
Delsu Journal of Educational Research and Development, Vol. 18, No. 1, September, 2021 

ISSN: 978-39877-6-7 

TECHNIQUES FOR MARKETING DIGITAL REFERENCE SERVICES TO LIBRARY 

CLIENTELE IN UNIVERSITY LIBRARIES 

ARUMURIU, Lawrence 

Lecturer, Department of Library and Information Science, 

Faculty of Education, 

Delta State University, Abraka, Nigeria. 
Phone number: +2348073 119130 

email: arus.lawrence @ gmail.com or Larumuru @delsu.edu.ng 

Abstract 

This study set out to investigate the techniques for the marketing of digital reference 

services to library clientele in university libraries. In an attempt to properly guide the study, the 
researcher raised five objectives to address fundamental issues that has to do with the digital 

reference services in university libraries, techniques for rendering digital reference services in 

university libraries, techniques for marketing digital reference services, challenges librarians 

encountered in rendering digital reference service, reasons for marketing digital reference 

services and marketing as a technique for reaching out to library clientele. An extensive review 

of related literature was carried out by the researcher. It was therefore found out that the 

categories of digital reference services that are rendered in university libraries are asynchronous, 

and the synchronous form of digital reference services. Techniques for transcription digital form 

of reference services include e-mail, Ask A Service, simple chat reference, instant messaging, 

chatterbots, etc. With the aim of marketing digital form of reference services, the use of e- 
communication is more viable and with the maintenance of the physical channel of marketing 

such as the utilisation of posters, hand-bills, sign posts, orientation programmes, library tour, 
exhibition/display. The challenges inhibiting the effective delivery of digital form of reference 

services include the issue of protection of intellectual property rights, security of information, 
etc. It was therefore recommended that digital form of reference services have come to stay in 

the library system, hence, librarians, should embrace it alongside the traditional library system 

and should equally device strategies for reaching out to library users and non-library users. 

Keywords: Techniques, marketing, digital reference services, library clientele, university 

libraries. 

Introduction 

Libraries generally have been known as custodian and specialists in the selection, 

collection, organization, storage and dissemination of recorded human knowledge for decades. In 

line with the thought of World Book (as cited in Oluwabiyi, 2016), a library is an organized 

collection of books and other recorded human knowledge that are put together by experts. The 

organized human knowledge includes magazines, newspapers, maps, films, compact discs and 
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DVD’s, online databases and other print, electronic, and multimedia resources. It was further 

buttressed by World Book that the library’s status is no longer demarcated by the collection it 

stored but it is now extended to include online and flawless access to information resources 

irrespective of location and time. 

The essence of establishing a library is to bring clientele closer to the information 

materials they need and more so ensure that the time spent by the library user(s) in getting 

needed information is maximized and also by providing the right and specific information. One 

major ways of ensuring that the information needs of library users are meant is through reference 

service provision which is a personalized information services to the users. Reference service is a 

link between the library resources and clienteles. Often times, library users are directed to some 

information materials from where they can get needed information or guided by a professional 

(librarian) to where they can locate information resources. This technique provides personal 

attention to library users by meeting their exact information needs. Reference services have taken 

a central place in library services. Sloan (2002) averred that there exist two definite types of 

reference information services which are: short-range/ready range form of reference services and 

long range form of reference service. 

However, the discovering and the corresponding application of computers and other 

facilitating technologies as a powerful medium of providing information, the narrative has 

changed from the scenario where people frequently go to the library as the primary means of 

getting information to a scenario where libraries are now supplementary place of getting 

information (Tenopir, 2001,). This situation gave rise to digital form of reference services where 

library users no longer need to go to the library physically before having access to needed 

information but can do so from the comfort of their homes. By this development, the old- 
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fashioned form of reference service has metamorphosed into the digital form of reference 

service. 

