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Introduction 
 

Conventional reference services long have stirred many questions about copyright 
and other legal issues.  The growth and rich variety of digital reference services 
sometimes have raised new issues.  In other instances, new technologies have amplified 
the significance and complication of some familiar legal concerns.  For many years 
librarians have been concerned about the copyright implication of photocopying and 
delivering materials to a library patron.  Some types of reference services give rise to 
concerns about disclosures of confidential information and other resources.  Those issues 
become more complicated as reference services go online and materials are digitized, 
stored, uploaded, transmitted and further reproduced all in the process of providing 
helpful and efficient library services.  Information disclosed in relatively private and 
personal reference query can also be disseminated widely.  That information can easily be 
reproduced and disseminated on the internet. 
 

This document will attempt to identify examples of copyright and other related 
issues arising in the context of digital reference services.  For these purposes, “digital 
reference services” are defined broadly to encompass a wide variety of techniques used at 
libraries.  These techniques allow patrons to deliver their questions and receive responses 
through the internet or other digital network systems.  Such methods might include 
simple email exchange, instant messaging, and chat, as well as web-based 
communication systems.  The information exchanged may be original content produced 
by librarians, materials digitized and uploaded from other sources, and resources found in 
existing online databases. 
 
 
Scenarios and Examples 
 

Consider the attached four scenarios.  In Scenario 1 the librarian obtains and 
sends to the patron a PDF file of an unpublished research report.  The librarian also wants 
to retain the copy of the material in the local database for future statistical and other 
administrative uses.  The process of scanning and creating the PDF files in the first place 
is a form of a reproduction of what may be copyright protected works.  Saving a copy for 
administrative services and transmitting a copy to the library patron are forms of further 
reproduction.  As these documents appear on a user’s computer screen, the librarian is 
effecting what may be a form of a public display of the copyrighted works.  The fact that 
some works are unpublished will complicate the questions about fair use.  One of the 
items scanned is from a United Nations publication, consequently raising additional 
copyright questions for protection of such official works.  Scenario 2 involves a librarian 
accessing a commercial database to find the needed information.  The process of digital 
reference enables the library patron to witness the database search and to have limited 
access to the database.  This scenario raises pointed concerns about authorized access to 
and uses of the database.  Those questions are typically addressed the library’s licensing 
agreement.  In other words, we are left to wonder if the librarian has violated the terms of 
the license. 
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Scenario 3 also involves similar questions about access to databases.  In this 

scenario much of the information delivered to the patron is a set of links to websites and 
related resources.  The library needs to be considering whether linking may be a violation 
of someone’s rights.  Scenario 3 also stirs concerns about privacy.  The library supervisor 
is able to monitor the online exchange with the library patron, and the entire exchange is 
preserved in a transcript that may be shared with the patron as an important part of the 
reference interview.  The transcript may also be stored by the library and give rise to risks 
of disclosing private information. 
 

Scenario 4 adds yet another complicated wrinkle about privacy rights.  This time 
the privacy rights of a third party are at risk.  At the request of the patron, the librarian is 
scanning and delivering images of student academic transcripts.  The student in question 
may well be famous, and might have had extensive personal information disclosed to the 
public, but the student still has privacy rights with respect to academic records.  Even if 
the librarian manages to have access to the transcript, further disclosure may violate legal 
rights of privacy. 
 
 
Fundamentals of Copyright 
 

Copyright complications will be among the most common legal questions arising 
in the context of digital reference services.  The magnitude of the copyright problem is 
directly proportionate to the expansive application of copyright law to an enormous 
variety of material.  The copyright challenge is also related to the uncertainty and variety 
of fair use.  The simple fact is that nearly every word crafted or used in the delivery of 
digital reference services is protected by copyright law.  Copyright law applies broadly to 
text, images, sound recordings, audiovisual works, computer programs and many other 
types of works.  Copyright law can apply to any type of work that constitutes an “original 
work of authorship” that is “fixed in any tangible medium of expression.”  Therefore, 
most materials that we might find in databases, books, or on film may be protected under 
the law. 
 

