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Introduction 

Before beginning an evaluation of Instant Messaging (IM)/chat reference products, it is important to 

understand why libraries would be interested in IM or chat for virtual reference service. There are 

several reasons for using this means of communication. First, users are comfortable interacting online 

outside the library experience. Second, library users increasingly want instant answers to questions and 

library services. Third, Instant Messaging, especially for academic library users, is a common means of 

communication. Fourth, with the rise in number of distance education courses and part time students, 

another means of providing reference support will meet those students’ specific needs. Lastly, IM is a 

way to take the library’s services to the user, wherever they are.  

Trillian 

Cost. Trillian (other than Trillian Pro) is free. 

Trillian is available for Windows 2000, XP, Vista and 7, Web, BlackBerry and iPhone.  It’s in development 

for Mac OS X (beta released 10/11/2010) and Android (beta released 8/19/2010).  

The number of features available with Trillian Astra (aka Trillian 4) is mind boggling.  Some interesting 

features include tabbed windows, integrated RSS feeds, ability to customize the chat window, groups 

and nested groups in contact list, group chat, emoticon and sound packs, customizable skins, renamable 

bookmarks, file transfers and their progress, image previews, audio and video chats, retrievable activity 

history, and ability to open URLs in a new window.  See the screen shot below of the categories of 

features available: 
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With Trillian you can connect with the following multiple IM and social networks at the same time:  

Astra, AIM, Yahoo!, ICQ, Windows Live (MSN), MySpaceIM, Google Talk and Jabber/XMPP.  With 

Windows, additional options include Facebook, Twitter, Skype, Bonjour, IRC, POP3 Mail and IMAP Mail. 

Trillian 5 for Windows (beta)is designed for Windows 7.  With this new product  contact lists, accounts 

and chat history are synchronized between desktop and phones, integrated with Facebook, Twitter and 

LinkedIn accounts, GPS support with Foursquare plug-in to enable meeting up with people, and a 

compact user interface. 

Trillian for Web (introduced March 2010) does not require a download. Using the web browser, Trillian 

synchronizes contact lists between desktops, phones and the web. It consolidates access to multiple IM 

networks through one sign-on.  Sounds and browser tab alerts notify you of chats. Although Trillian for 

Web is free, Cerulean Studios’ expects to have advertising in the window. 

Trillian Pro. It’s now available for $15 rather than the regular $25.  While minor upgrades such as 4.0 to 

4.1 are free, major upgrades from 4.1 to 5.0 are not.  If dissatisfied with Trillian Pro, refunds are 

available within the first 30 days of purchase.  What you get: activity history, support Trillian, video 

extras, color themes, technical support, upgrades for 4.x (and 5.x) and Ad-Free Trillian for Web.   

 

 
 

Technical Support. Trillian Pro customers receive priority technical support. Customers of free software 

can submit technical problems but aren’t guaranteed a response. Trillian provides a discussion forum, 

blog, and a searchable list of “problems”. 
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Meebo 
 
Cost.  Meebo is free. 
 
Meebo aggregates the popular IM networks (AIM, Google Talk, Windows Live Messenger, ICQ, Jabber, 
Yahoo!) and social networks so that users who already have these services can add the library to their 
buddy list and talk to the library. The website says you can transfer files and save your conversation 
history. 
 
MeeboMe is the Meebo product that would be of most interest to libraries. It’s a chat plug-in widget 
(piece of code) that’s customizable for a library. There are only three steps to create a widget. Online 
status is given so users know if the service is available at any particular time. Also, the chat feature 
allows multiple users (up to 100 at a time) to each have their own separate chat.  Users can just start 
typing their chat in the box without having to download software.  However, users do have to have the 
latest Adobe Flash player to see/use the widget. Unfortunately, MeeboMe widget conversations cannot 
be saved to view later. 
 
Meebo Rooms is another feature offered by Meebo. These are chat rooms that can be pasted into a 
website, blog or social network page. Moderators have controls such as warn, mute or ban. The room 
stays open all the time whether you are there or not. Users can share video and web pages. Users don’t 
need a Meebo account to access, but the room can be password protected. 
 
