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For librarians to continually demonstrate 
superior and high-quality service, they 
must meet the needs of current and poten-
tial users. One way that librarians have 
met the needs of users is by expanding 
their service offerings online via virtual 
reference services (VRS). This expansion is 
particularly critical in the current time of 
COVID-19. To provide high-quality VRS 
service, librarians can learn from social 
question-answering (SQA) sites, whose 
popularity reflect changing user expecta-
tions, motivations, use, and assessment 
of information. Informed by interviews 
with 51 users and potential users of both 
platforms this research examines how 
strengths from SQA can be leveraged in 
VRS, and what can be learned from SQA 
practices to reach potential library users. 
This study represents one of the few com-
parisons between VRS and SQA that exist 
in the literature.

I nformed by user demand, librar-
ians have expanded their service 
offerings online. One significant 
and now longstanding offering is 

virtual reference services (VRS). These 
services are increasingly relevant in the 
current time of COVID-19, as librar-
ians have scrambled to meet their 
user needs virtually. Librarians can 

implement high-quality VRS by learn-
ing from VRS research, which has 
developed methods and empirical evi-
dence to assess and improve service 
quality. However, current research is 
limited, focusing on pre-existing users 
rather than potential ones, including 
the many individuals relying on social 
question-answering (SQA) sites to ask 
and answer questions online. SQA sites 
have similar objectives to VRS, but 
their differences reflect changing user 
expectations, motivations, use, and 
assessment of information. 

For librarians to continually dem-
onstrate superior and high-quality 
service, they must meet the needs 
of both current and potential users.1 
Improving VRS services is no differ-
ent. Informed by interviews with 51 
users and potential users, this project 
examined how strengths from SQA can 
be leveraged in VRS, and what can be 
learned from SQA practices to reach 
potential library users. This study rep-
resents one of the few comparisons 
between VRS and SQA that exist in 
the literature. Findings provide con-
text and offer practical suggestions for 
translating reference services to virtual 
environments in ways that continually 
meet user expectations and needs. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW

VRS, including live chat and email, have become practical 
alternatives to face-to-face (FtF) and telephone communica-
tion with librarians.2 The majority of public and academic 
libraries now offer VRS,3 addressing a growing demand 
among users for 24/7 access to library resources and ser-
vices,4 and the changing ways individuals seek, share, and 
use information online. This offering of VRS has increased 
as librarians have rapidly and suddenly had to move their 
services online as COVID-19 has become a global pandemic. 
Preliminary results of research that includes a national sur-
vey and in-depth interviews with managers/directors of live 
chat services in academic libraries reveals an increase in 
virtual services, driven by the COVID-19 related closure of 
nearly all physical library buildings for an extended period of 
time beginning in March 2020.5 Anecdotal evidence, includ-
ing VRS how-to’s and case studies, have also emerged in 
practitioner literature and services such as Springshare have 
experienced a 267% increase in total chats when comparing 
February to August 2020 across the US, Canada, Europe, 
and Australia.6 

People’s use of social media as an information source has 
also grown. In 2017, 67 percent of Americans reported get-
ting news on social media sites.7 People also use social media 
to gather health information and information about crises 
and social movements.8 One social media service parallel-
ing VRS is SQA, such as Quora, Yahoo! Answers, and Wiki-
Answers. While both SQA and VRS provide “high-quality 
information that satisfies the information seekers’ needs,”9 
these services differ in how they deliver information and who 
they enlist for delivery. 

SQA services are collaborative. They rely on information 
from multiple individuals in a community, rather than a 
single expert, and thus provide a one-to-many service model 
of information delivery.10 These services are inexpensive, 
asynchronous, and useful for building social capital within 
an online community. Unlike SQA, VRS sites like Spring-
share involve a one-to-one interaction between a user and 
librarian, who has expertise with searching and may also 
have expertise in the user’s subject area. These interactions 
occur asynchronously or synchronously.11 While these 
services are free, as compared to some SQA sites requiring 
payment, individuals may not be able to access them if they 
do not belong to the library in question or are unaware of 
their existence.

Because of these differences, studies of VRS and SQA are 
often conducted separately. The following literature review 
is divided into two sections, one on each service, and con-
clude with a section reviewing studies that have directly 
compared them. 

VRS Research 

Within libraries, VRS has become a “user-preferred medium 
for knowledge exchange.”12 Since VRS provide a new 

environment from which to engage in a reference encoun-
ter, studies have focused on how the mediated context affects 
the quality of answers received when using these services.13 
Prior research has found timeliness to influence VRS quality. 
Reference interviews are rarely conducted in chat and email-
based transactions due to the librarian’s desire to provide a 
satisfactory answer quickly.14 The absence of these reference 
interviews, valuable to gaining insight into a user’s informa-
tion needs, likely contributed to shifting the volume of user 
queries from subject search to procedural questions.15 Ques-
tion type also varies by VRS platform. Rourke and Lupien 
found that users of library-based reference services were 
more likely to use IM-based services for less formal, ready 
reference content and live chat services, with features like 
co-browsing, for formal, in-depth searches.16 Mawhinney 
and Kochkina had similar findings, noting that question 
complexity was lower for text-based VRS as compared to chat 
and email.17 McKewan and Richmond also found an increase 
in question complexity when longitudinally comparing tran-
scripts from a VRS live chat service.18 Therefore, librarians 
must be aware of user motivations and expectations when 
using a particular service, since they will impact what types 
of questions elicit high-quality answers.

