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What is the state of reference services today in satisfying library users’ information needs?  The focus of 

this white paper is on the future of reference services particularly in academic libraries’ efforts to meet 

the information needs of students. 

Introduction/Summary 

It seems like the only constant in the world of reference service is change.   A recent job posting by the 

New York Public Library, as cited by Cassell and Hiremath in Reference Information Services in the 21st 

Century, requires knowledge of the library as a “location where new and emerging information 

technologies and resources are combined with traditional sources of knowledge in a user-focused, 

service-rich environment that supports today’s social and educational patterns of learning, teaching and 

research” (p. xi).  That description applies equally well today and tomorrow.  

While the Portland Community College (PCC) Libraries’ white paper about the future of its libraries was 

written in 2006, it provides an excellent introduction to the current trends in students and libraries.  

Student Trends 

1. Students will be more and more computer/communication savvy. 
2. They will have short attention spans. 
3. They will want information quickly. 
4. They will want to find information easily.  
5. They will want results, not directions to results. E.g., articles, not citations. 
6. They will have access to unimaginable quantities of information, and will need to be able to 

assess information quality rapidly. 
7. They will communicate constantly with friends, family and classmates. 
8. They will work together, and expect campus technology to support social networking. 
9. They will add excellent teachers to their communication circles. 
10. They will carry their social (communication) circles with them everywhere. 
11. For convenience or necessity, they will get much of their higher education via virtual or distance 

learning avenues. 
12. For face-to-face connections, they will continue to look for a “college experience” on college 

campuses. (p. 3) 

Library Trends 

1. Libraries will be centers for books – the real and the virtual. 
2. Libraries will be centers for supplementary learning. 
3. Libraries will be centers for independent learning. 
4. Libraries will be centers of assisted access to information wherever and whenever it is available. 
5. Libraries will be centers of assistance in organizing information. 
6. Libraries will be comfortable and safe havens for rest, reflection, reading, and researching.  
7. Libraries will be centers for collaborative learning, student team projects, and student study 

groups. 
8. Libraries will facilitate production and dissemination of student-and faculty –generated 

information. 
9. Libraries will be centers of trend-setting, tested, and secure software and equipment designed 

to assist students in achieving successful learning. 
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10. Libraries will provide the best books and other learning resources that professional librarians, 
dedicated staff, and engaged faculty can select. 

11. Librarians will teach students the skills to use successfully the resources on the shelves and in 
the web world. 

12. Librarians will practice guerrilla librarianship and will be in faculty offices collaborating with 
instructors and embedding library research skills in courses. (p.3) 

Additional Reference Service Trends (beyond those listed by PCC) 

1. Librarians are using state-of-the art technology to connect with users to provide reference 
service. Examples include phone, email, chat, IM, text messaging, Skype, Facebook, Twitter, RSS 
feeds, blogs, podcasts, Second Life, NCknows…. 

2. Librarians are using the Guidelines for Behavioral Performance of Reference and Information 
Service Providers to provide excellent reference service, both in-person and remote help. 
Librarians’ roving the library to provide assistance is one trend of particular note. 

3. Librarians are putting vetted websites into the catalog. (Parker, 2010) 
4. Librarians are putting eBooks in their catalogs. 
5. Librarians are moving to provide more electronic resources like embedded librarians, partially 

because of the increase in online course offerings, budget cuts and students not coming into 
libraries. (Coltrain, 2010; Cassell, 2009, p. 13). 

6. Librarians are choosing between print and electronic resources, especially in times of shrinking 
budgets. (Cassell, 2009, p. 343, 421) 

7. Librarians are adding research guides, online tutorials, assignment calculators and other 
research aids to library websites for the self-serve generation. 

8. Librarians are reconfiguring reference “desks.” For example, UNCC recently consolidated desks 
and Queens University of Charlotte eliminated the reference desk.  

9. Librarians are answering not only traditional research questions but also a large number of 
software/technical questions. 

10. Librarians are providing technology for students to use in their projects such as flip cameras and 
other multimedia equipment and software. 

11. Librarians are expanding their services to distance education students such as home delivery of 
library materials through Inter Library Loan. (Williams, 2010). 

12. Librarians are marketing their resources and services. 
13. Librarians are evaluating both their reference collections and service. 
14. Students are Millenniums who want services 24/7 and operate in a just-in-time mode. Students 

are also Boomers and Generation X ers who as adult learners are back in school to change 
careers or obtain a degree to advance in their careers.  
 

Background/Problem 

 “Bringing information to students who need it, when they need it and where they need it” (Owen, 
2006) is a consistent theme throughout these lists of trends.  While this objective seems intuitively 
simple, it has broad implications for change from the design of library facilities to the reference services 
provided.  Furthermore, even with the advances in technology, excellent reference service still comes 
down to a librarian interacting with a student. 
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Solution:  Mobile Devices 

With this “problem” in mind, I reviewed some of the recent literature on reference service to see what 
new solutions were being presented.  I found a literature review and several recent studies on mobile 
learning (m-learning) and its implications for academic libraries in the near future. Here’s what I learned. 

1. A Library Technology Report by the American Library Association (ALA) reported that “over 115 
million smart devices (were) shipped” worldwide in 2007 (as cited in Cummings, Merrill, & 
Borrelli, 2010, p. 24). 
 

2. In Hahn’s 2008 literature review, he concluded that as of mid-2008 “mobile learning has seen 
increased service development, but has not yet evolved to be a robust field in librarianship” (p. 
272). However, he concluded that “the march to mobile is underway” (p. 273). While he was 
looking at hardware such as cell phones and mp3 players and corresponding software, mobile 
learning would now also include Blackberry’s, PDA’s and the new iPhones. Hahn focused on cell 
phones and cited a Pew Internet and American Life Project that found that the cell phone is the 
technology most valued in America.  Hahn also made the point that students, who couldn’t 
afford a PC, would have a mobile phone.  
 