Once a work is eligible for copyright protection, the legal rights apply to those 
works automatically.  The law no longer requires that you place a formal copyright notice 
or register the work with the U.S. Copyright Office in order to have legal rights.  As a 
result of automatic copyright protection, most of the materials that a reference librarian 
might reach for and want to deliver to the library patron are protected by copyright.  
Moreover, the email and other written exchanges that go back and forth between the 
librarian and the patron are also protected by copyright.  To make matters more 
interesting, when the librarian and patron create exchanges of email or other written 
communications, the result under the law may well be that the librarian holds the 
copyright to his or her portions of the exchange, while the patron holds rights to their 
own contributions.  The combined set of messages that constitute the reference interview 
will accordingly have two separate copyright claimants. 
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Let’s be a bit more specific about ownership.  First, given that copyright 
protection applies automatically to a vast range of works that are “original” and “fixed,” 
we can usually presume copyright protection for the written electronic exchanges 
between the librarian and the patron, regardless of the type of communication system.  
Emails, text messages, chat, web forms, and much more are all likely to be within the 
scope of copyright.  Second, in the example in the previous paragraph, the librarian was 
one of the copyright owners.  In general, if the librarian wrote the sentences, the librarian 
is the copyright owner.  But our librarian is probably an “employee” of a library, and the 
reference duties are part of that job.  As a result, the copyrights that the librarian creates 
are most likely “works made for hire,” and the library (or the larger organization, whether 
a corporation, governmental unit, university, or otherwise) holds the copyright. 

 
Identifying the proper copyright owner can be crucial, especially if the library is 

retaining copies of the reference exchanges for future use.  When a librarian saves a copy 
of the message or Q&A, and when someone retrieves the content for future use, these 
simple activities can easily give rise to the creation and dissemination of additional 
copies of the copyrighted works.  If the patron holds rights to some of the content, the 
library may be violating that person’s rights.  If the library holds the copyright as a work 
“for hire,” even the librarian who drafted much of the content may not have the right to 
make simple copies.  Finally, if the exchange includes attachments and clips of 
copyrighted works from other sources, then everyone who receives or retrieves the 
content is colliding with the rights of those outside copyright owners. 
 
 
Works in the Public Domain 
 

Certain categories of works are not protected by copyright at all.  Identifying and 
using such materials is often the clearest and easiest way to avoid the copyright issues 
altogether.  For example, copyrights last for a defined set of years and then enter the 
public domain.  The trouble is, however, that copyright protection today lasts for a long 
period of years.  A work created today ordinarily last for the life of the author plus 
seventy years.  Under a complicated set of rules, published materials from before 1978 
can have as much as 95 years of protection.  Nevertheless, works published before 1923 
are today in the public domain.  The rules of copyright duration are extraordinarily 
complicated.  They give rise to broad categories of early works that are today without 
protection.  Therefore, those works may be used freely in reference services and any 
other library pursuits. 
 

Another important category of works that are without copyright protection are 
works produced by the United States government.  These works are specifically defined 
as works “prepared by an officer or employee of the United States Government as part of 
that person’s official duties.”  Under this rule, a wide variety of materials produced by the 
federal government are without copyright protection at all.  These materials might 
include reports from the State Department, presidential speeches, decisions from federal 
judges and websites posted by almost any federal agency. This rule sweeps an enormous 
variety of materials into the public domain.  It makes them readily available for reference 
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use, but the rule also has its limits.  Materials produced with federal funding are not 
necessarily in the public domain.  Materials produced by non-federal employees, but later 
transferred to or published by a federal agency may also be protected by copyright.  
Ultimately, the rule applies only to works actually produced by the United States federal 
government.  The documents created by the United Nations are fully eligible for 
copyright protection.  Materials produced by foreign governments and by state and local 
governments are also eligible for protection. 
 

Given the simple fact that copyright protection applies to a vast variety of 
materials that librarians turn to in order to provide reference services, librarians are 
realistically depending on fair use in order to find lawful means to scan, copy, and 
transmit materials found in books, in databases, and in other resources. 
 
 
Fair Use: The Four Factors 
 

Understanding the meaning and application of fair use must begin with the text of 
the statute itself.  The actual law of fair use is brief and general: 
 
Notwithstanding the provisions of sections 106 and 106A, the fair use of a copyrighted 
work, including such use by reproduction in copies or phonorecords or by any other 
means specified in that section, for purposes such as criticism, comment, news reporting, 
teaching (including multiple copies for classroom use), scholarship, or research, is not 
an infringement of copyright.  In determining whether the use made of a work in any 
particular case is a fair use the factors to be considered shall include— 
 

(1) the purpose and character of the use, including whether such use is of a 
commercial nature or is for nonprofit educational purposes; 

(2) the nature of the copyrighted work; 
(3) the amount and substantiality of the portion used in relation to the 

copyrighted work as a whole; and 
(4) the effect of the use upon the potential market for or value of the copyrighted 

work. 
 