Effectiveness and efficiency, or being given a relevant 
answer in a reasonable amount of time, are two additional 
measures impacting VRS quality and user loyalty.19 Similar to 
timeliness, these measures are context-dependent and based 
on user motivations and expectations. For instance, while 
in many cases users prefer unassuming questions that can 
be answered quickly,20 others use the service for complex 
questions involving research assistance and instruction, as 
well as technology-based help such as website navigation.21 
Other studies have focused on the importance of experts in 
providing quality and satisfactory answers to end users, sug-
gesting that relational features during the reference transac-
tion influence effectiveness.22 Presence of relational features, 
such as providing empathetic expressions and high levels of 
engagement, also has been shown to increase accessibility of 
VRS services.23 Additional work has examined VRS within 
specific contexts, such as information literacy instruction,24 
with findings offering implications for improving practice. 
Finally, Radford et al. and others have demonstrated that 
collaboration is vital for the provision of quality service and 
has the potential to be fostered between VRS librarians and 
those providing SQA services.25

SQA Research

Unlike VRS, which has a one-to-one model, the one-to-many 
model of SQA has resulted in studies of norms governing 
assessment, identity formation, and motivation unique to 
its multidimensional and collaborative platform.26 Several 
elements of the SQA service model have been addressed by 
conceptual frameworks, such as value assessment,27 network 
interaction between community members,28 community 
evolution over time,29 and intermediation.30 
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Past SQA research can be categorized as being either 
user-based or content-based.31 User-based studies focus on 
classifying the types of people that use the service and how 
users vary concerning motivation and satisfaction when 
using the service.32 Classification of users within SQA ser-
vices varies based on service type. For example, Shah, Oh, 
and Oh found that consumers, or those who ask questions, 
greatly outnumbered contributors or those who answer 
questions, within the now-defunct Google Answers, while 
there was more of a balance between these user types in 
the now-defunct Yahoo! Answers.33 Various roles within 
SQA sites can also affect the kind of content exchanged, 
and whether it is even exchanged. In his examination of 
Answerbag, Gazan typified users into seekers, or those who 
interact with the community when posting questions, as 
opposed to sloths, who post a question, often homework-
related, verbatim, and have no further interactions. He 
found that community members were more likely to assist 
seekers in fulfilling their information needs, and attempted 
to educate sloths regarding the ethics and values of the com-
munity, which shares values parallel to those of reference 
providers.34 Most recently, Roy et al. distinguished between 
reputation collectors, who contribute low-quality content to 
gain reputation points, versus caretakers, who are motivated 
to provide high-quality content.35 

The social values of SQA sites also influenced reported 
motivations of use. Studies indicate that SQA answerers are 
generally motivated to provide answers to collect social capi-
tal, enforce site norms, monitor answer quality, and attain 
personal via altruistic behavior,36 while askers are motivated 
to fulfill cognitive, social, and emotional needs.37 These latter 
motivations vary by platform. For example, Choi and Shah, 
found that while users of Yahoo! Answers and WikiAnswers 
both reported fulfilling cognitive needs as their primary 
motivation for service use, in WikiAnswers, these needs 
were based around fact-finding questions, while in Yahoo! 
Answers, these needs reflected questions soliciting advice or 
opinion-based questions.38 These findings parallel prior VRS 
research suggesting that content exchanged varies based on 
the service model. 

The other primary type of study performed in SQA, 
content-based, examine factors that compromise quality and 
satisfactory answers through predominantly quantitative 
approaches.39 Models have been developed to predict asker 
satisfaction using proxies and experts as evaluators.40 How-
ever, these models have not established a comprehensive set 
of criteria to account for outside variability of answer quality 
not explained by the models.41 Thus, qualitative methods 
of evaluation have emerged. For example, through content 
analysis, Kim and Oh identified characteristics, such as 
answerer politeness, as the most critical factors influencing 
asker satisfaction.42 Similar to VRS research findings, recent 
SQA research also suggests that users rely on actual char-
acteristics of answerers,43 especially in when seeking health 
information.44 Emerging content-based approaches have 
investigated why specific questions are more likely to get 

answered than others, with implications for expert question 
routing and design, such as the identification of similar or 
complementary questions.45 

Comparing VRS to SQA

Few direct comparisons exist in the literature between VRS 
and SQA. Existing comparisons find that SQA and VRS 
users, experts, and designers view them as complementary 
services, rather than in competition. This complementarity 
is due to the varying motivations and expectations for each 
service. Users prefer SQA for relational questions and priori-
tize the end product over the process. For these reasons, SQA 
users highlight its high content volume and speed, as well 
as its social and network-based aspects as critical strengths 
of the service. Users prefer VRS for fact-based questions 
and, conversely to SQA users, prioritize the process over the 
product. By understanding the process by which the answer 
was derived, these users can feel confident in the quality, 
relevance, accuracy, authoritativeness, and completeness of 
the answer.46 Findings suggest the existence of service and 
design synergies for SQA and VRS services.47 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Based on findings from the literature review, this research 
addresses several gaps. First, most studies engage in content 
analysis of preexisting VRS and SQA content as opposed to 
interviewing users directly. This methodological choice rep-
resents a missed opportunity to uncover user perceptions of 
these services, which can directly inform improvements to 
service models.

