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The merger of an academic library with 
the main branch of a large city’s public 
library in 2003 required a new method 
for determining customer–patron trans-
actions. The Warner model, previously 
reported in RUSQ in 2001, was adopted 
and used to investigate the possibilities 
for developing tiered reference, adjusting 
staffing levels, and improving service in a 
merged reference unit. The adopted model 
is recommended to other libraries that 
want to develop effective tools for analyz-
ing reference services.

t he new Dr. Martin Luther 
King Jr. (MLK) Library, which 
opened in August 2003, was 
a collaborative project of the 

City of San Jose and San Jose State 
University (SJSU). Two libraries, the 
University Library of SJSU and the MLK 
Library—the main branch of the San 
Jose Public Library (SJPL) system—
merged to create a new entity. The six-
year planning process has been docu-
mented on the library’s website and 
in a number of articles, covering the 
vision of one reference department, the 
principle of “economies of scale” as they 
apply to merged units, and creating a 
collaborative library from two differ-
ent institutions.1 In a broader context, 
other articles discuss the library as an 
example in the general discussion of 

the library as place and consider the 
implications of how different work and 
service cultures are brought together in 
a new institution.2

There are merged and unmerged 
units in the new library. The four 
merged units in the new library are Ac-
cess Services (including Circulation), 
Information Technology, Technical Ser-
vices, and Reference. Data is gathered 
in the same way by all public service 
points, including those that remained 
unmerged: the public library’s Youth 
Services, General Collections, and the 
California Room and the SJSU Special 
Collections unit.

A key element of the planning pro-
cess dealt with the kind of statistics to 
be collected to evaluate the library. A 
comprehensive program of data collec-
tion commenced with the opening of 
the MLK Library in September 2003. 
The plan involved a number of library 
services and units, including circula-
tion, collections, computer and study 
room booking, database usage, dona-
tions, financial reports, gate counts, in-
terlibrary services, library services and 
instruction, website usage, and focus 
group reports. A consultant, Thomas 
Childers, was engaged in 2003 to un-
dertake a user and cost analysis aimed 
at developing benchmarks and to ad-
minister two surveys over four years, 
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one on library facilities and one on library services. 
A four-person assessment team under the direction 
of Jo Bell Whitlatch, associate dean of the Univer-
sity Library of SJSU, undertook the evaluation of 
service delivery, initiated or coordinated a number 
of service metric studies, and began a workload 
activity study in 2004. Only results from the as-
sessment of reference and instructional services 
have been published to date.3

LitErAturE rEviEw
Many articles report the evaluation of reference 
services through studies of patron satisfaction, 
patron queuing, reference accuracy, information-
seeking behavior, and patron perceptions of refer-
ence service.4 Methods ranging from observation, 
unobtrusive testing, time considerations, transac-
tion logs, survey cards, and forms have been used 
to investigate reference interactions and staffing.5 
During the planning phase for the MLK Library, 
the SJSU and SJPL administrations and the Refer-
ence and User Services planning committee sup-
ported finding a method for evaluating service 
point activity to facilitate planning, determine lev-
els of business, promote tiered reference models, 
and address staffing needs.6

Whitlatch uses state of the art reference ques-
tion classification to analyze reference service de-
spite the method’s limitations and the need for its 
categories to be mutually exclusive.7 A later survey 
of methods and forms conducted under the aus-
pices of the Association of Research Libraries sug-
gested that libraries could not agree on methods, 
models, frequency, or forms; however, the most 
important data elements were identified as date, 
type of question, time of day, and location in which 
the question was asked.8

Prior to the library merger, both the university 
and city libraries had been gathering the statistics 
required for the SJPL and the California State 
University systems. For the university library this 
meant sampling the number of reference transac-
tions only one week out of each semester (in Oc-
tober and March). Initially, every question asked 
by a patron was simply noted by a slash. Later, 
academic reference staff and librarians moved to 
using the letter R for reference questions and the 
letter D for directional questions. Ciucki’s survey of 
libraries (fifty-seven academic and thirty-two pub-
lic) on the types of data collected found that while 
academic libraries kept records by type of ques-
tion, public libraries gathered written responses.9 
The task for the combined library was to identify 
a method acceptable to both institutions.