The fact that a work is unpublished shall not itself bar a finding of fair use if such finding 
is made upon consideration of all the above factors. 
 

At the center of the statute is a listing of four factors.  The statute requires that we 
“consider” those factors, but the reality is that courts give them important meaning and 
call for a balancing of the factors in each case.  If we are seeking to determine whether 
any clipping or transmitting of copyrighted works is within fair use, we have to learn the 
meaning of the factors and reach a reasoned conclusion about their application in our 
situation.  Here is a brief overview of the factors as interpreted by the courts: 
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(1) Purpose of the Use.  In general, nonprofit education and research purposes are 
favored over commercial purposes.  Keep in mind, however, that not all such 
uses are allowed; you still need to weigh the other factors in the balance. 

 
(2) Nature of the Work Used.  This is the most difficult factor to summarize.  

Courts usually permit less fair use of more creative works, such as music, art, 
and literature.  Descriptive or factual works are often subject to a greater 
degree of fair use.  Workbooks, textbooks, and other materials produced for 
the educational market are usually subject to a narrow application of fair use 
for educational purposes.  The law also applies relatively narrowly to uses of 
unpublished works. 

 
(3) Amount of the Original Work Used.  Stated simplistically, the more one uses 

of a work, the less likely it will be a fair use.  Brief excerpts that are directly 
related to specific educational or research needs are likely allowed. 

 
(4) Effect of the Use on the Market for the Original.  If your use replaces a 

potential sale or license of the work, a court is less likely to find a fair use.  If 
the work is not available for purchase to meet your particular needs, then this 
factor may not work against an application of fair use.  Courts tend to be 
practical in their application of this factor, questioning whether the work is 
realistically marketed in a manner to meet the user’s particular needs. 

 
 
Fair Use: Practical Applications 
 

Let’s return to the scenarios.  Scenario 1 involves a librarian duplicating and 
transmitting a PDF file of unpublished research findings.  The sentences, paragraphs, and 
other explanations about the research are most assuredly copyright protect expression.  
Further, the copyright may still be held by the original individual research scientist who 
prepared the document.  The librarian is left to wonder if isolated copies of such a 
document may be within fair use.  In order to reach that conclusion we need to return to 
the four factors.  The analysis might look something like this: 
 

(1) Purpose of the use:  In general, the “purpose” that is most important here is 
the purpose that the librarian has.  The librarian is the party making the copy 
and therefore is going to be the one needing to defend himself or herself.  If 
the library is a public library or an academic research library, and as far as the 
librarian knows the research is in furtherance of such general research 
purposes, this factor may well weigh in favor of fair use.  On the other hand, if 
the library is part of a corporate organization and the research is ultimately to 
support the for-profit objectives of the larger organization, this factor may not 
work in favor of fair use. 

 
(2) Nature of the work:  Generally, nonfiction research articles are exactly the 

kind of materials to which fair use is meant to apply.  Courts will in such 
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cases interpret the law relatively broadly, recognizing the importance of 
supporting the growth and dissemination of new knowledge.  On the other 
hand, we are told that this particular document is “unpublished.”  We have a 
long line of court cases telling us that unpublished works receive a much 
narrower application of fair use.  Specifically, we have yet to see a court case 
applied to an unpublished work in which this “nature” factor does not weigh 
heavily against a finding of fair use.  Notice at this point that we are likely to 
get widely opposing results when we apply this factor to a published research 
article as opposed to the unpublished draft of the work. 

 
(3) Amount of the work used:  In this scenario, and in many of the other scenarios, 

the entire document, article, or other work is often used in the reference 
transaction.  Generally, when 100% of a work is used, this factor will weigh 
against a finding of fair use.  Yet even that seemingly simple rule does not 
always hold true.  Other courts have found that the use of even 100% of a 
relatively brief item may very well be acceptable if reproducing 100% is 
appropriate or essential in order to meet the favored research or education 
purpose cited above. 