Further, the majority of VRS and SQA studies focus on 
service quality. While service quality is essential, other key 
relational and motivational factors also have been found to 
influence service use and evaluation, and, therefore, should 
be considered in research of online question-answering 
(Q&A) services, inclusive of both VRS and SQA. Finally, 
few studies directly compare VRS and SQA, despite their 
potential design synergies.

Informed by these research gaps, this study addresses the 
following research questions:

 z RQ1. What are user motivations for using online Q&A 
services? How, if at all, do these motivations vary by 
service type? 

 z RQ2. Where do users go when they have questions that 
require subject expertise? Why do they go there? 

 z RQ3. How do users evaluate online Q&A services? How, 
if at all, does this evaluation vary by service type? 

 z RQ4. How can the strengths of VRS and SQA be lever-
aged against each other’s weaknesses? 
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METHODS

Recruitment

Data collection and analysis for this project occurred between 
2012-2014. To address the research questions, the research 
team interviewed VRS and SQA users. The team divided 
recruitment into two rounds by service, VRS or SQA. To 
participate in the study, participants had to demonstrate 
their use of either VRS or SQA services at least once in the 
previous six months. 

Participants were recruited using snowball sampling 
techniques, which consisted of study investigators emailing 
recruitment scripts for VRS and/or SQA users to personal 
contacts, who were asked to consider participating in the 
study or forwarding the script(s) to others who might par-
ticipate and/or to their university listservs. Also, for Round 1, 
the team posted a pop-up message to Maryland AskUsNow! 
VRS and for Round 2, the team asked contacts at several 
universities and public libraries to post flyers in their spaces 
promoting the study. These recruitment efforts culled a final 
participant list of 54 users of VRS and SQA services. Since 
three participants indicated prior experience working in a 
library, their responses were not analyzed, yielding a total of 
51 participants. Each participant received a $30 honorarium.

Data Collection

Data were collected for this project via telephone interviews. 
Interviews provide rich insight into human behavior, which 
was the primary goal of this study.48 While telephone inter-
views were used to address geographical and time barriers 
between researchers and participants, this modality can pose 
a limitation due to its lack of FtF context. 

Interview questions developed for this study are based 
on the analysis of VRS and SQA transcripts from OCLC 
Question Point’s VRS and the SQA site, Yahoo! Answers. 
Specifically, areas identified in the transcripts that needed 
to be more fully understood and probed were included as 
interview questions. These areas identified how users of 
online Q&A services access the services, motivations for use, 
and if their experiences were successful or unsuccessful. The 
critical incident technique (CIT) was used when asking ques-
tions to determine the success of the interaction. CIT ques-
tions were developed using Flanagan’s original technique, 
as well as Dervin’s notion of critical incidents as moving 
through space-time, which asks participants what changes 
they would enact in a specific context given a magic wand.49

After an initial set of questions were developed, they were 
pre-tested on three individuals. Based on the comments of 
the individuals regarding the clarity, relevance, and scope of 
the questions to an online Q&A experience, the interview 
questions were revised accordingly. 

The finalized interview schedule consisted of close-
ended questions regarding categorical demographic infor-
mation and the use of online SQA services, as well as 

open-ended questions regarding the use of VRS and/or SQA. 
Interviews were performed via telephone and lasted between 
7 minutes and 20 seconds and one hour and 38 minutes. The 
mean time for interviews was 28 minutes and the median 
time was 23 minutes.

Data Analysis

Transcripts of the open interview questions were coded by 
two coders using the grounded theory method to establish 
general thematic concepts.50 As a preliminary step to coding, 
coders divided the transcripts by interview question and met 
in pairs to annotate five interview transcripts for each ques-
tion that they were assigned. Annotations consisted of brief 
notes that summarized the main concepts expressed by the 
participants in the transcripts. Once coders agreed on how 
to code the emergent concepts, they divided transcripts by 
question and developed coding schemes for their assigned 
questions. 

Coding was divided into two stages—the initial stage and 
the final stage. In the initial phase of coding, the assigned 
coder studied a transcript line-by-line and categorized the 
data with a name that described what was occurring within 
that line or lines. As coding progressed, the coder engaged 
in constant comparisons between the data to define analytic 
distinctions between codes. Following this initial phase and 
informed by constant comparative methods, the coder revis-
ited these initial codes and engaged in focused coding, where 
salient codes that frequently occurred within the data were 
selected and organized into higher level concepts.51 The final 
themes established during focused coding were then used to 
develop a formal codebook. This codebook consisted of the 
theme, a brief description of the theme, and quotes from the 
transcripts that exemplified the theme.