The digital form of reference service is an upgrade on the old-fashioned or traditional 

form of reference service with the intention of meeting the information requirements of library 

users in an ICT driven environment. Fundamentally, the librarian’s goal has not changed, but the 

areas in which he must apply the goal have extended and will continue to enlarge. Therefore, the 

era where librarians sit behind a desk is no longer the best way to provide quality reference 

service, and while we maintain the traditional goal that does not imply that librarians will have to 

maintain the traditional approach of rendering library services. Relatively, the best technique will 

be to migrate from the old method of rendering reference services which is from behind the desk 

and moving with the ever varying technological environment. 

More so, the information industry which the library belongs has grown intensely as 

regards services, revenue and coherence in the 21“ Century. Libraries worldwide are among 

other things being faced with several challenges which include rising cost and decreasing 

budgets due to technological innovations and today’s unprecedented economic climate. As a 

result, marketing concepts are increasingly adopted within the library environment as a way of 

leveraging on some of the challenges. Marketing revolves around activities carried out in an 

organisation as a way of connecting the organisation with its user community that utilise, buy, 

sell or stimulate the harvests it produces and as well as the benefits and services it offers (Jestin 

& Parameswari, 2002). Kotler (1995) observed that these organizations such as museums, 

universities, libraries and other sister organisations need to market their products to gain 

political, social as well as economic support. Libraries and other information providing centres 

have come to the realisation that by the application of marketing principles and techniques, they 
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can understand better their users’ needs, justify funding, communicate more efficiently with a 

wide range of external users and achieve greater efficiency and best result in delivering product 

and services that meet the identified information needed by clientele. 

Review of Related Literature 

This section of the research on review of related literature discussed opinions and 

findings of renowned scholars in line with the following sub-headings which are: the digital 

reference services offered in university libraries, techniques for rendering digital reference 

services in university libraries, techniques adopted by librarians for the marketing of digital 

reference services, the challenges librarians encountered in rendering digital reference services, 

and reasons for marketing digital reference services. 

Digital Reference Services offered in University Libraries 

Digital reference services refer to the provision of reference services involving the 

alliance between library clientele and a librarian through a computer based medium. Some of the 

computer based medium utilized in rendering digital references services include: e-mail, web 

forms, chat via social networking sites, video call, web customer call centre software, voice over 

internet protocol, etc. (Chandwani, 2016). In similar thought, it was reported by Wikipedia that 

digital reference service is a type of library service whereby library reference service is carried 

out online and reference transaction is a computer mediated communication. It therefore implies 

that for digital reference services to take place, computer and other technological facilities must 

be deployed with the librarian acting as an intermediary between the ICT facilities and the 

library clientele. 

The term digital reference service in the words of Singh (2012) is synonymous with 

oo OW 2M "Internet information services”, "e-reference," virtual reference”, "real-time reference” and "live 
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reference” to refer to reference services that are offered in the library utilizing computer 

technology. He further emphasized that digital reference services is a progression of the 

traditional reference services as a way of naturally finding solution to meet the user’s 

information needs in the changing environment. The digital library is an electronic or virtual 

library where information is selected, acquired, processed, organized, stored and retrieved in 

digital form. The users of digital libraries are the universal users who should have facility to 

access all digital sources of information according to the needs of users. Reference librarians are 

also utilizing internet to serve its user community. For a successful digital reference service to 

take place certain key elements must come to play, these elements in the view of Berube (as cited 

in Chandwani, 2016) include: library personnel, users, channel of communication and electronic 

resources. However, digital reference services that are rendered in libraries can be categorized 

into: 

1. Asynchronous digital reference services and 

2. Synchronous digital reference services. 

Asynchronous Digital Reference Services: as the name implies, is a one way channel of 

communication at a time. A library clientele may send in his/her query via any of the platform 

such as web-based e-mail, web form, or Ask a librarian service to enquire about his or her 

information needs from a librarian. Then the librarian from the other end respond to the user’s 

query via the same medium used (Berube, 2003; Dollah & Singh, 2002; Nicholas, 2011). 

