






1.8 Uses the person’s preferred communication style and strategies (e.g., verbal, written, 

sign language, Augmentative and Assistive Communication (AAC) technologies, etc.) 

possibly through technological features that promote accessible and multilingual access 

to technology. 

1.9 Offers assistive technology (AT) and provides help with AT in mind. 

  

2 Approachability 

The library worker’s first step in initiating a reference interaction is to ensure the person feels 

comfortable asking questions. First impressions set the tone for the entire communication 

process, causing the person to decide whether they’re in a safe place to share ideas. 

To be approachable, the library worker: 

2.1 Can easily be identified as a staff member. 

2.2 Maintains visibility and encourages the person to interact with them. 

2.3 Monitors the service to determine if people are waiting for assistance and 

acknowledges them in a timely manner. 

2.4 Directs their full attention to the person by putting aside all other activities and 

initiating eye contact, using welcoming body language, or offering a greeting. 

2.5 Requests help from colleagues, if demand is heavy. 

2.6 Avoids jargon and clarifies confusing terminology. 

 

3 Engagement 

For a variety of reasons, library users seldom start and end interactions with the same inquiry. 

People may ask: what they think a library worker can answer; what they’re comfortable sharing 

with a stranger; or, what they are able to communicate at that moment. In a successful 

reference interview, the library worker demonstrates a high degree of nonjudgmental interest 

to help the person explore the topic, refine the question, or express what they want to learn. 



To engage with people, the library worker: 

3.1 Encourages everyone to ask questions freely. 

3.2 Focuses attention on the person, communicating directly with them or in the 

manner with which they are comfortable. 

3.3 Listens as the person fully states their information need and their interest in the 

topic. 

3.4 Employs a system of open and closed questions to identify the person’s 

information need and service priorities. 

3.5 Practices active listening techniques to clarify the informational objectives of the 

person’s inquiry, restating the question and asking for confirmation to ensure an 

accurate interpretation. 

3.6 Signals understanding through verbal or non-verbal means, such as affirmative 

acknowledgement of statements, nodding, or inserting emojis. 

3.7 Maintains communication with the person to convey interest, and provides 

assurance that a response is forthcoming. 

3.8 Avoids expressing judgment, especially for controversial or sensitive topics. 

3.9 Follows best practices for virtual reference, which can require different interactive skills 

than face-to-face reference. 

 

4 Searching 

Without an effective search, the desired information may be difficult to find.  

As an effective searcher, the library worker: 

4.1 Asks the person what search strategies they have tried already. 

4.2 Invites the person to contribute their ideas throughout the reference interaction. 

4.3 Uses open-ended questions to encourage the person to refine or expand on 

their request or present additional information throughout the search process.  



4.4 Offers individuals the option of performing the search themselves, while 

receiving guidance from the library worker or observing the library worker carry out the 

search. 

4.5 Shares the search screen or resources used during the interaction. 

4.6 Explains choices about sources selected, search terms used, etc. throughout the 

interaction. 

4.7 Checks to what extent the search results meet the person’s needs, revising 

search strategies as appropriate. 

4.8 Gets the individual started on the initial steps of their research and offers more 

assistance as needed. 

4.9 Attempts to conduct the search within the person’s allotted time frame, while 

managing expectations about what library workers can accomplish. 

 

5 Evaluation 

People may need support in determining if the information identified is optimal, appropriate, or 

trustworthy. Library workers should employ point-of-use instruction and encourage people to 

evaluate information.  

As an information mediator, the library worker: 

5.1 Assists the person in determining the appropriateness of information with regard to 

accuracy, authority, bias, coverage, credibility, currency, relevance, reliability, scope of 

information, etc. 

5.2 Identifies other evaluation criteria or techniques, such as lateral reading or cross-

referencing, as needed. 

5.3 Works with the person to review results and identify different or additional resources, if 

desired. 

5.4 Helps the person determine if the search results are in a language, format, or a 

level of literacy that is appropriate. 



  

6 Closure 

The goal of our services is to meet the person’s reference or information needs. 

Prior to concluding an interaction, the library worker: 

6.1 Confirms with the person that their current information need has been met. 

6.2 Encourages the person to reach out again with further questions, ensuring they 

are aware of all available contact options. 

