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Virtual Reference:

No Budget? No Time? No Problem!

Free social networking tools can expand patron access to your law library
By Mari Cheney

I

don’t claim to be an early adopter of
Web 2.0 resources, but in my
personal life I enjoy using Facebook,
instant messaging, text messaging, and
Twitter to keep in touch with friends and
relatives, and to follow news about things
that interest me. After using these tools
at home, I wanted to see if they could
successfully be applied at work to provide
virtual reference services.

Service Challenges
The Utah State Law Library has existed
in some form since before Utah became a
territory in 1850. The library is physically
located in Salt Lake City, but our mission
is to provide services to the statewide
population. The library provides legal
reference services to judges, law clerks,
and court staff; legislative and executive
branch staff; attorneys; and the public.
In fact, more than 80 percent of the
patrons we serve are self-represented
litigants. We know there are also potential
library users who don’t know we exist. Our
biggest obstacles are reaching potential
users outside of Salt Lake City and making
the library more visible and accessible.
Our budget dictated that I choose
virtual reference tools that are free to
both the law library and the user. I also
wanted to use tools that our patrons are
familiar with or already using, and I
wanted to attract younger users who
might only interact with the law library
online rather than by phone or in
person. Another important task was to
find reference tools that could be used
on a cell phone rather than just on a
computer. At the end of my research,
I selected Facebook, instant messaging,
and text messaging as new ways to
interact with our patrons.
While I knew from personal
experience that many people use these
online services, I wanted to find some
research to back up my assumption that
would-be library users were already using
Facebook, chat, and text messaging.
The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention reported in 2009 that one in
four American households had only a
cell phone instead of a landline. And
how do people use their cell phones?
The Statistical Abstract of the United
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States indicates that in 2007, 48.1 billion
text messages were sent in the United
States—in 2008, that number more
than doubled to 110.4 billion.
In Salt Lake City, the Salt Lake
Tribune reported in 2008 that 55 percent
of adult cell phone users use text
messaging (“SLC is near the top of the
text message heap,” November 25,
2008). Current research by the Pew
Internet and American Life Project also
found that 59 percent of all American
adults access the internet wirelessly and

The Utah State Law Library’s
Facebook page includes a link
to an instant messaging chat
widget, upcoming events,
photos from library events,
and an RSS feed.

20 percent of those wireless users access
the internet wirelessly with their cell
phones only. (See Mobile Access 2010
study at www.pewinternet.org/Reports/
2010/Mobile-Access-2010.aspx.)
I also learned from public librarians
and court staff that while Utahns often
own a computer at home, they are less
likely to have internet access. And while
they could get internet access at the
public library, even rural and low-income
Utahns have cell phones.
© 2010 Mari Cheney

Virtual Reference Tools
Facebook and instant messaging can be
accessed on both a computer and a cell
phone that has internet access. Better
yet, text messaging and Twitter can be
used on a cell phone that is only text
message-enabled. These two services do
not require internet-capable phones.

Facebook
If your patrons aren’t on Facebook,
someone they know probably is, no
matter their age. In fact, the 55-plus age
group on Facebook grew 922.7 percent
in 2009. (“Facebook Demographics and
Statistics Report 2010—145 Percent
Growth in 1 Year” at www.istrategylabs.
com.) By promoting services with
Facebook, librarians can reach patrons
with a service they are likely already
using. Furthermore, a Facebook page
allows libraries to interact with patrons by
posting updates and promoting events.
The easiest way to create a Facebook
page for your library is to log in to your
personal account and then create a page
by going to www.facebook.com/pages/
create.php. This links the two accounts
so you can easily manage both your
personal profile and your organization
profile. Creating a page is as simple
as adding your hours and contact
information, uploading a photo, and
deciding on a page name.
The Utah State Law Library’s page is
available at www.facebook.com/Utah
StateLawLibrary. It is populated with
contact information, a link to our
instant messaging chat widget,
information about upcoming events,
photos from various library events, and
an RSS application that automatically
brings blog posts to the page. To date,
we have 153 fans. This number started
slowly but increased as we promoted the
page to court staff and public librarians.
The Facebook page takes a small
amount of time to administer. Monthly,
I update events to reflect upcoming
library classes. Daily, I check to see if
any of our fans have left comments,
ensure that the RSS application is
functioning properly, and add updates as
necessary. In all, it takes as little as five
to 10 minutes per day.
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A number of other public law
libraries are using Facebook for similar
purposes. The Lyon County Law Library
uses Facebook as “a marketing tool,
to engage the legal community in
discussion and build a presence for the
law library,” says Susan Fowler, librarian.
Brian Huffman, county law librarian in
Washington County, Minnesota, uses
it “to market events at the law library.”
He says it is “an additional access point
for the public and lawyers to find us and
our programming.”
Other public law librarians echo this
sentiment about meeting users where they
are. Kate Fitz, public services librarian
at the Sacramento County Public Law
Library, says, “since Facebook and social
media in general are changing the ways
people use the web, it’s important to
understand and be part of that change.”