Furthermore, Dollah and Singh (2002) emphasized that the asynchronous digital reference 

services is marred by time delay between the question posed by the clientele and the response by 

the library personnel, especially with the use of e-mail based, web form or ‘Ask a librarian’ 

services. 
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Synchronous Digital Reference Services: this type of digital reference service on the 

other hand is a real-time form of communication between the library personnel and the clientele 

with an immediate response to the query. It is characterized by a two way communication 

between a library user and a librarian over the Internet. In the synchronous digital reference 

service the “librarian respond to user’s query in their own time, after carefully conducted 

research, which might enhance the accuracy and completeness of replies” (Schachaf & Horowitz, 

2008, p.127). Some of the ICT facilities used for synchronous digital reference service 

communication are, among others things, chat, instant messaging, Voice-Over Internet Protocol 

(VoIP) and web cam services (Berube, 2003; Dollah & Singh, 2002; Nicholas, 2011). With 

synchronous digital reference services, a real time communication takes place between a 

clientele and the librarian sitting in a library and using interactive technologies. For instance, a 

library user clicking a button on a web page to exchange messages with a librarian and getting 

feedback on their question instantly. 

Techniques for Rendering Digital Reference Services in University Libraries 

Digital reference services can be rendered in the library using different technological 

enhanced channels such as the use of e-mail or designated chat forum. Libraries are also using a 

couple of different means of running an e-mail reference service: using basic e-mail or web 

forms. There are also a few different ways of operating a chat reference service: using simple 

chat software, web-based chat rooms, and web contact center software. In line with the opinion 

of Singh (2020) the following are some of the basic techniques used by librarians for rendering 

digital reference services; 

1. E-mail: this is the most common medium of rendering digital reference services to 

library users. Over the years, the use of e-mail as a preference for rendering digital reference 
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services has become a popular among researchers and academics. Through the use of e-mail, the 

user sends the library a mail with a reference query, supplying whatever information he or she 

feels is necessary. On receipt of the query from the library user, the library personnel responds to 

the query via same channel or any other channel(s) such as phone, fax, letter, etc. it is worthy to 

note that many libraries and information centers are extensively using e-mail facility to provide 

online reference service. 

2. Ask A Service: another technique for rendering digital reference service is the Ask A 

Service which is carried out using designated web sites that provide services such as Ask A 

librarian, Ask An expert, Ask A-question and Ask ERIC in which the clientele’s query are 

referred to and individually answered by library personnel specifically assigned for that purpose. 

Most digital reference service carried out by Ask A Services technique provides online request 

forms for library users to ask questions and to provide information that is usually obtained from 

an initial reference interview. There are lots of Ask A Services available on the web some of 

which include: Ask ERIC, Ask A Question, Ask Me, Virtual Reference Desk, Question Point 

Service. 

3. Simple Chat Reference: the use of chat between two or more people is a very popular 

and common means of communication over the internet. In rendering digital reference services, 

the chat reference enables the library user and the library personnel to exchange brief written 

messages in quick succession (synchronous communication). The communicating parties are 

online at the same time and can therefore react to each other’s comment immediately. 

4. Instant Messaging: this is an alternative form of simple chat reference: this technique 

for rendering digital reference service (Instant Messaging) is a modification of chat 

communication that has become increasingly popular. The Instant Messaging incorporates a 
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variety of interesting features, but for library users to use this service, they have to install client 

software to make use of it. After installation of the software, users can create their own address 

lists (called buddy lists). When a user logs in, it is immediately visible and from the buddy list is 

also online and communication via chat can commence directly between the use and the library 

personnel. 

5. Video-Conferencing or Web-Cam Digital Reference Services: This form of digital 

reference service includes the visual element, which may be an antidote to the communications 

problems inherent in the mere text-based services. In this form of digital reference service, the 

library personnel and users are able to use both text, speech for reference transactions and at the 

same time both are able to see each other. This implies that instead of a window for the exchange 

of text only, there is a window in which the library personnel and user can see each other while 

conducting a face-to-face interview. 