6.3 Refers individuals to additional resources, such as subject librarians, specialized 

libraries, or community resources, as needed.  

6.4 Manage expectations about service provision based on library policies. 

6.5 Explains when a question is beyond scope and capacity of the organization and assists 

in identifying the appropriate institution or external resource.  



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Active_listening
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assistive_technology
https://www.asha.org/public/speech/disorders/aac/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Body_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cultural_humility
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Implicit_stereotype
/acrl/standards/ilframework
https://www.press.umich.edu/5914478/intellectual_empathy
https://libr53.weebly.com/uploads/6/7/5/8/6758425/sensemakingquestions.pdf
/rusa/guidelines/definitionsreference
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reference_interview


/tools/virtual-reference-selected-annotated-bibliography


● Hello, how may I assist you today? 

● 



● Once you have entered your search terms, you can limit to source type, date range, peer 

reviewed, narrow to specific subjects, etc. 

● What do you think about our current search? What would you change? 

● What words would you expect to find in your results? 

● When you find a relevant source, note the keywords and subjects that were used to 

inform future searches. 

● Would you like to take notes or pictures of our search, so you can replicate it later? 

5 Evaluation  

● Are there sources you would like to evaluate together? 

● Do you need the information to be more current? 

● Does the information relate to your topic or answer your question? 

● Does the point of view appear objective? 

● Has the information been peer-reviewed or edited? 

● Have you stopped, investigated the source, found better coverage, and traced the 

content back to the original context? (SIFT method) 

● I’m going to refer you to someone who may respond to your question more thoroughly. 

● Is the information supported by evidence? 

● Would you like me to share how I would evaluate these results? 

● 

https://hapgood.us/2019/06/19/sift-the-four-moves/


● May I assist you with anything else today? 

● Thank you for using our chat service! Good luck and I hope you have a great day. 

● We don't have access to that resource in this library, but I'm going to give you the 

address and contact information for a nearby library that does. 

● We don’t have access to that resource, yet we can probably get that for you through 

Interlibrary Loan. 

● Would you like me to email you a list of the resources we've discussed? Do you want a 

copy of this transcript? 

● Would you mind sharing your contact information for a follow-up?  
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Originally prepared by the Reference and Adult Services Division (RASD) Ad Hoc Committee on 

Behavioral Guidelines for Reference and Information Services; approved by the RASD Board of 

Directors, January 1996. 

Revised by the Management of User Services Sections (MOUSS) Management of Reference 

Committee; approved by the RUSA Board of Directors, June 2004. 

Revised by the Reference Services Section (RSS) Management of Reference Committee, 2011: 

William H. Weare, Jr. (chair), Roberta J. Astroff, Dr. Bryan Mark Carson, Sally Dockter, Holly L. 

McCullough, Alesia M. McManus, Emilie R. Smart, Eamon C. Tewell, Johannah Mills White, and 

Janice A. Wilson. Approved by RUSA Board, May 28, 2013. 
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Cordes, Rebecca Crawford, Melissa Del Castillo, Liz Kocevar-Weidinger. Approved by the RUSA 
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In 1992, the President of the Reference and Adult Services Division created an Ad Hoc 

Committee on Behavioral Guidelines for Reference and Information Services. The committee 

was charged with the creation of specific guidelines to aid librarians and information 

professionals during the reference process.  Noting the complexity of interaction during the 

reference process, the authors of the original Guidelines for Behavioral Performance of 

Reference and Information Service Providers observed “the positive or negative behavior of |
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In 2021, the Reference & User Services Association formed a task force to review and revise 

these guidelines, reflecting changing aspects of reference work, and looking at the RUSA 

Reference Toolkit, consisting of the Definition of Reference, the Guidelines for Behavioral 

Performance of Reference and Information Service Providers, and the Professional 

Competencies for Reference and User Services Librarians, holistically. One significant change is 

the move to more robust virtual reference offerings, both in terms of the extent to which virtual 

reference takes place, as well as the modes in which interactions occur. As a result, the 

distinction between in person and virtual reference has been diminished; thus, we are 

removing these categories from the document. 
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