Coders established inter-coder reliability (ICR) in pairs. 
An initial round consisted of coding ten transcripts for each 
question and revisiting codes that did not have an acceptable 
level of agreement (> 0.85). Based on a discussion between 
the two coders regarding inconsistencies, the resulting 
codebooks were revised, and an additional five transcripts 
were re-coded and inter-coder reliability re-calculated for an 
overall kappa level of 0.95. Coders then worked separately 
to code the rest of the transcript data within their assigned 
questions. The results of this coding, including a discussion 
of the coding schemes, now will be discussed. 

FINDINGS

Demographics

The majority (58% total) of respondents identified as stu-
dents (students, 25%, n = 13; undergraduate students, 25%, 
n = 13; graduate students, 8%, n = 4). Other respondents 
identified as holding various occupations, including manage-
rial roles, sales roles, an attorney, an adjunct professor, and 
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homemakers. The majority of respondents were ranging in 
age from 19-25 (57%, n = 31), followed by those from 26-34 
(22%, n = 12), those from 35-44 (10%, n = 5), and those from 
12-18 (8%, n = 3).

Respondents reported searching the web frequently, with 
more than 10 web searches per day (39%, n = 21), followed 
by those searching the internet between 4-6 searches per 
day (26%, n = 14). No one reported searching the internet 
occasionally (at least 1-3 searches per day). Along with being 
frequent searchers, not only did the respondents search 
the web frequently, but they also felt that they were very 
experienced searchers (43%, n = 23), followed by those who 
reported being experienced searchers (37%, n = 20). Respon-
dents also indicated satisfaction with using web searches to 
find what they were looking for very often (59%, n = 32) or 
often (37%, n = 20).

The majority of respondents reported using SQA services 
(94%, n = 47), while a smaller proportion reported using VRS 
services (39%, n = 20). Of the individuals who used SQA 
services, 43% (n = 20) visited SQA sites 1-3 times per week, 
followed by those visiting more than 3 times per week (30%, 
n = 14) and those visiting occasionally (28%, n = 13). Par-
ticipants reported that they posted questions (43%, n = 20) 
more than they answered them (37%, n = 17), although the 
majority of respondents did not report either asking (58%, n 
= 27) or answering questions (64%, n = 30). The individuals 
who used VRS services visited VRS sites occasionally (74%, 
n = 14), with a much smaller proportion reporting more fre-
quent use of either 1-3 times per week (22%, n = 4) or more 
than 3 times per week (6%, n = 1). 

Key Themes

Based on the analysis of responses, findings were divided 
into four major themes: motivations for use, sources con-
sulted, evaluation of service, and magic wand. 

MOTIVATIONS FOR USE

Motivation is defined as an individual’s internal need that 
guides subsequent behavior.52 In the context of this research, 
motivation represents how users connect their information 
needs to the use of a specific service, whether SQA or VRS. 
Users can be motivated to either use the service or not use 
the service based on a series of intervening factors. 

For VRS, the main factors affecting users’ motivations to 
use or not use the service were quality (n = 39), satisfaction 
(n = 26), and variety of services (n = 25). For quality, users 
indicated that VRS services gave them information that was 
of good (n = 8) to high (n = 5) quality. As VS41 stated: “I 
normally use [VRS] for research projects. I’m very satisfied 
with the service, it’s high quality. I like the instant messaging 
feature they have.” However, as indicated in this response, 
users’ motivations to use VRS for high-quality information 
depend on the type of question (n = 4), with users seeking 

out VRS to answer more complicated questions that rely 
on subject expertise (n = 4). However, users reported that 
sometimes the VRS librarian may lack subject expertise or 
contextual knowledge, which negatively affects the quality 
of the reference service: “You have to put a question in, and 
they are supposed to give you a librarian close to you, but 
sometimes they don’t understand what you are asking, and I 
think that’s poor quality” (VS55). As indicated by user VS55, 
the VRS platform may deliver a librarian not geographically 
co-located with the user, which may impede the librarian’s 
expertise related to collection-specific questions. 

After quality, the second factor most frequently men-
tioned by VRS users affecting their motivations for use was 
satisfaction (n = 26). Satisfaction is comprised of two ele-
ments—material satisfaction with an information system’s 
performance and emotional satisfaction, which hinges on 
a user’s expectations, goals, and specific tasks to perform 
(Bruce, 1998). The majority of users ranged from being 
satisfied (n = 5) to very satisfied (n = 7) with VRS services. 
Factors contributing to satisfaction were both material and 
emotional. One factor contributing to these high levels was 
a system-level (material) feature of instant messaging. Of 
the few users who indicated dissatisfaction with VRS (n = 
2), one reason reported by user VS52 related to emotional 
satisfaction: “I wasn’t satisfied with the hours the librarians 
are available. I wish it were 24 hours.” In this example, VS52 
had expectations of 24-hour availability for VRS that were 
not met by the service. 