Meebo Messenger and the iPhone/iPod touch or Android apps allow chat with a user from anywhere 
the account can be accessed. MeeboMe widgets can also be created, modified or removed through 
Meebo Messenger, as well as the iPhone or Android apps and Meebo bar. 
 
Meebo Bar. With this product, you can sign in to various IM accounts on your site. You can drag and 
drop images, flash images and links through Facebook, Twitter, Yahoo, Google Buzz, IM and email.  The 
Meebo Bar appears at the bottom of the page with customizable buttons through the Meebo 
Dashboard. 
 
Technical support.  Meebo has a user support forum, FAQ page, an extensive list of support topics, and a 
contact form that says to expect a response in 48 business hours. 
 
How Many Libraries Use Each 
 
The Library Success Wiki has a page entitled Libraries Using Specific Types of Software for Embedded 
Chat.  It lists the following types of chats and a list of the libraries that self report. 
 
Libraries using MeeboMe for Embedded Chat – 127 libraries listed 
Libraries using Chatango for Embedded Chat – 1 
Libraries using Plugoo for Embedded Chat – 4 
Libraries using LibraryH3lp for Embedded Chat – 30 
 
Another page entitled, Libraries Using IM Reference lists libraries geographically. There are libraries 
listed from around the world. A list of libraries in North Carolina and their IM reference is contained in 
Appendix 1.  In sum, no libraries in North Carolina list Trillian, 13 use Meebo, and 21 have LibraryH3lp 
out of a total of 44 libraries. 
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Strengths and Weaknesses 
 
Because technology is constantly changing, there are limitations to making comparisons. For example, 
Trillian has introduced beta versions of its product within the last month and Trillian for Web earlier this 
year. Meanwhile, Meebo has been adding features to its Meebo Bar that may or may not be available 
with MeeboMe.  The effectiveness of these new products/features will require further evaluation.  
 
User Interface.  With Trillian, the user has to have an IM account and add a library username.  With 
MeeboMe, the user just starts typing into a widget on the website. No downloads are needed.  The 
MeeboMe widget is simple and almost considered a “standard” for libraries. 
 
Librarian Interface. With Trillian, you have to have an IM account. The interface is the same as the user’s 
without any additional administrative privileges.  With Meebo, librarians have to log in to check for calls. 
(Barry, Bedoya, Groom & Patterson [slideshare]). Also, Meebo does not allow multiple operators on the 
same account. Therefore, with only one person responsible for responding, they could be fielding a large 
number of reference questions at one time. California State University was able to work around this 
problem by creating and adding an interoffice buddy list to Meebo that allowed librarians to find out 
who was available online for assistance or for transferring questions (Breitbach, Mallard & Sage, p. 85). 
However, this workaround wasn’t an ideal solution. 
 
Cost.  Both Trillian and Meebo are free. Trillian Pro is currently $15. 
 
Features.  Trillian offers a large number of features.  Librarians would need to sort through these to see 
which would really work in a library environment.  MeeboMe looks simple and simple might be just 
what’s needed. One feature that MeeboMe does not have that Trillian provides is an activity history of 
the chat.  Another feature, anonymity of the user, is different. With Trillian, the librarian will see 
personal usernames but with MeeboMe, the user could be anonymous. 
 
Platform. With Trillian’s recent introduction of Trillian for Web, there’s little information about how well 
it’s web system works. Meebo is completely web based so there’s no need to install any software on the 
user end and any computer with an internet connection can be used on the librarian end. 
 
Technical support. Except for Trillian Pro, product support for Trillian appears nonexistent. At least from 
the website, Meebo seems much more responsive to questions. 
 