 
(4) Effect on the market:  Courts will ask whether a realistic market for this work 

exists, and whether that market is realistically aimed at meeting the particular 
needs in the given set of facts.  We are likely to conclude that a draft of a 
technical research article is not likely to have much of an economic market.  
The courts will be concerned about whether dissemination of the work prior to 
publication might undercut future publishing plans and therefore interfere 
with whatever interests the author might have, be those interests economic or 
otherwise.  However, in this particular scenario, the librarian is not likely to 
have obtained that unpublished work from any source other than someone 
with cooperative and constructive ties to the researchers themselves.  We may 
very well find that the researchers have allowed the release of this document, 
and we might infer from that fact that they are not concerned about controlling 
any plausible market. 

 
By contrast to that somewhat convoluted analysis of the four factors, the example 

of scanning a few charts and perhaps other excerpts the United Nations yearbook poses a 
vastly easier analysis: 
 

(1) Purpose:  Presumably same as above. 
 

(2) Nature:  In this case the material is published, and the material is largely 
factual.  To the extent that the information is merely facts, it may have no 
copyright protection whatsoever.  Facts that are assembled into original 
compilations or other expressive descriptions (including text) are protected by 
copyright.  As a published, nonfiction work, however, this factor is most 
certainly in favor of fair use. 
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(3) Amount:  The scenario proposed that only brief excerpts from the larger 
annual book are copied and scanned.  In such instances, this factor will also 
tip in favor of fair use. 

 
(4) Effect:  The Untied Nations may well have a realistic market for sales of 

additional copies of the entire yearbook.  We would need to check the market 
of re-licensing of small portions, but we are likely to find that the publisher is 
not realistically marketing rights to copy selected portions from the larger 
book, and therefore probably has little realistic consequence for the market.  
This factor may also weigh in favor of fair use. 

 
Scenario 1 proposes a complicated question of fair use as well as an easy 

question.  Scenario 2 actually proposes the much more typical question of fair use but one 
that often results in a somewhat troubling conclusion.  In Scenario 2, the librarian is 
finding the full text of journal articles and is seeking to save them as electronic files and 
deliver them as attachments.  The copying of entire journal articles may not be an 
especially difficult analysis of the four factors, but often the analysis leads us to some 
classic “close calls” as we try to reach a reasoned conclusion: 
 

(1) Purpose:  Again our purpose may favor fair use if the purpose is to further the 
research and learning objectives of the library and of the library patron. 

 
(2) Nature:  Many of the articles are most likely to be published, nonfiction 

works, and this factor, too, may well lean in favor of fair use in a typical case. 
 
(3) Amount:  This factor becomes troublesome.  We do have court rulings telling 

us that each article contributed by different authors to the journal is its own 
separate copyright protected work.  Therefore, when we copy an article, even 
though it may be a brief portion of the full journal issue, we are still copying 
100% of the copyrighted work at question.  We may be able to temper that 
finding if we conclude that copying the entire article is the only realistic way 
of using the work to meet the research purpose.  On the other hand, we may be 
tempted to try to cut and edit the article so that we ultimately copy and deliver 
only portions of it.  To the extent that we can realistically use only portions of 
the larger work, we can strengthen the claim that we are within fair use. 

 
(4) Effect:  If the article is freely and appropriately available on the internet for 

anyone to access then we might well conclude that making a few copies has 
no harm on the market.  Quite simply, no market seems to be claimed if the 
work is given away on the internet.  However, in this scenario and in many of 
our typical situations, the librarian accesses the work by logging on to a 
proprietary database.  If we copy and deliver an article, we have prevented the 
end-user from going directly to the database to find it.  When the end-user 
does not go to the database, the producer of the database has potentially lost 
one more hit on the database, one more customer, and arguably, one more sale 
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of the copyrighted material.  As more and more content is delivered by means 
of electronic databases, this argument becomes increasingly realistic. 

 
What makes the conclusion about fair use in that last example complicated is that 

we may often find that the first two factors lean comfortably in favor of fair use, while 
the last two factors may well lean away from fair use.  We can easily and often find 
ourselves facing such a “close call.”  Reaching a conclusion about fair use may demand 
that we make a more nuanced investigation of one or more of the four factors.  We might 
need to adjust our plans by, for example, limiting the amount of the material.  We might 
also need to investigate whether the same material is available from some source other 
than the proprietary database. 
 
 
Other Statutory Exceptions to Copyright 
 
 The U.S. Copyright Act includes more than fifteen separate statutory exceptions 
to the rights of copyright owners.  Fair use is only one of them.  A couple of others may 
have some relevance to digital reference services. 
 