On almost equal footing with satisfaction, variety of 
services (n = 25) was the crucial third factor that impacted 
user-reported motivations for VRS use. This factor denotes 
the level of flexibility for VRS in providing services relevant 
to a variety of information seeking contexts. As user VS42 
reports: “I use [VRS] when I was taking sociology, psychol-
ogy, accounting, online classes; they were very useful espe-
cially when it came to finding resources for term papers or 
just writing a paper in general.” For this user, VRS was suc-
cessful in addressing a variety of academic subjects. Other 
contexts VRS discussed as reported by users were: a variety 
of services including help finding resources (n = 11) and with 
user accounts (n = 1), and answering nonacademic ques-
tions including personal (n = 1) and marketing/advertising 
(n = 1) ones.

Other factors mentioned by users as motivations for VRS 
use were: ease of use (n = 14), convenience (n = 6), as a sec-
ondary option after a failed web search (n = 6), accessibility 
(n = 4), and to facilitate “one on one” communication (n = 
3). In some instances, users reported a lack of awareness of 
VRS (n = 4). One user noted that VRS was a good concept 
in theory, but not in practice: “I’ve already Googled it and 
can’t understand it, so I need someone to explain it to me 
in a different way. It’s good, but it didn’t help very much. I 
think it’s a good concept; however, they show you the page 
you need, but they don’t really explain it that much” (VS45). 

For SQA, the main factors influencing user motivations 
were quality (n = 25), satisfaction (n = 14), and information 
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relevant to a specific subject (n = 10). The first two factors, 
quality and satisfaction, parallel those mentioned by VRS 
users. Where they differ is that SQA users report receiv-
ing answers of more variable quality (n = 10) than a good 
quality (n = 5). Further, users find information from SQA 
to be lacking in reliability (n = 5) and credibility (n = 5). 
One reason why individuals still may be motivated to use 
SQA despite this variable to low quality of answers is that 
when they do receive high-quality answers, they come from 
a subject expert: “someone responding has expertise that is 
relevant to what you are asking” (VS42). Subject expertise is 
also reported as a motivation influencing satisfaction with 
the service (n = 3). Other factors impacting satisfaction with 
SQA are easy to access and use (n = 6), timeliness (n = 2), 
a variety of opinions and experiences (n = 2), and detailed 
information (n = 1).

Another factor impacting users’ motivations for using 
SQA was that this service provided information relevant to 
a specific subject (n = 10). Users appeared to value SQA for 
its ability to connect them with information about specific, 
sometimes esoteric topic areas: “I build a lot of model air-
planes and Yahoo Answers! are good for specific questions 
like what the tarmac was in WWII that are hard to find by 
just searching” (VS3). Another user VS31 indicates using 
SQA to address: “a specific question that other information 
sources may not specifically address” (VS31). 

A final key difference between reported motivations for 
SQA use as compared to VRS is that the former has more 
affective elements, including facilitating human interaction 
(n = 7), the elicitation of personal feedback (n = 5), altruism 
(n = 3), and in one case, having fun (n = 1). These affective 
elements were mirrored in users who reported their moti-
vations for using SQA to answer questions, citing altruism 
(n = 9) and belongingness (n = 5) as critical factors. As user 
VS57 recounts the decision to answer a question on SQA: “I 
just thought, ‘This is so awful! This poor girl!’ and I thought 
just maybe she’d listen to my answer reassuring her.” Other 
elements motivating users to answer others’ questions had to 
do with their perceived subject expertise (n = 5), serendip-
ity in stumbling onto a question they knew how to answer 
(n = 4), and the gamification elements of the service (n = 3). 

SOURCES CONSULTED

Both VRS and SQA users were asked what sources they 
would consult when looking for information outside of their 
area of expertise. The top sources named were social search 
(n = 19) and Google (n = 17). Social search entails online 
information seeking in which an individual consults social 
resources such as friends, subject experts, or unknown peo-
ple online. Interpersonal sources identified included peers 
(n = 7), professors/teachers (n = 4), experts (n = 4), librarians 
(n = 3), and colleagues (n = 1). 

When in a situation where users felt the need to contact 
subject experts, their choice of the communication medium 

to do so varied based on their relationship with the expert 
(n = 10), followed by what would give them the most high-
quality information (n = 3). Whom users identified as sub-
ject experts hinged on their personal networks (n = 12) and 
confidence that the expert would know the answer (n = 11). 
In some cases, knowing that the expert would be able to find 
the answer (n = 5), trusting their answer (n = 5), and would 
be able to understand the user’s query (n = 6) was enough 
for the user to frame that person as an expert.

Following social search was Google, which seemed to 
be the next relevant option if a trusted interpersonal source 
was not available: “I guess usually Google unless I specifi-
cally know a person that I think that person would know 
the answer” (VS57). Many users mentioned either using or 
thinking about using VRS (n = 39). Making a move from 
thinking about VRS to actually using it appears to depend 
on the information need (n = 9): “I’ll use ask-a-librarian if it’s 
the night before my project and the library’s closed. When 
my other options fail, basically” (VS45). Most often, users 
reported using VRS if their information need was educa-
tional or research-based (n = 6). 