 
3. Parsons’ study (2010), based on research conducted in 2007-2008, looked at the current use of 

mobile devices by distance learners in accessing information from an academic library. She 
found that “distance learners were moving from print materials to electronic materials, were 
visiting libraries infrequently, but were not using mobile devices in education, preferring laptops 
and desktop PCs” (p. 242). The chart below gives a good visual summary of her findings (p. 237). 
 

 
 
Parsons’ study pointed out that academic libraries would need to ensure materials were in a 
form that would facilitate use with a mobile device and market such services to students. 
Conversely, her study questioned whether students were using devices to their full potential. 
Her research did not show any strong desire by distance education students to use mobile 
devices in education. However, because the field is rapidly changing, she concluded that 
libraries need to continue to monitor interest in mobile devices. 
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4. In an article entitled The Use of Handheld Mobile Devices:  Their Impact and Implications for 

Library Services, Cummings, Merrill & Borrelli (2010) made the following points: 
 

a. Because of “the prevalence of handheld mobile computing devices such as PDAs and 
web-enabled cell phones,” the authors looked at the implications for libraries (p. 22). 

b. After surveying Washington State University Library’s users, they found that 58.4% of 
the respondents said they would use their mobile devices to access the library’s OPAC 
(p.22). In other words, there was/is user demand for mobile services. 

c. Until new webopac interfaces are developed, the current AirPAC or other dedicated ILS 
modules may be prohibitively expensive. 

d. The overall market for cell phones is expected to grow in the U.S.  
e. New mobile devices like iPod Touch, Bold and Storm BlackBerrys, and Palm Pre make it 

easier for library users to access library services. 
f. There is a trend by cell phone providers to offer unlimited data plans. 

The authors highlighted the following library service providers who have mobile device services. 

g. OCLC has a mobile searching platform for WorldCat (www.worldcat.org/m). 
h. The DC Public Library system has an iPhone/iPod Touch application so users can search 

the catalog, place holds, and find out hours and locations. 
i. North Carolina State University Libraries has its own mobile website interface.  

Cummings, Merrill & Borrelli concluded that “the users of mobile and small-screen devices will 
continue to be a factor in the continued development of library services.  It is incumbent upon 
libraries and information service providers to continue striving to provide quality services to all its 
users and the mobile segment of the overall user group will only continue to be more important” 
(p. 38). 

5. In a usability study of University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign undergraduates, Hahn (2010) 
found that information retrieved by students using iPod Touch with a Wikipedia application was 
used at various stages of the research process and that undergraduates were satisfied with their 
search results. He concluded that “mobile computing device usage represents an important 
gateway in which to connect the student with information resources in a convenient, timely, 
and easy to use manner” (p.295). 
 

6. Lippincott (2010) examined the connection between mobile devices (smartphones including 
iPod Touch and e-book readers) and the future of academic library service in her article, A 
Mobile Future for Academic Libraries.  Some of her more interesting observations follow: 
 

a. Most college students own cell phones and the capabilities of these mobile devices are 
expanding exponentially. 

b. Today, a student with a hand held device can video call, deal with email, text, search the 
internet, search databases, organize citations, access course systems like Blackboard, 
read/listen to books, do photography, play and make videos, play games…. 
Smartphones are constantly developing more capabilities, like those in laptop 
computers. 

c. A student can take a picture of the bar code on a book in the library stacks, get reviews, 
check out the book, and add its information to a bibliography. 

http://www.worldcat.org/m
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d. Some libraries are loaning Internet capable devices like iPod Touch to students. 
e.  Other departments in the university community may require students to have mobile 

devices to do their coursework. For example, health sciences, business and journalism 
programs may integrate mobile devices in the curriculum more quickly than other areas. 

f. Libraries may want to reconfigure their space so students can connect their devices to 
large monitors, install lockers with electrical outlets for recharging their devices, and 
provide more open tables for using their own devices since students are always carrying 
their cell phones with them. 

g. Predicting the future of e-book readers is difficult. Smartphones may further develop 
this capability. Either way, mobile devices will have implications for interlibrary loan 
requests. 

h. “The mobile device will increasingly become an instrument for creation of digital 
content, and not just a device for access to content” (p. 210). For example, students can 
create videos, blog on a class discussion point, tweet a response to a professor, or 
embed materials in a PowerPoint presentation. 

i. Mobile devices could be used in a classroom, taking the clicker concept a step further. 
Also students can comment or ask questions during class via their device. 

j. Librarians should collaborate with faculty who are developing innovative tools to engage 
students in learning and make library resources and services more useful. 

Lippincott concluded that “the challenge for academic libraries is to create compelling 
information services and to make digital content available in a way that our user community will 
find not only acceptable, but tailored to their needs” (p. 212). 

 

Conclusion 

The state of reference services today in meeting the needs of students in academic libraries is a 
state of change.  Even Portland Community College had the foresight in 2006 to see the trends 
listed at the beginning of this white paper. Additional trends specific to reference service are 
coming to light.  However, getting the right resources to the right people at the right time is still 
the challenge.  The future of reference service depends on recognizing these trends and 
incorporating the library’s resources and services in the life of the university and its students. 
One solution, the one proposed by this paper, is to recognize the proliferation of mobile devices 
and their expanding capabilities. The key for librarians and other information providers is to be 
prepared for this trend by adapting resources and services for mobile devices and by 
maximizing the mobile device’s potential.   In this way, reference service will become an 
integral part of the university community.   
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