The question assessment method selected for 
the MLK Library needed the capacity to sup-

port the joint tiered reference service, which was 
planned to use support staff and student assistants 
working in partnership with librarians. Courtois’s 
descriptive survey on the use of nonprofessionals 
in academic libraries is relevant here. Courtois 
found that 51 percent of responding libraries were 
using nonprofessionals more, identified four cat-
egories of reference queries, and ascertained that 
37 percent limited nonprofessionals to answering 
questions in the first two categories (directional 
and instructional). The 63 percent of libraries that 
indicated that nonprofessionals answered ques-
tions in all categories also reported that nonprofes-
sionals worked alone during evenings, weekends, 
and early mornings, when “there is little attempt to 
formally define the types of questions they should 
or should not answer.”10

Murfin and Bunge also studied the use of 
paraprofessionals in academic libraries using the 
Wisconsin–Ohio Reference Evaluation Program, 
which employs a two-part form completed by 
librarians and patrons. Their results show that 20 
percent of libraries used paraprofessionals effec-
tively but that 80 percent of libraries found that 
their use may lower patron success and satisfac-
tion. Effectiveness can be improved when parapro-
fessionals are encouraged to consult others and are 
freed from time pressures.11

thE wArNEr ModEL
In the context of the MLK Library, Debra Warner’s 
new method for classifying reference questions 
looked like a promising option. Based on the expe-
rience of librarians at the East Carolina University 
Health Sciences Library, Warner’s schema catego-
rized patron reference questions into four levels of 
increasing complexity, each level designating the 
kind of activities necessary to answer the question. 
The four levels were Level I (non-resource based), 
Level II (skill-based), Level III (strategy-based), 
and Level IV (consultation). For each level of 
question, a definition and series of questions was 
provided to help reference librarians and parapro-
fessionals recognize the level to which a particular 
question belonged.12

The Warner model showed the greatest prom-
ise for collecting useful data that could be used in 
the assignment of the appropriate mix of librarians 
and staff to in-person, telephone, e-mail, and live 
online reference services. Our article reports on 
the application of the Warner model in the MLK 
Library Reference unit and how activity count re-
sults were used to adjust staffing levels, change the 
service point configuration, and improve the tiered 
reference model. The Warner model was adopted 
as the most potentially useful method to count in 
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a more sophisticated way all the questions asked 
in the building.

rEfErENCE SErviCES
The impetus behind the merger of reference in-
cludes both a desire to achieve staff economies 
and a commitment to strengthen the mission to 
provide opportunities for lifelong learning. Plan-
ning for the merger of SJSU’s and the SJPL’s separate 
reference departments began in fall 2002 with the 
creation of planning teams charged with develop-
ing policies and procedures in specific function 
or service areas, including assessment, reference 
collection development, electronic resources, e-
mail reference, information literacy, reference, 
information desk, telephone reference, training, 
and virtual reference. These cross-organizational 
teams also served as a means for the public and 
academic staffs to begin working together through 
a shared discussion list, a “library buddies” pro-
gram, and team-oriented meetings. Conforming to 
the dictates of the Memorandum of Understand-
ing between the SJPL and the University Library 
of SJSU, staffing of the reference desk was to be 
achieved through an equal division of staff hours.13 
This was interpreted to mean that usually one aca-
demic and one public librarian would work at the 
desk together in a “seamless” way. 

The idea of “seamless” service was that SJSU 
students or public customers would receive high-
quality reference assistance regardless of the affili-
ation (academic or public) of the person assisting 
them. Patrons who needed more help than the 
desk staff could provide would be referred to a 
subject specialist. Formal staff training and in-
formal and collegial consultation and mentoring 
increased the skill levels of all librarians. Generally 
speaking, the merged units in the new library (e.g., 
Circulation and Reference) work together with as 
little staff differentiation as possible in the delivery 
of customer service. 