Although a higher number of users reported at least 
considering VRS when having a question outside of their 
expertise area, and also designated the high levels of quality 
and satisfaction found within VRS as motivating their use, 
overall, as reported in the Demographics section, there were 
more regular users of SQA than VRS. One reason for this 
discrepancy may be explained by the fact that many users 
did report using Google and other search engines as an infor-
mation source; another may be that it is challenging to iden-
tify VRS users because of privacy restrictions implemented 
by VRS providers and librarians. Through these searches, 
VRS users often indicated (n = 17) being pushed to SQA 
sites indirectly. According to user VS35: “I basically looked 
up the question on Google, and the first thing that usually 
comes up is Yahoo! Answers, for my types of questions at 
least.” Even when users reported directly visiting SQA sites 
for information (n = 9), the majority (n = 6) searched these 
sites for prior questions and answers relevant to theirs: “I 
went to Yahoo! and I typed in the main words of my ques-
tion, and it’s usually the second or third thing to pop up and 
clicked that” (V18). 

EVALUATION OF SERVICE

Users were asked to evaluate VRS and SQA. For VRS, users 
mentioned a variety of factors they identified as necessary for 
evaluation. These factors were accessibility (n = 7), rapidity 
of information delivery (n = 6), reliability (n = 5), personal 
connection with a subject expert (n = 5), variety of sources 
(n = 3), knowledge and expertise of the librarian (n = 3), 
additional assistance (n = 2), and the simple fact that the ser-
vice is “easier” (n = 1). When compared to a few key factors 
motivating VRS use (quality, satisfaction, variety of services), 
the more diverse factors impacting users’ evaluation of VRS 
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suggests that there may be a communications gap between 
what VRS can deliver for users versus users’ perceptions of 
the service. 

For SQA, users evaluated the service based on its deliv-
ery of varied opinions (n = 13); trustworthiness (n = 9), with 
users split on whether to trust (n = 5) or not trust (n = 4) 
results; its relational characteristics (n = 9); and the similar-
ity of SQA content to users’ information needs. These results 
parallel users’ identified motivations for SQA use related to 
its affective components. Users’ identification of the variable 
quality and satisfaction of SQA as affecting their motivation 
to use the service appears to translate into whether they 
consider the service to be trustworthy. Underlying the vari-
ability of trustworthiness is the perceived absence of tradi-
tional subject experts: “It’s serious but not something you 
can reference because it’s a free service and not recognized 
by anything except Yahoo!” (VS19). Finding information rel-
evant to the users’ information needs may parallel how users 
often access SQA services either indirectly or directly, but 
without asking a question and instead by searching archived 
content. For instance, user VS24 notes that they often assess 
relevancy by looking through archived SQA content and 
“see[ing] other answers that are similar to what I’m looking 
for” (VS24). Perhaps not surprisingly, SQA users report using 
information from these services to inform further searching 
(n = 24) more often than for direct decision-making (n = 16). 
This use is likely influenced by their variable trust in the 
information received. 

For VRS, the CIT was used to elicit past experiences of 
successful and unsuccessful interactions utilizing this ser-
vice. VRS users who had successful experiences noted they 
were for search help (n = 11), ranging from basic (n = 8) to 
advanced (n = 3), and to find articles (n = 5). Several other 
experiences noted by participants tended to coalesce under 
a broader umbrella of library-specific reference services, 
such as help with formatting (n = 1) or locating a book (n = 
2). Less often mentioned were successful experiences that 
hinged on librarian subject expertise (n = 2) or credibility 
(n = 1). Reasons identified by users as contributing to a suc-
cessful experience include fast delivery of the needed infor-
mation (n = 6), provision of good answers (n = 6), and the 
ability to deliver the information (n = 4). Other reasons less 
mentioned also clustered around elements of service excel-
lence, such as providing help until the user learned (n = 2) 
and providing enough information so that the user did not 
have to follow up (n = 2). 

While many respondents did not have any unsuccessful 
VRS interactions to speak of (n = 10), those that did identify 
experiences with accessing library resources (n = 3), search-
ing the library website (n = 1), formatting (n = 1), and ask-
ing an IT-related question (n = 1). Some of the reasons these 
interactions were considered unsuccessful had to do with 
the irrelevance of the answer to the user’s initial question (n 
= 6), wait time (n = 3) and time pressure (n = 3), issues with 
systems (n = 2) or lacking collections (n = 1) interpersonal 
dynamics, such as the librarian being dismissive (n = 1) or 

blaming the user for the failed search (n = 1), and the librar-
ian’s lack of subject expertise (n = 1). 

As subject expertise did not appear to be a significant 
factor addressed by users when evaluating VRS, it also var-
ied in level of importance when users were asked about it 
directly. Specifically, half of the users (n = 10) said it was very 
important that a VRS librarian had subject expertise, while 
the other half was divided between subject expertise being 
fairly important (n = 6) to not important at all (n = 4). In fact, 
user VS42 “didn’t know that librarians specialized in subject 
areas,” and said that what’s most important is high-quality 
service. The librarian must be able to “direct me where to go” 
(VS42). This perspective is also reflected in users reporting 
that they have never asked for a subject specialist (n = 8) ver-
sus asking for a subject specialist (n = 4). Reasons for wanting 
to speak to a subject specialist varied. Some wanted a subject 
specialist all the time (n = 3), but most others wanted a spe-
cialist for specific situations, such as when they have limited 
knowledge or expertise (n = 2), for a high stakes situation 
(n = 1), or to clarify their question (n = 1). Connecting these 
findings to the CIT questions about successful and unsuc-
cessful VRS services, it appears that most users tend to evalu-
ate VRS based on service quality more often than subject 
expertise, and therefore, do not prioritize the latter in their 
evaluations. When users were asked about how they would 
evaluate a librarian with subject expertise, they addressed 
factors like the ability to address the information need (n = 
13) and trust (n = 11) as important to consider. User VS44 
notes the unique need for subject expertise in the following 
quote: “Usually the general public don’t have too specific of 
questions, but if you’re working with a special institution, 
I would want someone who has knowledge of the topic I’m 
looking for because it usually means they have more experi-
ence looking for the answers” (VS44).

