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Reference and Information Services for the 21st Century 

Chapter 2 Notes 

• Three stages of a reference interview: 
o Establish contact with the user 
o Find out the user’s need 
o Find out if the answer provided is what was needed 

• Your personal conduct is just as important as the answer to the question.  
• Ask clarifying questions so you don’t waste anyone’s time looking in the wrong 

direction. 
• Foreign students learn best by hands-on experience in the search process.  
• How to be approachable for a reference interview session: 

o Raised eyebrow and lowering it when approached 
o Eye contact 
o Nodding 
o Smiling 

• Factors that make asking a reference question a positive experience: 
o Initiation: non-verbal encouragement that it’s okay to approach. 
o Availability: behave in a way that shows that a user is not interrupting you. 

 Rove through the reference area and check up on people. 
o Proximity: can the user find you easily when they have a question 
o Familiarity: user has been previously helped by the librarian before. 
o Gender: females are more approachable. 

• Act interested in the question and user. 
• Listen to the user’s question and responses.  
• Sense-making: asking questions so you can fully understand the user’s needs.  

o Ask open-ended questions so the user has to give you more detail. 
o Closed-ended questions are useful for instance when you want to make sure 

that they need only books and not articles.  
• Neutral questioning:  don’t make judgments about what you’re being asked. Just try to 

get the user to clarify their needs and if your help is useful to them.  
• Include the user in the search. 

o Let them know what you’re doing every step of the way.  
• Paraphrase the question back to make sure you understand what is being asked.  
• Continuously ask the user if what you’re finding is what they’re looking for.  
• Follow-up question: “Is this useful?” 

 



2 
 

LIS 620 Amanda Goodman© Spring 2010 

• Conclusion: “Come back if you need any more help.”  
 

o Factors that influence a good conclusion: 
 Knowledge or content of the interview 
 Interpersonal interaction 
 Institutional or policy components----???? 

• Imposed query: when the person asking the question is really asking for someone else.  
• To stave off miscommunication: 

o Restate the question 
o Allow the user to restate the question 
o Ask follow-up questions to introduce context in the reference interview. 

• Behaviors to avoid: 
o Not letting the user know what you’re doing as you type away.  
o Negative closure 
o Not listening to the user 

• During a phone or electronic interview: 
o Respond with a small bit of information then ask for more clarification 

 

 