Upon opening in 2003, the reference desk was 
located at the north end of the second floor, a gen-
eral information desk was on the first floor, and 
the SJPL’s general collection desk was on the third 
floor. The reference desk was configured to provide 
four workstations serving walk-in patrons. Distance 
services—telephone reference, e-mail, live online 
reference—were provided by librarians working in 
a separate room called the Reference Connection.

dAtA CoLLECtioN
Data collection at the MLK Library began in Sep-
tember 2003, one month after the library opened. 
Each service point within the library collected 

data during survey weeks using the Service Point 
Activity Count forms (see appendix). The two 
forms, one for in-person and one for remote (e.g., 
telephone and e-mail), were used at all six public 
service points in the nine-floor facility: the infor-
mation desk and the circulation desk (first floor), 
the reference desk (second floor), the general col-
lections desk (third floor), the periodicals desk 
(fourth floor), and the Cultural Heritage Center 
desk (fifth floor). For one week in each month, 
hourly data was gathered. During the initial year 
of operation from September 2003 through June 
2004, only the Reference unit distinguished the 
levels of questions as Levels I–IV. 

Beginning in July 2004, all public service 
points began to categorize and record questions 
using the Warner model. The 45 percent varia-
tion in the classification of questions noted by 
Kesselman and Watstein prompted MLK Library 
planners to add sample questions and definitions 
on the survey forms.14 Data thus collected could 
be used to increase service efficiency and to inform 
decisions on staffing of service desks. The remain-
der of this article deals specifically with the data 
collected within the Reference unit and what it 
indicates about the ability to fulfill patron needs.

rESuLtS
Analysis of data for the Reference unit falls into 
four sections: initial period (September 2003 to 
February 2005), combined telephone and refer-
ence (March to September 2005), in-service (June 
2005), and the post–in-service experience (Octo-
ber 2005 to May 2006), as reflected in tables 1–5 
and figures 1–3. These four sections reflect MLK 
Library’s attempt to analyze operations, more effi-
ciently allocate librarians and staff, apply the War-
ner model to a different type of library, and begin 
to address the needs of new technologies. 

Initial Period: September 2003 to 
February 2005
Table 1 shows the initial use of the Warner model 
in identifying Level I–IV questions received at the 
reference desk and in the Reference Connection 
room.

The data reflect both in-person and telephone 
questions answered by librarians, support staff, 
and student assistants. During this period, 100 
percent of telephone reference questions were 
answered by librarians in the Reference Connec-
tion room.

The results demonstrate that the percentage of 
Level I–II questions versus Level III–IV questions 
handled were consistent with the 80 percent–20 
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percent pattern established by Warner. Baseline 
use figures for both semesters and break periods 
were established for the total number of questions 
received. While the total number of reference 
questions has remained high, more Level III–IV 
questions were addressed during the fall and 
spring semesters than during winter or summer 
breaks (e.g., January, June, July, and August).

Because of the library’s goal to implement 
tiered reference, one area of special interest was 
the number of lower-level questions answered by 
librarians rather than support staff or student as-
sistants. With this percentage consistently near or 
over 60 percent and sometimes nearing 80 per-
cent, the survey data was examined more closely 
for periods of low question volume, particularly 
for telephone reference that was handled by li-
brarians in the Reference Connection room. It was 
felt that, with librarians answering 100 percent of 
the telephone reference questions, the number of 

lower-level telephone questions could be easily 
reassigned to support staff.

Combined Telephone and Reference: 
March to September 2005
As a result of the examination of the data, the sepa-
rately scheduled telephone reference service was 
moved out to the reference desk from 9–10 a.m. 
(Monday–Friday) and from 5–9 p.m. (Monday–
Thursday). In this new service model, support 
staff and student assistants answered the telephone 
first, fielding Level I–II questions, and referring 
Level III–IV questions to librarians at the desk.