MAGIC WAND

Participants were asked a magic wand question, which asked 
them to describe the perfect site for all of their information-
seeking needs. Their replies were divided by answerer 
expertise, site interface and display, communication between 
askers and answerers, cost, and reward and recognition for 
answerers. The majority of users stated they wanted experts 
to address their questions. As user VS65 says: “I would prob-
ably want someone who has some sort of expertise in that 
subject, not just some random guy who thinks he’s right.” 
Most users preferred that this expertise comes from formal 
education (n = 20); however, a subset (n = 10) believed that 
people “who have definite real-world experience” (VS31) 
could be considered experts, even if this expertise did not 
come from formal training.

When discussing the site interface and display, users 
often compared their proposed site to existing ones (n = 
22), such as Google (n = 8). Desired site features included 
information organized into facets, or categories (n = 13) and 
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a search bar (n = 8). Less prevalent, but also discussed were 
display features, such as the presence of colors that “appeal 
to people’s eyesight” (VS62) and the use of avatars (n = 2).

Decisions over how users would communicate were 
divided among asynchronous (n = 5) and synchronous—
with named synchronous options including Skype (n = 3) 
and IM/chat (n = 2). Users reported the need for commu-
nications to be convenient (n = 10), facilitated by the site 
design: “It’d be very, very user-friendly and simple to work 
with . . .” (VS68).

Users were less concerned with cost and rewards and rec-
ognition for answerers. For cost, users were split between a 
free system (n = 3) or having a paid (n = 2) or tiered plan (n = 
1). Two users mentioned that the site should have a reward or 
recognition mechanism similar to the gamification elements 
included on many SQA sites: “People post their questions on 
there, and they get points for it or rewards if you post the 
answer” (VS29).

DISCUSSION

Based on these findings, what can VRS and SQA learn from 
each other concerning user motivations, expectations, and 
use of these services? Informed by participant accounts, VRS 
functions well in addressing a variety of information needs 
within academic and institutional information-seeking situ-
ations. Participants reported high levels of both quality and 
satisfaction with the service. These findings echo those from 
other research studies, which position VRS as addressing 
fact-based, often in-depth questions that require subject 
expertise and prioritizing the process behind delivering 
these answers.53

Despite a high number of users reporting at least consid-
ering using VRS, few actually said they used the service, but 
were only thinking about using it. What these findings seem 
to suggest is that a gap exists between what users expect 
from a VRS, when they are motivated to use it, and how they 
actually use it. While users understand the strengths of VRS 
in theory, in practice VRS simply is not the first resource that 
comes to mind when addressing their information needs. 
This finding parallels Zhang and Deng’s finding that the 
majority of surveyed online Q&A users were not aware of 
VRS. Even those who were aware identified barriers to use 
of VRS, namely unfamiliarity with the service and the per-
ceived difficulties of using VRS.54

Further, those who did use VRS reported not asking for 
librarians with the necessary subject expertise despite stat-
ing that they prioritized expertise when answering the magic 
wand question. This finding highlights the importance of 
VRS librarians fostering a “culture of willingness” to col-
laborate with other subject specialists both outside of and 
within their subject areas to ensure high-quality, exhaustive 
answers rather than presuming that the user will necessarily 
ask for a subject expert.55 Further, since users prioritize ser-
vice quality over expertise, it is essential that VRS training 

continues to focus on customer service skills.56 
One reason why this gap between user consideration of 

VRS versus their actual use of the service may exist is that 
VRS does not align with how users typically look for infor-
mation. Confirming findings from past research, users over-
whelmingly identified Google as their first resource when 
seeking any kind of information.57 Often, Google would indi-
rectly lead them to SQA sites. SQA research has responded 
to this and similar findings by investigating methods to best 
match a user’s question with archived SQA content.58 VRS, 
on the other hand, does not have similar archived question-
answer pairs, meaning that users are less likely to stumble 
upon these services when engaged in typical information 
seeking situations. Based on this finding, it is perhaps not 
surprising that when individuals were asked what their ideal 
site to fulfill their information-seeking needs would look 
like, they said that the site would have similar aesthetics to 
those that they frequently pursue, including Google. 

VRS also lacks some of the affective elements that users 
reported valuing when information seeking. Users reported 
consulting known interpersonal sources for information, 
deciding on the communication medium based on their 
relationship with the source. This observation reflects the 
importance of a person’s social network to their informa-
tion seeking behaviors.59 Further, a stated motivation for 
the use of SQA services was for its affective elements, such 
as a resource for advice or entertainment, or to demonstrate 
altruism when answering others’ questions, confirming 
previous research findings.60 These elements are missing in 
VRS interactions, mainly when the librarian is unknown to 
the user.