 Section 108: Library Copying.  This provision might have important application 
to digital reference.  It allows libraries to make copies of some works for certain 
purposes, including the right to make copies of articles and other short works to deliver to 
patrons for their private study, research, or scholarship.  Most academic and public 
libraries will be eligible to use this provision.  Once eligible, the library can make and 
deliver the copies after complying with relatively few requirements.  One requirement is 
that the library post a copyright warning statement “at the place where orders are 
accepted.”  Conventionally, that usually meant that the library posted an appropriate sign 
at the desk where a patron could request copies of materials.  In an era of digital library 
services, that “place” might be the web interface, where users access the services from 
locations inside or outside the library.  Indeed, Section 108 is almost uniformly neutral 
with respect to technology.  While it was enacted in an era of photocopy services, it was 
drafted in a manner adaptable to new needs and opportunities.  Libraries may find the 
benefit of exploring Section 108 for digital services. 
 

Section 110(2): The TEACH Act.  Enacted in late 2002, the “TEACH Act” is an 
effort to clarify the rights of educators to use copyrighted works in distance education.  
The law expands the scope of materials that may be used in online education and other 
“transmissions,” but subject to numerous conditions.  Realistically, this law is not likely 
to help the reference librarian.  The rights of use are narrowly limited to class-like 
circumstances, and usually only portions of works are allowed and only if delivered to 
students enrolled in specific courses.  A librarian may, in careful coordination with an 
instructor, deliver information to students under the auspices of the TEACH Act.  But in 
general, this statute is not likely to be important to digital reference. 
 
 
Avoiding the Copyright Issues 
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 While copyright law does include many opportunities for meaningful uses of 
protected works, sometimes avoiding the law—with all of its quirks—can be the best 
choice.  The scenarios suggest a few alternatives that can help either reduce the chance of 
copyright complications, or help bypass the copyright issues altogether. 
 
 Linking to websites and databases.  In Scenario 2, the librarian sends information 
to the patron.  Rather than including attachments or other copies of materials, the 
librarian instead gives the patron links to databases or websites.  Simple linking usually 
does not raise any significant legal issues.  Linking is not a form of copying, so the 
librarian is not downloading and transmitting the copyrighted content itself.  Moreover, 
when the patron clicks the links to access the materials straight from the source, the 
librarian is at that stage not involved at all.  Any electronic copying and delivery is a 
matter between the patron and the database provider.  Assuming the materials are 
properly made available from that source, any copying is also likely done with the 
approval and consent of the copyright owner. 
 
 Public domain resources.  As mentioned earlier, a lot of material is protected 
automatically under copyright, but a lot of material is also in the public domain.  
Librarians should be ready to recognize some of the major types of works that are 
without copyright protection, such as works published before 1923 and works produced 
by the U.S. government.  Other works that lack copyright protection include: facts and 
data; names and slogans; ideas and processes. 
 
 
License Restrictions 
 
 Just when you figured out the rules of copyright, the license agreement changed 
everything.  Well, maybe not everything.  But Scenarios 2 and 3 involve a librarian who 
is accessing a database that is likely developed by an outside provide who allows access 
only pursuant to the terms and restrictions of a contract (i.e., license agreement) with the 
library.  The basic rules of copyright ownership and fair use still apply to the materials in 
the database, but the contract may impose a new set of restrictions.  First, a typical 
license may limit access only to “authorized users.”  They may be students, employees, 
and other persons affiliated with the library.  The library delivering reference services on 
the internet may not necessarily know if the particular patron is an “authorized” user of 
the database. 
 
 Second, license agreements often impose substantive restrictions on the allowable 
use of the content.  For example, we may well conclude that certain copying is within fair 
use or allowed under Section 108 of the Copyright Act, but the license agreement may 
bar it.  Is that allowed?  Answer: In most cases, yes.  A common example surrounds 
copies for interlibrary loans.  Section 108 allows such copying, albeit within limits.  
Many license agreements attempt to further restrict or even prohibit any copying for ILL. 
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 One of the most disturbing provisions arising in many licenses in a prohibition on 
linking to the content of the database.  Some producers want users to enter the database 
through the “front page” and search for each item anew.  Yet linking, as noted above, is 
almost always perfectly lawful and is for many purposes an important and effective 
means for directing access to the needed materials.  The moral of the story: Be careful 
about what you sign. 
 