The data reflecting the combination of tele-
phone reference with in-person reference during 
limited hours can be seen in table 2. While the 
percentage remained fairly constant for Level I–II 
questions, the percentage answered by librarians 
dropped below 60 percent, and the usage of li-

Table 1. Reference Desk Questions, September 2003–February 2005

Month

total  
reference  
Questions

Nonresource-
Based/tier 1

Skill-Based/
tier2 % tier 1 + 2

% tier 1 + 2 
Answered by 

Librarians

September 2003 3484 1862 1284 90 63

October 2003 3192 1381 1118 78 61

November 2003 2974 1347 912 76 59

December 2003 2526 1204 815 80 62

January 2004 1974 932 646 80 69

February 2004 2935 1461 943 82 62

March 2004 2927 1202 1026 76 61

April 2004 2642 1058 877 73 60

May 2004 2770 1130 922 74 63

June 2004 1683 702 590 77 78

July 2004 2021 829 786 80 71

August 2004 1429 567 498 75 66

September 2004 2798 1187 943 76 60

October 2004 2271 916 669 70 54

November 2004 2445 900 837 71 58

December 2004 2198 859 691 71 61

January 2005 1686 660 640 77 69

February 2005 2485 1091 851 78 59
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brarian time at the reference desk was reduced by 
20 percent. The change in telephone service also 
reduced the percentage of telephone questions 
answered by librarians from the 100 percent ex-
perienced before March 2005 to an average of 86 
percent. A small function and staffing change had 
a greater effect than expected.

In-service: June 2005
The SJPL has had a tradition of holding in-service 
events for training and other purposes. In June 
2005, the entire Reference unit devoted its in-
service to the evaluation of tiered reference ser-
vice. Librarians and support staff from the public 
library’s General Collections unit joined the librar-
ians and staff of the Reference unit to share their 
collective experience with the data-gathering pro-
cess. To ensure that everyone understood the War-
ner model, definitions and examples of Level I–IV 
questions were reviewed. The forty-five librarians, 
support staff, pages, and student assistants in at-
tendance were asked to assign fifty-five questions 
(e.g., “My laptop doesn’t connect,” “I need a video 
on exporting. How do I find one?” “Can I reserve 
a room for my group’s meeting next week?” and 
“I need some information on the German court 
system”) to Level I, II, III, or IV on the basis of 
examples used on the Individual Activity Count 
form. Small breakout groups discussed the coding 
and reported their results to the larger group, with 
an overall agreement rate of 69 percent.

Table 3 shows the nine questions that gener-
ated the most confusion. Seven of the questions 
reflected the difficulties encountered in identifying 
Level II–III questions. An analysis of the results 
found that some librarians and staff had coded 

questions on the basis of their personal knowledge 
of the subject or the answer rather than on the 
level of the question. This result is similar to results 
found by Kesselman in which personnel used their 
own definitions when tallying reference questions 
by category.15 Based on the in-service experience, 
the examples for the Level I–II questions were 
modified for subsequent survey periods (see table 
4) in hopes of avoiding future confusion about 
categorizing questions. The revised form was dis-
tributed to all library units that participated in the 
survey week each month.

Post–In-Service Period: October 2005 
to May 2006
Because of the data reported in tables 1 and 2 and 
the in-service experience (tables 3 and 4), the Ref-
erence unit decided to pursue four goals: better tri-
age of questions, ability to handle more telephone 
calls, use of librarian time for more complicated 
questions, and the potential for staff adjustments. 
To accomplish these goals, the telephone reference 
service was fully combined with the in-person ref-
erence service in October 2005. 

In October 2005, reference desk staffing con-
sisted of two librarians and a support staff person 
or student assistant. The support staff or student 
assistant welcomed new patrons, answered their 
simple directional, technical, or catalog-search 
questions, and directed those with complicated 
questions to librarians. A modest redesign of the 
reference desk was done to facilitate the triage of 
telephone questions. A wall of paneling was added 
to a section of the reference desk to discourage 
in-person questions at that location. The librar-
ians scheduled for telephone reference moved 

Table 2. In-person and Limited Telephone Service at Reference Desk, March 2005–September 2005

Month

total  
reference 
Questions

Nonresource-
Based/tier 1

Skill-Based/
tier2 % tier 1 + 2

% tier 1 + 2 
Answered by 

Librarians

March 2570 1073 867 75 48

April 2174 878 784 76 54

May 2001 678 668 67 53

June 1197 497 397 75 55

July 1364 541 509 77 57

August 1140 468 462 82 57

September 2374 992 852 78 50
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Table 4. Level I and II Question Category Examples

Examples used Before June 2005 Examples used After 
June 2005

 Level 1 Questions Where are the copy machines? Where are the copy machines?