Trillian with Meebo Widget 
 
As opposed to preferring one product over another, there is also the possibility of using both. In his 
weblog, Library Voices, Chad Boeninger posted about using Trillian with a Meebo Widget.  He found it 
advantageous to have a dedicated desktop IM client. He liked that Trillian would automatically set your 
status as “Away” after a certain period of inactivity. Therefore, patrons wouldn’t be waiting 2 hours for a 
response. This feature would be particularly helpful for someone at a Reference desk who is regularly 
leaving their computer to help patrons.  His blog posting also helps give the installation steps.  A 
screenshot of Boeninger’s Trillian IM chat window follows: 
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Summary 
 
Free vs. Proprietary.  It should be noted that there are some advantages of proprietary products. For 
example, QuestionPoint and LivePerson have functionality such as queuing of users and the ability to 
share services like co-browsing that Meebo and Trillian do not have. Furthermore, technical support is a 
lot less with the free products. The software is not library specific. And useful statistics on usage aren’t 
automatically available. However, since both Meebo and Trillian (except Trillian Pro) are free services, 
they are much more cost effective.  And the software is simple to setup and use for both the user and 
the librarian. 
 
Conclusion. My recommendation would be to go with MeeboMe widget on the user side and Trillian on 
the librarian side. The MeeboMe widget is so simple and users don’t have to do anything but type in a 
question.  Using Trillian as an aggregator might counter some of the limitations of MeeboMe (like only 
one person being able to log in and respond to questions) and provide some added features (like an 
activity history or “Away” message after inactivity).  There were several accounts of libraries using 
MeeboMe and Pidgin and having trouble with that combination. The combination of MeeboMe and 
Trillian would seem to be better than just one or the other. 

http://libraryvoice.com/uploads/trillianmeebo.JPG
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Further study. The assignment for this paper was to compare Meebo and Trillian. However, a suggestion 
for further study would be to look at LibraryH3lp.  The data on usage by libraries in North Carolina would 
indicate a sufficient usage to investigate. LibraryH3lp was also developed specifically for libraries by Pam 
and Eric Sessoms. Pam Sessoms is quoted as saying that LibraryH3lp is “the only fully integrated chat/IM 
reference platform that lets more than one librarian at a time answer questions across a wide variety of 
protocols and transfer these chats to other librarians on the system…and at a very low cost.” (Puzzle 
Master, 2009). From reading forums and blogs, LibraryH3lp was initially designed to overcome the 
weaknesses of MeeboMe. 
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Appendix 1:  Libraries Using IM Reference (States M-N) 

North Carolina 

 Appalachian State University Library - LibraryH3lp: Jabber  

 Campbell University Rich Library - Meebo: AIM, MSN, gTalk, Yahoo!, Jabber  

 Carteret Community College Library - Meebo: Jabber  

 Charlotte-Mecklenburg County Public Library - Meebo: AIM, Yahoo!, gTalk, Jabber  

 Charlotte School of Law Library - AIM  

 Duke University Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, Jabber  

 Duke University Business Library - LibraryH3lp: Jabber  

 Duke University Divinity Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, Yahoo!, gTalk, Jabber  

 Duke University Law Library - AIM, MSN, Yahoo!  

 Duke University Medical Center Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, Yahoo!, gTalk, Jabber  

 Duke University Special Collections Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, Jabber  

 East Carolina University Joyner Library - Wimzi: AIM  

 East Carolina University Laupus Health Sciences Library - Wimzi: AIM, MSN  

 Elon University Belk Library - Meebo: AIM, MSN, Yahoo!, gTalk, ICQ, Jabber  

 Elon University School of Law Library - Digsby: AIM  

 Greensboro College Library - Meebo: Jabber  

 Guilford College Library - LibraryH3lp: Jabber  

 High Point University Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, gTalk, MSN, Yahoo!, Jabber  

 Johnson C. Smith University Library - Meebo: AIM, MSN, Yahoo!, Jabber  

 Lenoir Community College Library - Wimzi: AIM  

 Lenoir-Rhyne University Rudisill Library - Meebo: Jabber  

 Meredith College Library - Meebo: Jabber  

 North Carolina Central University Law Library - Meebo: AIM, MSN, Yahoo!, Jabber  

 North Carolina State University Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, gTalk, MSN, Yahoo!, Jabber  

 Randolph Community College Library - LibraryH3lp: Jabber  

 South Piedmont Community College Library - AIM  

 Tri-County Community College Library - MSN  

 University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill Davis Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, gTalk, Jabber, MSN, Yahoo!  