6. VoIP (“Audio-Chat” or Internet Phoning): the use of Voice over Internet Protocol 

(VoIP) is a technology that facilitates the transfer of voice and other data through the standard 

internet protocol. In addition to standard hardware equipment both parties need to have speakers 

and microphones installed on their PCs. When both of these components become standard and 

their use is a matter of concern then it is possible that chat turns out to have been an interim 

technology. Already, software that allows communication through VoIP and is particularly 

targeted at digital reference is available on the market. 

7. Web Forms: the use of web form for rendering digital reference services requires that 

the library user must access it via the library’s homepage or the library’s reference webpage. The 

various fields as it pertains to the user’s query will have to be filled in by the user in the form 
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after which the web form will be submitted back to the library. Responses to the user’s query are 

usually provided by email, phone or post. 

8. Collaborative Networks for Digital Reference Services: as the name implies, this type 

of digital reference service involves the coming together of two or more libraries under mutual 

agreement to offer digital reference service using any of the above online formats. Under this 

type of arrangement, a library user would send a query to a member library which would be 

forwarded to the best library that will be able handle the query. A library may get a question 

routed to it because it has particular strengths in its collection that matches the needs of the user. 

Or a member library might get a question routed to it because it happens to be open when the 

user makes his or her request. 

9. Real-Time Live Web Reference: Real-time live reference on the web is the latest trend 

in virtual reference. Already, some libraries are providing live web reference services to their 

users. For example 24/7 Reference, Live Ref, Know-—It-Now Services, Online Pathfinder: 

Pathfinders are guides designed to help users find information on a particular topic. With more 

and more information available in electronic format and on the web, online pathfinders are 

becoming increasingly popular. E.g. Library of congress (www.loc.gov) web site and Internet 

Public Libran (ipl.org). For example: Library, Netlibrary, Internet Public Library Pathfinders, 

and Pathfindersonline.org 

Techniques for Marketing Digital Reference Services 

In traditional library system, users can come to the library and discuss with reference 

librarian or library personnel at the circulation desk but in digital environments physical contact 

between the library staff and clientele may not be possible. This surmises that for the marketing 

of digital information services the traditional means of communication may not be adequate. 
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According to Kennedy (2011), for effective marketing of digital reference services, e- 

communication is a suitable option, such as, the use of blackboard, email services, feedback 

forum, home/office mascot, social networking sites, web page alert, screen saver and web page 

customization. 

However, the traditional marketing techniques (such as human interaction and physical 

medium) would also complement. Some of the physical human interaction includes: physical 

interaction, telephone calls, office visit, collaboration between faculty/librarians, and library 

users as marketing tools are also good medium for marketing digital reference services. More so, 

the physical medium of communication like posters, handbills, brochures, postcards/direct letters 

and newsletters could be employed where applicable (Kennedy, 2011). He further reiterated that 

the information technologies enable relationship marketing (RM) in the following ways, the use 

of customer relationship management system is used to manage relationship marketing by 

utilizing the data from existing library management systems to target specified clienteles and 

market specific library services to them. This marketing technique could be done through 

sending of email to users, online social network, feedback forum, phone calls (Henderson, 2005; 

Kennedy, 2011). 

The digital environment enables the library to put together users’ personal data, store the 

data in central database for market segmentation. The users’ population could be classified in 

groups in line with their characteristics, their demographic details such as age, ethnic origin, 

gender, occupation or in line with their borrowing characteristics. Other useful data are their 

information interests, the library services they use and the time they visit the library. These 

would be helpful to appraise the level of usage and appropriateness of the current services, 

review or termination of existing ones if need be, also it would be useful for decision making in 

Copyright @ 2021 Djerd. All Rights Reserved (www.delsujerd.com) 

10



Delsu Journal of Educational Research and Development, Vol. 18, No. 1, September, 2021 

ISSN: 978-39877-6-7 

respect of creation of new services (Henderson, 2005). The library website is a crucial marketing 

tool for digital information services. According to Kaur (2009), relationship market is suitable 

for digital information services and its activities is facilitated through open communication 

channels via the library web such as reference librarians online service — “Ask-a-Librarian”; 

advertisement and feedback from users through the social networking tools and online chat with 

the users. Marketing of library’s activities through the use of library website would guarantee 

that users know what information exists, know how this information will look in the interface, 

know where to find this information on the site and on the page, know how to use information 

and use website as a navigator for all users (Nooshinfard & Ziaei, 2011). 