 How late are you open on Friday? How late are you open on Friday?

 Do you have today’s newspaper? Where is the California Room?

Level 2 Questions How do I download to a floppy? How do I add money to my Tower Card?

How can I access your database over the 
Internet from home?

How do I print my resume?

Where do I find this call number? Do you have any books by this author?

How do I print from Netscape? How can I access the databases from 
home?

How can I find a video in your catalog? How can I find a DVD in your catalog?

Table 3. In-Service Question Problems

Question
Number

Problem Question % identified as 
Level 2

% identified as 
Level 3

1 How do I access journal articles in Expanded 
Academic Index?

68 24

17 I am trying to locate Japanese Marauding in Medi-
eval Korea. Unpublished PhD Thesis, University 
of California, Berkeley, 1967. It is in your library 
system, but under status as “missing.” What are 
my chances of locating this?

44 47

21 I need a video on exporting. How do I find one? 55 33

43 Where can I get a list of businesses in San Jose? 22 49

49 I need the GDP for several countries from 1990 
to the present.

15 55

52 I need books on Mexican folklore. 42 33

54 How do I cite these in MLA style? 49 29

Question
Number

Problem Question % identified as 
Level 3

% identified as 
Level 4

5 I have an American Studies class, “American 
Dream,” this semester. I am writing a term paper 
on the business, residential, and political history, 
including interviews with residents, politicians, 
and business owners in my Fremont neighbor-
hood of “Little Kabul.” Where would you suggest 
I find records, archives, and maps for this paper?

22 62

11 I am researching the Pao Hua Buddhist temple 
on McKee Road. I need to find the history, prop-
erty, land, and what makes it powerful.

49 44
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there, with a support staff or student assistant 
added during the busiest hours. The support staff 
or student assistant would answer the telephone 
first and forward more difficult questions to the 
designated librarian.

Table 5 and figure 1 show the results of these 
changes. Table 5, a continuation of the data re-
ported in tables 1 and 2, shows a reduction of 
35 percent in the number of questions received 
between October 2005 and May 2006 when com-
pared with the library’s inaugural year (October 
2003 to May 2004) and a reduction of 20 percent 
when compared with October 2004 to May 2005. 
While the percentage of Level I–II questions re-
mains high (74–81 percent), the percentage of the 
lower-level questions answered by librarians was 
reduced significantly from the 60–80 percent to 
34–48 percent. The changes resulted in increased 

opportunities for better triage of reference ques-
tions and more effective use of librarian time.

Figure 1 shows that librarians answered an 
average of 43 percent of Level I–II telephone ref-
erence questions between October 2005 and May 
2006. This is a significant reduction from the 100 
percent of telephone reference questions answered 
by librarians from September 2003 through early 
2005 and the 86 percent answered by librarians 
from early 2005 to October 2005. The staffing and 
service adjustments that have been made have had 
a positive effect on question triage and the effec-
tive use of staff. 

The categories defined in the Warner model 
were also used to categorize e-mail and virtual ref-
erence questions. At the MLK Library, the respon-
sibility for e-mail reference service is shared equally 
by academic and public librarians. Figure 2 shows 

Table 5. Fully Merged In-person and Telephone Service at the Reference Desk, October 2005–May 2006