 But the reference librarian at the desk is usually not the librarian who negotiated 
and signed the license.  The reference librarian is left wondering if specific uses are 
restricted by the terms of an agreement that the librarian has never seen and may not be 
able to find.  This common dilemma begs for a solution.  Perhaps the best solution lies in 
creating new methods for integrating reference services in to the acquisition processes 
within the library.  The librarians who does the negotiating needs to understand the 
changing needs of public service.  The public service librarians needs to work with the 
negotiator to be sure that the final agreement does not unduly restrict rights.  In fact, a 
good license agreement can actually expand or clarify rights of use. 
 
 Consider again Scenarios 2 and 3.  The librarian is accessing the databases to 
retrieve information.  Surely the librarian is an authorized user.  But does the license 
purport to restrict the librarian from sharing any of the content?  Does the restriction 
apply only to sharing the text itself, or does the restriction extend to limiting use of the 
facts and information found in the text?  Such restrictions might be severe, but they are 
not impossible. 
 
 In Scenario 3 the librarian does more than share materials and information.  By 
co-browsing with the patron, the librarian is effectively allowing the patron into the 
database.  That access might continue even after the librarian has completed the reference 
services and gone to the next task.  Has the librarian violated the license by admitting 
unauthorized users into the system?  Once again, the license becomes the source of the 
answer.  Once again, we are likely to find different answers for different database 
sources, leaving the quality and richness of reference service subject to the terms of the 
negotiated agreement. 
 
 
Privacy and FERPA 
 
 Scenarios 4 involves significant questions of privacy rights.  In general, the right 
to privacy that we all enjoy is a “tort” right.  If we suffer harm as a result of disclosure of 
private information, we can have the right to bring legal action against the “tortfeasor.”  
The privacy rights of students, however, were greatly strengthened with the enactment by 
Congress of the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). 
 
 Drawing upon the resources of the U.S. Department of Education (which creates 
“works of the U.S. government” that are in the public domain), we can find this succinct 
description of FERPA: 
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The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) (20 U.S.C. § 1232g; 34 
CFR Part 99) is a Federal law that protects the privacy of student education 
records.  The law applies to all schools that receive funds under an applicable 
program of the U.S. Department of Education. 
 

FERPA gives parents certain rights with respect to their children’s education 
records.  These rights transfer to the student when he or she reaches the age of 18 
or attends a school beyond the high school level.  

  
The fundamental right under FERPA is this: “Generally, schools must have written 
permission from the parent or eligible student in order to release any information from a 
student's education record.”  (Source: 
http://www.ed.gov/policy/gen/guid/fpco/ferpa/index.html). 
 
 The scope of an “educational record” is broad, and can include grades, 
homework, term papers, and much more.  Consequently, when the librarian draws upon 
the academic transcript for information about a student—famous or not—the librarian 
may be violating the student’s FERPA rights.  Those rights do not expire when the 
student graduates, but instead the right continues indefinitely. 
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Example Scenarios 
 
Scenarios created by: 
 
Linda Arret 
Library Consultant 
Reference Services and Technologies 
Chevy Chase, MD  20815 USA 
301-332-8666 (mobile) 
linda.arret@verizon.net 
 
 
SCENARIO 1:  
 
1. From home, patron submits a question by clicking on a link on a public sector 
academic library’s web page, and then completing a web form that requires name and 
email information.  
 
2. The question relates to medical benefits derived from research at oceanographic 
institutions and vessels and aquariums: the patron is looking for contact information for 
such organizations, for research results, and for verified studies illustrating medical 
benefits for humans.  
 
3. The question arrives at the academic library as an email message into the inbox of a 
general email account, not a particular staff member’s account, where it is first read by a 
member of a reference triage team and then forwarded to a reference specialist.  The 
reference specialist reads the email and saves the email into a particular personal email 
folder.   
 
4. The librarian spends the next few days doing research for an answer.  Some research is 
done on private organization web sites (Monterey Bay Aquarium Research Institute), 
some on public sector web sites (Belle W. Baruch Institute for Marine & Coastal 
Sciences of the University of South Carolina, as well as the US Office of Naval 
Research), and some on web sites outside the US (Bedford Institute of Oceanography in 
Canada and the Tethys Research Institute in Italy).   In at least one case, on-going but as 
yet unpublished research is sought by the librarian from one of the research 
organizations, and a personal call to the library at the institute is made, and the librarian 
there sends some stats info as pdf documents, to the academic library librarian doing the 
research. 
 