Reasons for Marketing Digital Reference Services 

Due to the presence and application of modern technologies for handling information and 

the corresponding presence of numerous information centres in the information industries, the 

need to market digital reference services and by extension library services in general cannot be 

over-heated. It is based on this premise that Adekunmisi (2013) opined that library professionals 

must learn to effectively market and advertise information products and services in order to 

retain their pride of place as the major custodian of information. He further reiterated that for the 

following reason, librarians must be at the forefront in the marketing of library information 

products and services 

Libraries are no longer the only information service industry: The mega-bookstores, online 

book dealers, information consultants, the Internet service providers, free web access providers 

and individual customers will not hesitate to market to potential library customers or users. 

Libraries of all types now compete with other organizations or departments for funds: 

Hence, marketing library services and products is a sure way for libraries to garner supports from 
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patrons and others. For instance, libraries in higher institutions of learning have to compete with 

faculties and other university units in the University for the provision of funds which will be 

accounted for at the end of each fiscal year, hence, the value for money becomes the other of the 

day. 

The need to remain relevant in the information industry: Libraries have to market because of 

the need to continue to remain relevant and stay connected to the communities they serve and 

have some bearing on the present day’s event and real-world issues. 

The need to advance the image of the library: Librarians have to market their services and 

products in order to advance the image of their libraries and themselves. For instance, libraries 

have to be distinctive in the kind of access and services they provide. Librarians also have to 

change the perception of users and others toward them as being information experts and not just 

a store house of information resources. 

Librarians are and should be regarded as essential and valuable community resources. In 

order words, there is the need for the librarians to make people to be aware of the services and 

products they provide and their comparative value. Librarians should see themselves as resources 

people go to for information and should be well prepared and equipped themselves as experts in 

the field. 

Libraries depend on the supports of people they serve for their survival: A library should 

therefore communicate and work with its customers and funding authorities to provide 

information about what the library is doing and to enable the library to learn about the 

community its serve. 

Librarians are not viable or vocal enough in their environment: Shamel (2002) believes that 

people who are in positions to employ librarians are not aware of the values of libraries and 
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librarians. There is thus the need for librarians to be more proactive in marketing their cause to 

potential users and people in positions of power. 

Library users expect recognition, attention and appreciation for their individual 

information needs: As customers always have ever-changing needs and wants, there is the need 

for librarians to market as dynamic as retail markets and thus create an environment in libraries 

that foster customer consciousness and satisfaction among employees. 

Conclusion/Recommendations 

With the advent of modern technologies that facilitates information handling, the 

information industry that the library belongs is faced with stiff challenge due to too much 

information in circulation, unrestricted and easy access to information that are available via the 

internet, many unauthorized information brokers, etc. presently, the traditional system of library 

operation is contending with the modern library system and by implication, librarians must brace 

up and design a more proactive way of rendering library services and how to reach out to library 

users and non-library users alike. The digital reference service is one thing that has come to stay 

in modern library system alongside the traditional library system. After a thorough literature 

review from renowned scholars in the field of librarianship, the researcher therefore concluded 

that the types of digital services that are rendered in university libraries are asynchronous and 

synchronous digital reference services that are offered via modern technologies such as the e- 

mail, social networking sites, ask a services, video conferencing, etc. techniques for rendering 

digital reference services include e-mail, Ask A Service, simple chat reference, instant 

messaging, chatterbots, web cam, web forms, etc. In order to market digital reference services 

the use of e-communication is more viable via modern channel of communication and with the 

maintenance of the physical channel of marketing such as the use of posters, hand-bills, sign 
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posts, letters, orientation programmes, library tour, exhibition/display, etc. It was therefore 

recommended that digital reference services have come to stay in the library system, hence, 

librarians, library management and university administrators should embrace it alongside the 

traditional library system and should equally device strategies for reaching out to library users 

and non-library users alike. 
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