email to QPAdmin.  Though most librarians have been diligent, it does create extra work for both librarians and QPAdmin.  

· UIC IM – To date, no patron has used this option.  To streamline the monitoring process, it may be worth dropping this protocol.

· AIM widget – AOL offers an IM widget similar to the Meebome widget.  This widget can be monitored through a non-web-based client such as Pidgin.  This presents another option for the Library should there be dissatisfaction with the Meebo interface.

Recommendation: 

There are pros and cons to using both IM and QP chat, but the success of the pilot program warrants the continuation of IM.  The annual QuestionPoint renewal is $4,037.50 and chat is only a portion of this fee.  By canceling QP chat, the savings may not be significant, but it seems superfluous to offer both services.
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