Month

total  
reference 
Questions

Nonresource-
Based/tier 1

Skill-Based/
tier2 % tier 1 + 2

% tier 1 + 2 
Answered by 

Librarians

October 2005 2073 842 796 79 34

November 2005 1913 762 646 74 36

December 2005 1708 767 596 80 40

January 2006 1200 535 438 81 48

February 2006 1817 748 651 77 46

March 2006 1980 842 738 80 37

April 2006 1885 713 679 74 37

May 2006 1651 695 579 77 39

Figure 1. Telephone Reference Questions, Oct. 2005–May 2006
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the percentage of Level I–II e-mail questions from 
October 2003 through May 2006. The results are 
similar to the percentage of Level I–II questions 
received for in-person activity. The total number 
of e-mail questions received per month (16–118) 
fluctuates, but is higher in the months at the be-
ginning of a semester, such as September–October 
and February–March (85–119 questions). Over 
the thirty-month period, the number of Level I–II 
questions dipped below 70 percent only five times 
and below 60 percent only once. The data show that 
the Warner model applies to e-mail reference and 
suggest that the merged library should examine an 
approach to e-mail reference that employs support 
staff in handling more basic questions. 

Live online reference is not a merged function. 
SJPL librarians monitor a public library queue 
while SJSU librarians monitor a California State 
University system queue. With data only avail-
able for selected months for the public library 
queue and comparable data not available for the 
academic queue, it is impossible to draw conclu-
sions about the effectiveness of the Warner model 
for evaluating live online reference. 

The data that is available suggests that the pat-
tern for virtual online reference questions is the 
opposite of that reported for in-person, telephone, 
and e-mail reference. With a lower percentage of 
Level I–II questions (less than 50–60 percent), it 
appears that more complex questions are received 
through virtual reference than through in-person, 
telephone, or e-mail reference. This experience 
suggests that the Warner model and categories 
could apply to newer forms of reference service 
(e.g., instant messaging and text messaging) and 
requires further study. DeGroote’s study on central-
izing digital reference service for multiple locations 
and establishing benchmarks is an example of a 
possible future research direction.16

Data gathered from fall 2005 was compared 
with data from fall 2006 to determine trends in 
the following two areas: the recorded level of 
business and the effect of telephone questions. A 
reduction in the number of reference questions 
following the fall 2003 opening of the library 
was expected, since both Balas and DeGroote 

reported declining levels of questions since the 
1990s while ARL libraries reported a 34 percent 
reduction.17 MLK Library reference data suggests 
that not only has the reduction leveled off, but 
that the number of in-person questions is rising 
during peak semester months. Table 6 shows that 
the total number of in-person and telephone ref-
erence questions (7460) is similar to the number 
recorded in fall 2005 (8068), with only a 7 per-
cent reduction.

This is good news, since fall 2005 data had 
shown a 16 percent reduction from 2004 use fig-
ures (9712). Only December 2006 shows fewer 
overall questions, particularly in Level I questions, 
a reduction of over 20 percent when compared to 
December 2005. The number of in-person queries 
was up slightly in October and November 2006 
(4 percent and 6 percent, respectively). Figure 3 
shows that the ratio of Level I–II questions to Level 
III–IV questions remained consistent, but that 
the percentage of telephone reference questions 
shrank from 18–23 percent to 14–16 percent.

diSCuSSioN ANd CoNCLuSioNS
The Warner model was devised to support and 
plan the transition from a dual-desk setup to a one-
desk setup in a health sciences library. It clearly 
applies to other reference operations and types of 
libraries. The adaptation of the Warner model at 
the MLK Library confirms that the definition of 
questions by level, with each level requiring more 

Figure 2. E-mail Reference Questions
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sophisticated methods for answering them, is ap-
propriate to the MLK Library and would be useful 
in almost any library. The examples used for as-
signing questions to a level can be customized to 
reflect the type of library or clientele.18 

The Warner model provides an effective way 
of evaluating the effectiveness of services because 
it provides a method for counting questions by 
difficulty and determining who can best answer 
them. It has also led to the increased efficiency of 
the reference desk, a successful tiered integration 
of librarians, library staff, and student assistants, 
all of whom utilize the same method of evaluating 
and answering questions. And this has, in turn, 
informed adjustments in optimal staffing levels. 
Future research can take a look at the question 

evaluation and staffing data in the context of deter-
mining if the Warner model has also led to better 
service for patrons, but this is beyond the scope 
of this article.