 University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill Health Sciences Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, MSN, Yahoo!, Jabber  

 University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill Law Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, MSN, Yahoo!, Jabber  

 University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill Math/Physics Library - AIM  

 University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill Journalism Library - AIM  

 University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill Planning Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, Jabber  

 University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill Science Libraries - LibraryH3lp: AIM, Jabber  

 University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill Stone Center Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, Jabber  

 University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill Undergraduate Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, gTalk, MSN, Yahoo!, 
Jabber  

 University of North Carolina-Greensboro Jackson Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, MSN, Yahoo!, gTalk, Jabber  

 University of North Carolina-Pembroke Livermore Library - Meebo: AIM, Jabber  

 University of North Carolina-Wilmington Randall Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, MSN, Yahoo!, Jabber  

 Wake Forest University Library - LibraryH3lp: AIM, MSN, Yahoo!, Jabber  

 Wake Forest University Baptist Medical Center School of Medicine Library - AIM, MSN, Yahoo!  

 Wake Technical-Community College Library - Meebo: AIM, MSN, gTalk, Yahoo!, Jabber  

 Western Carolina University Hunter Library - Meebo: AIM, Yahoo!, MSN, Jabber  

 Wingate University Smith Library - Meebo: Jabber  

http://www.library.appstate.edu/reference/askref.html
http://www.lib.campbell.edu/collections/chat.html
http://www.carteret.edu/library/
http://www.plcmc.lib.nc.us/online/ask_a_librarian/default2009_03_30.asp
http://www.charlottelaw.edu/lawlibrary/
http://library.duke.edu/services/ask/
http://library.fuqua.duke.edu/askus.htm
http://library.duke.edu/divinity/help/askalibrarian.html
http://www.law.duke.edu/lib/ask_librarian
http://www.mclibrary.duke.edu/services/refform.html
http://library.duke.edu/libraries/askus.html
http://www.ecu.edu/cs-lib/reference/ask_a_librarian.cfm
http://www.ecu.edu/cs-dhs/laupuslibrary/chatlibrarian.cfm
http://www.elon.edu/e-web/library/askbelk.xhtml
http://www.elon.edu/e-web/law/library/default.xhtml
http://www.greensborocollege.edu/library/ask-a-librarian.cfm
https://www.guilford.edu/about_guilford/services_and_administration/library/services/askalibrarian.html
http://library.highpoint.edu/ask.html
http://library.jcsu.edu/ask.htm
http://www.lenoircc.edu/Library/ask.htm
http://library.lr.edu/
http://www.meredith.edu/library/askalibrarian.htm
http://web.nccu.edu/law/ilibrary/index.html
http://www.lib.ncsu.edu/libref/
http://library.randolph.edu/
http://www.spcc.edu/currentstudents.php?cat=487
http://www.tricountycc.edu/library.php?cat=171
http://www.lib.unc.edu/reference/imalibrariandavis.html
http://www.hsl.unc.edu/asklib/
http://library.law.unc.edu/research/ask/default.aspx
http://www.lib.unc.edu/brauer/imbrauer.html
http://parklibrary.jomc.unc.edu/about.html
http://www.lib.unc.edu/planning/im.html
http://www.lib.unc.edu/livehelp/science.html
http://www.lib.unc.edu/stone/im.html
http://www.lib.unc.edu/house/im_a_librarian.html
http://library.uncg.edu/depts/ref/askalib/
http://www.uncp.edu/library/reference/im.html
http://library.uncw.edu/web/administrative/help.html
http://zsr.wfu.edu/services/information/chat.html
https://www.wfubmc.edu/Library/Ask-a-Librarian.htm
http://library.waketech.edu/askalib.html
http://www.wcu.edu/1614.asp
http://library.wingate.edu/reference/refform.html
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