Instant Messaging
Instant messaging is as easy as e-mailing
a patron. The only difference is that you
provide an instantaneous answer to the
patron’s question via a chat widget or
other instant messaging program.
I decided to use Meebo for our chat
reference service because it is a free,
one-stop shop to sign into popular chat
services. I first signed up for individual
accounts on AOL, Google, Hotmail,
and Yahoo. But when I sign on to
Meebo, I am also automatically signed
on to the other four accounts. This
allows a patron to see that the law
library is “online” if they have logged
into their instant message account and
added the library as a contact. Any user
can also chat using the Meebo widget
that is available on the library’s contact
page. The plus side to using the
widget is that the patron can remain
anonymous and does not have to
provide any identifying information.
I monitor the Meebo account using
a Firefox add-on called the Meebo
Sidebar. The sidebar opens on the lefthand side of my monitor and allows me
to use additional tabs while continually
monitoring chat. Windows users can
also download the Meebo Notifier that
appears in the desktop taskbar by going
to www.meebo.com/share/meebo_
notifier.
We have received a wide variety of
reference questions via chat. Patrons are
looking for court forms, the text of a
law, or information about document
delivery or court procedure. These chats
are very similar to the conversations we
have with in-person patrons. Most
patrons choose to chat anonymously but
a few, including a law clerk and public
librarian, have added the law library as
a contact.

Google Voice
is a free and
convenient
option for
providing a
text message
reference
service for
your library.

The only negative aspect of instant
messaging is that in-person patrons
might think you are being rude if you
can’t immediately help them because
you are chatting. However, a simple
“be right back” message to the chat
patron can solve this problem.
I could only find one other
public law library using Meebo—the
Massachusetts Trial Court Law Libraries.
Other public law libraries may be using
other free chat services, but I couldn’t
locate any. There are also some public
law libraries that participate in
consortium chat services but those
are all fee-based.
Meg Hayden, electronic resources
librarian at the Massachusetts Trial Court
Law Libraries, says her patrons like using
Meebo. Hadyen states, “I always imagine
distinct groups of people waiting for a
way to communicate with which they are
most comfortable. Chat fills that need.”

Meebo is a free one-stop shop
to sign into popular chat
services including AOL,
Google, Hotmail, and Yahoo.

Text Messaging
Text messaging is also similar to sending
an e-mail message except that a text
message is limited to 160 characters
and is sent back and forth between two
phone numbers.
I chose Google Voice to provide text
message reference service for the law
library. Google Voice is free, and since
the law library already had a Google
account, I used the same username
to register for this additional Google
service. A great feature for people
unfamiliar with texting is that the text
box indicates how many characters are
left in your message so you know if you
need to condense it. Alternatively, it
splits a longer text message into two
separate texts.
The downside to using Google Voice
is that I had to sign up for a new phone
number. This process was laborious
because we wanted a number with the
same area code as the law library and a
number that was easy to remember. We
ended up with 801-432-0898 (0TXT).
Most reference questions that come
in via text are from patrons looking for
court forms or for legal assistance. This
type of reference service is very passive—
we wait for a patron to contact us—
and is as easy as leaving a browser tab or
window open in the background of the
computer while working on something
else.
I could not find another public law
library that utilizes any service for text
message reference. While some academic
law libraries have ventured into this type
of reference service, it appears that public
law libraries have not.

Twitter
Twitter is a real-time service that allows
you to post up to 140 characters about
whatever you want—you can post links,
reference tips, or re-tweet another user’s
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