Users indicated that despite its named advantages, SQA 
had significant disadvantages. The results are of variable 
quality and satisfaction; users also report that trustworthi-
ness is not a significant factor in their decision to use SQA. 
Perhaps, as a result, users said that they employed informa-
tion from SQA to inform future searches more often than to 
make direct decisions. 

Based on the connections made between VRS and SQA 
and informed by prior research,61 the research team can 
make several design recommendations for VRS services. 
These recommendations are:

 z Archive VRS transcripts for Search Engine Optimi-
zation (SEO). If people are using Google to look for 
information and getting an SQA site as their first hit 
because it uses natural language, perhaps more library 
websites should publicly list and archive their questions 
and answers so that they may also be retrieved by search 
engines.

 z Emphasize subject experts in service delivery. In prior 
research asking academic librarians to compare SQA to 
VRS, Shah and Kitzie found that librarians would limit 
referrals of subject experts due to perceived time con-
straints.62 However, as indicated by this research, users 
envision timeliness and convenience as two separate 
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factors. Users are willing to wait if this wait signifies 
delivery of a relevant answer that they may not have been 
able to glean from a search engine or SQA site. Therefore, 
VRS librarians should collaborate via consortia to con-
nect individuals with subject experts at the beginning of 
the reference interview; further, librarians need to revise 
their VRS scripts and site design to make the user aware 
that this option is available. For instance, users could 
have access to a drop-down menu to select a librarian 
with related subject expertise when asking a question. 
Or VRS could push to users pop-up chats at times of 
need, such as when a user’s search retrieves no results 
from a library website search or when a user spends a 
certain number of seconds on the library website with 
no activity.

 z Importance of VRS interface and display design. As 
indicated by user responses for the magic wand ques-
tion, aesthetics are important. In fact, aesthetics may 
be more important than mode of communication—as 
users seemed to prefer asynchronous over synchronous 
resources. Therefore, when designing VRS resources, 
librarians must think beyond emulating a chat window 
to creating other asynchronous resources, such as a Q&A 
archive, which looks like sites and tools users are already 
familiar with.

 z Integrate VRS and SQA. Some aspects of SQA, particu-
larly its provision of varied opinions and its relational 
elements, may not be able to be replicated entirely in 
VRS. But VRS can include options for more information 
on a specific subject from a variety of sources, as well as 
push to SQA sites when questions may require affective 
factors beyond what a librarian could reasonably provide. 
VRS services can also offer additional resources beyond 
Q&A services, such as online support groups. In an 
academic context, for example, VRS could offer a sup-
port group for first-year undergraduates, individuals as 
divided by academic disciplines, and graduate students. 
Further, VRS should work with SQA so that the latter 
would push requests that require high-quality, trustwor-
thy information to a librarian.

CONCLUSION

Informed by fifty-one in-depth user interviews, this study 
investigated the motivations, expectations, assessment, and 
use of online Q&A services. Online Q&A services are a 
fruitful context for investigation given the continuing rise 
of people’s social search in digital environments. It is one of 
the few studies to make a direct comparison between VRS 
and SQA services. Making this comparison is vital since 
prior research has indicated that both services are not in 
competition, but instead are complementary.

This study is not without limitations, offering a snapshot 
of user perceptions during the study’s data collection period. 
The telephone interview medium limited the contextual 

richness of interviews since the team missed additional FtF 
information like facial expressions. Further, the sample was 
nonrandom, meaning that the results are not generalizable 
to all VRS or SQA users. Additionally, it is likely to have 
had an underrepresentation of VRS users due to the privacy 
restrictions of libraries in protecting user identity. Despite 
these limitations, these findings deepen our understanding 
of an exploratory, qualitative issue that requires additional 
research to test our emergent codebook further.

Research findings suggest that online Q&A users do not 
necessarily take advantage of the observed complementarity 
between SQA and VRS. Instead, most users reported using 
SQA services even when they did not adequately meet their 
expectations for quality and satisfaction. A key reason for 
this heightened use of SQA services as compared to VRS 
can be attributed to the integration of SQA into the way 
most users reported seeking information. Search engines 
like Google, as well as social search sites based on users’ 
networks often connected them to SQA sites indirectly. In 
this way users sometimes satisficed by using SQA services 
when requiring subject expertise but sacrificing the desired 
quality and satisfaction in doing so.63 This finding suggests 
that there are other contextual factors at play beyond a user 
being aware of the information need and the sources avail-
able to meet this need. Instead, our findings suggest the need 
for VRS to change how they are presented and increase their 
integration with other digital sources to better match how 
individuals commonly look for information online. This 
change is critically important now, given the impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath on library reference 
services. Individuals have had to face the complete absence 
of FtF services and the necessity of relying more fully on 
our virtual presence. Virtual services in the ideal strive to be 
reassuring, enduring, and effective. This research pushes us 
to be more collaborative, open, and available. 
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