Librarians and support staff may require ad-
ditional training in differentiating Level I–II and 
Level III–IV questions. In August–September 
2005, student assistants and support staff re-
ceived special training in tiered reference and the 
recognition of Level I–II questions. This training 
resulted in greater accuracy and consistency in the 
coding. The training of librarians and staff in the 
question levels and their participation in the on-
going definition and coding of questions can only 
help to make the ongoing evaluation of services 
more effective. 

Figure 3. Comparison of Reference Desk Questions, Fall 2005 and Fall 2006

Table 6. Comparison of Reference Desk Questions, Fall 2005 and Fall 2006

Month

total  
reference 
Questions

Non- 
resource-

Based-tier 1
Skill-Based-

tier2 % tier 1 + 2
% Phone 

Questions

September 2005 2374 992 852 78 14

September 2006 2306 986 805 77 14

October 2005 2073 842 796 79 22

October 2006 2017 816 717 76 16

November 2005 1913 762 646 74 23

November 2006 1835 707 646 73 14

December 2005 1708 767 596 80 18

December 2006 1302 533 464 76 15
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The MLK Library in-service, during which 

personnel from General Collections participated 
along with Reference personnel in a coding ex-
ercise, demonstrates that what has been learned 
at the reference desk can be applied to other ser-
vice points for a greater consistency and accuracy 
building-wide. The experience at the MLK Library 
and in the library literature shows that training, 
particularly of paraprofessionals, is the key to 
maintaining quality of service and to reducing  the 
number of situations in which the paraprofessional 
has to decide the category of a query “in the ab-
sence of detailed guidelines and without a chance 
to consult a professional.”19

The general ratio of 80–20 between the num-
bers of simpler (Levels I–II) and more complicated 
(Levels III–IV) questions found by Warner holds 
true in other libraries. Further testing would be 
needed to determine if it remains a constant for 
all reference services. This validates the Warner 
study and indicates its overall appropriateness for 
libraries of various kinds.

The goal of tiered reference is to maximize the 
skills of librarians and support staff by using the 
appropriate level of staff to answer different levels 
of questions. In the MLK Library, the information 
desk is centrally located on the first floor of the 
library. It was originally hypothesized that the 
information desk would siphon off all the Level 
I–II questions, leaving the rest to be handled by 
the reference desk on the second floor or the gen-
eral collections desk on the third floor. This did 
not happen. Given the complexity of a nine-story 
library building, library patrons go to the near-
est service desk to ask questions. The library as 
a whole, however, is working to achieve greater 
coordination by creating cross-training modules 
involving these different units.

Within the context of the Reference unit, the 
assignment of librarians to answer phones as their 
primary duty was changed to answering the Level 
III–IV questions referred to them by paraprofes-
sionals or student assistants. The change in staffing 
also provided more desk support for those times 
when there was greater demand from patrons for 
assistance. Closer analysis of data by hour of the 
day could further fine-tune staffing decisions. Such 
analysis could identify times and days within spe-
cific months when the demand for librarians to 
answer Level III–IV questions is highest.

In addition, other factors will have to be con-
sidered in the application of the Warner model—
the time it takes to answer reference questions, 
the differing conditions in libraries that are highly 
multicultural, and the consistuency that each 
library serves (health science, university, K–12, 

public, etc.). Inclusion of such factors in future 
research will certainly lead to the refinement of 
the Warner model.

The Warner model was adopted in the early 
part of the planning process that led to the estab-
lishment of this joint public and university library 
reference service (one aspect of the merged MLK 
Library). It defined the ongoing development of 
the reference service and helped to create a context 
in which public and university librarians and staff 
could work together to respond effectively to the 
needs of all patrons. It showed that there is defi-
nite overlap in the kind of information demanded 
by university and public patrons and aided in the 
achievement of efficiencies in staffing and training 
within the merged reference unit. It will provide a 
basis for the ongoing evolution and improvement 
of reference service in the MLK joint-use library.
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