5. The librarian composes an answer and includes attachments, including the un-
published research document sent by the outside 3rd party library.  The librarian has also 
scanned some stats charts from a print-only UN yearbook and sent the scanned 
information as a document.  
 
6. The librarian copies all the info about the Q&A process into an Access db on one of 
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the library’s servers, where it is available for stats reporting and searching and editing by 
reference staff at the library.  
  
 
  
SCENARIO 2:  
 
1. From a hotel room using the hotel’s fee-based broadband LAN, a patron uses AOL IM 
to initiate an IM session with a local public library so as to engage in live synchronous 
Q&A with library staff.  
 
2. Patron engages in IM conversation to ask for information on defribillators.  Librarian 
logs into a county library system that requires login, finds an article in the Harvard Heart 
Letter of 2002, copies the URL and pastes the URL into the IM conversation.  Librarian 
follows links in this article to find more citations, and saves several text files from other 
specialist journals and sends the saved docs as attachments during the IM conversation.  
Librarian also sends several of the full text serial articles via email to the patron, AFTER 
the IM session is closed (i.e., uses the link “email this article”).   
 
3. Librarian saves the IM session text in a file on her machine.  Patron does the same on 
her machine. 
  
 
SCENARIO 3: 
 
1. From an undergraduate library reading room public workstation, patron clicks an ask a 
librarian live chat/cobrowsing link for the science library at the same college.  Patron is 
asked to enter name, email address, affiliation (1st year student, second year student, 
etc.), and student ID, and then waits for a librarian to pick up his session.  
 
2. Student asks about pandas: photos, eating habits, National Zoo pandas, etc.  
 
3. Librarian cobrowses National Zoo web pages, and patron clicks through an online 
photo gallery there, bringing the librarian along during the cobrowsing.   
 
4. Meanwhile, the librarian also is monitoring other chat queues for new patrons, and 
checking other web sites for panda information, in a separate browser window.  Librarian 
finds a blog and cobrowses the blog with the patron, and follows a link in the blog to an 
online BBC news article about a nature reserve in China.  While cobrowsing, the patron 
clicks the article’s “email this to a friend” link and keys the friend’s email address.  
 
5. Librarian cobrowses ProQuest and finds a 2004 Wall Street Journal article on pandas’ 
disappearing habitats.  Patron sees the article during the cobrowsing session.  
 
6. At a point during the live session, a library supervisor logs in and monitors staff in 
various chat sessions.  The software allows those with supervisor permissions to do this 
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in such a way that reference staff do not know that the supervisor is online and 
monitoring.  
 
7. Librarian closes the session and leaves the patron looking at the article and therefore 
inside the ProQuest db.  A session transcript is emailed to the patron, the librarian, and 
the supervisor.  The transcript includes hotlinks to all web pages cobrowsed.  
   
 
SCENARIO 4:  
 
1. Patron in England uses her internet phone service to call University Virginia library 
reference desk.  
 
2. Patron seeks information about course grades that Georgia O’Keeffe got while 
attending UVa briefly in the early 20th century.   
 
3. While talking on the phone with the patron, the librarian at the general reference desk 
at UVa enters the question into a web-based Q&A tool, and also assigns the question to a 
colleague in the library’s MSS division.   The librarian asks for the patron’s name and 
email address, and the patron provides only the email address.  The librarian informs the 
patron that her question has been logged and she will receive an acknowledgement email 
and then an answer soon, and provides the question ID.  The phone call is closed by the 
librarian.  
 
4. A MSS division specialist receives an email stating that the question has been assigned 
to him.  He first reads this email on his PDA.  
 
5. The MSS librarian the next day uses his cell phone to take a digital photograph of the 
original grade sheet, which is archived in the MSS division collection.  The librarian then 
initiates a web- and email-based clarification dialogue with the patron, and includes the 
photo as an attachment in this clarification process.  Librarian asks the patron if she wants 
more info about classes O’Keeffe taught in Amarillo TX public schools, and the patron 
says yes.  
 
6. The next day the librarian sends an SMS to the patron indicating the status of the work 
on the research, and patron replies “thanks’ via SMS.  
 
7. Eventually the librarian completes the research and keys the answer into the Q&A tool, 
and sends it to the patron.  Upon completing the answer screen, the librarian saves the 
Q&A record and all associated attachments to a publicly available knowledge database. 


