
 
 

BEYOND EFFICACY: THE EXEMPLAR LIBRARIAN AS A NEW APPROACH TO 
REFERENCE EVALUATION 

 
The Texas Tech community has made this publication openly 
available. Please share how this access benefits you. Your 
story matters to us. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Title page template design credit to Harvard DASH. 

 

Citation Quinn, B.A. (1994). Beyond efficacy: The exemplar librarian as a 
new approach to reference evaluation. Illinois Libraries, 76, 163-
173. 

Citable Link http://hdl.handle.net/2346/1510  

Terms of Use CC-BY 

https://ttu.libwizard.com/f/thinktechfeedback
https://dash.harvard.edu/
http://hdl.handle.net/2346/1510
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode


Beyond Efficacy: The Exemplar Librarian 
as a New Approach to 
Reference Evaluation 

Brian Quinn 

Recent studies of research on reference effective
ness have called attention to many questions that re
main unanswered. This has been attributed to gaps 
in research on reference effectiveness. It is sug
gested that the reductionist method of studying ref
erence evaluation has failed to produce the cohesive 
picture of reference performance that is needed. A 
new, more holistic approach to evaluating reference 
librarianship is offered along with a new standard of 
evaluation based on the study of exemplary refer
ence librarians. This profile provides a concrete 
standard that can be used to evaluate reference per
formance. The implications of this new standard for 
both the evaluation and training of reference li
brarians are discussed. 

Introduction 

Recent articles by James Rettigl and Jo Bell 
Whitlatch2 have pointed out numerous unanswered 
questions they attribute to gaps in research on refer
ence effectiveness. They are part of a growing trend 
in research on reference evaluation to systematically 
dissect and measure every aspect of the reference 
process. The goal of all this is to determine what 
makes for the most "effective" reference librarian 
and the most effective reference department. 

"Effective" has become such a buzzword in eval
uating reference that it is implicitly taken for granted 
as the standard that all librarians should be held to 
and strive for. Yet, while the methodological ap
proach of dissection and measurement has yielded 
some important insights, these inSights do not al
ways add up to the cohesive picture of reference 
performance that is needed. 

The strategy of seeking to understand and evalu
ate the reference process by breaking it into parts 
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that can be more easily studied and understood is a 
valid and useful approach that can complement 
more integral approaches. In its extreme form, how
ever, it can result in a form of reductionism. Analy
sis based on reductionism is not always the most 
fruitful strategy for investigating social phenomena 
because it destroys the very thing it seeks to under
stand. All too often it results in the kind of dustheap 
empiricism that studies in the social sciences have 
long been plagued by. 3 

This may account for the growing sense that ref
erence as an area of inquiry has reached an impasse. 
Even though it has been analyzed ad infinitum, 
there is a nagging suspicion that the questions that 
need to be answered haven't been. The solution 
may lie not in developing a more rigorous and re
fined methodology. It may simply be that we are ap
proaching it the wrong way. Reference evaluation 
has become so microscopic and narrow in its analy
sis that it seems to have lost sight of the big picture. 
It has ceased to ask the important questions that 
need to be asked. 

By itself, this atomized, ahistorical, fragmented 
form of scientism may ultimately lead to a reduc
tionist and impoverished vision of the reference li
brarian. Is this all a reference librarian can aspire to, 
efficacy? Of all the compliments one could ever hope 
to receive from a patron or colleague, would "effec
tive" be the word one would most hope to hear? 

Perhaps then it is time to introduce a complemen
tary, more holistic approach to evaluating reference 
librarians hip-one that will serve to round out the 
picture. This is an approach that holds reference li
brarianship to a higher standard. Instead of posing a 
series of questions about efficacy, it seeks to answer 
the one overriding question that needs to be an
swered, "What makes a reference librarian great?" 

In order to arrive at an answer to this question, it 
is necessary to undertake the study of extraordinary 
reference librarians. In particular, what they do and 
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how they act can be analyzed to determine what 
makes them so good at reference work. This ap
proach to evaluating reference librarianship that is 
being proposed can be termed the exemplars ap
proach, because it is based on the study of exem
plary reference librarians. It is capable of providing a 
standard at once more exacting and more concrete 
than the current one of efficacy. 

Methodology 

In order to determine what makes a reference li
brarian great, librarians subscribing to the Libref li
brary reference electronic network, the Libadmin 
library administration network, and the University 
of lllinois campus network were queried. Electronic 
networks were chosen as a sampling medium in the 
hope that they would produce more personalized, 
individualized responses. In such a casual, unstruc
tured forum, more open responses would be ex
pected than with the typical questionnaire, with its 
air of formal research and predetermined response 
lengths. 

Given tha t the population was limited to li
brarians who are subscribers to electronic networks, 
the sample may not be representative of the larger 
population . Academic librarians, for example, ap
pear to be more frequent subscribers than public li
brarians. Moreover, the sample is affected by the 
self-selection of respondents. Still, it is probable that 
those who chose to respond are particularly con
cerned with quality reference service, and this pur
posiveness would tend to heighten the quality of the 
sample. 

A single question was posted on each of the thrpp 
networks, " Who IS the best reference librarian 
you've ever encountered, and what did they do that 
made them so good?" The question was carefully 
worded to elicit responses that would focus on the 
kinds of specific, observable behaviors that can be 
used as a standard in evaluation. The intention was 
to avoid as much as possible generating responses 
that focused primarily on character traits and per
sonality variables, because they are hard to measure 
and often vague and subjective in nature. This focus 
on behavior has been utilized successfully in a pre
vious attempt at establishing standards for evaluat
ing reference services.4 Responses from the refer
ence staffs at two local public libraries also were 
solicited by mail. 

A total 01 52 responses to the question were re
ceived. They varied widely in length and detail , 
with some librarians mentioning only one attribute 
that made them judge a librarian great. Others men
tioned a great number of qualities . Fortunately, most 
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librarians confined their criteria to the kind of ob
servable behaviors that can be readily assessed. 

There were a few difficulties. Some librarians sim
ply responded that they didn't know who the best 
librarian was. This suggests how much this topic 
needs to be studied. Some librarians couldn't recall. 
Others misunderstood the question and thought 
they were being asked to describe the ideal librarian. 
One librarian responded that there are no great ref
erence librarians. A couple of others even nomi
nated themselves for the title. One librarian sug
gested posting the query on the public library 
network, because he believes the greatest librarians 
are public librarians. 

Another respondent suggested querying one of 
the faculty networks, because it is the people on the 
other side of the reference desk whose opinion real
ly counts. Yet, as Rettig pointed out in his article, 
asking users may be methodologically unsound. Not 
only may they have low expectations, but the user 
may not be aware of the range of resources a li
brarian is capable of mustering. As a result, the un
knowing patron may attribute his satisfaction with 
the transaction to tangential factors such as po
liteness. 

The reason for questioning librarians was to aVOId 
this problem. Librarians are professionally trained in 
reference work, and in many cases to evaluate it. 
Many also have considerable experience in a variety 
of settings and situations. They should be able to 
offer a more informed opinion as to what constitutes 
a great reference librarian than the average patron. 
Ideally, it would be interesting to sample both 
groups and compare responses. This might make a 
worthy subject for a follow-up study to the present 
one . But for this initial investigation, librarians 
seemed to be most qualified to offer a knowledge
able and experienced assessment of what constitutes 
greatness in their work. 

Responses received electronically via the Libref 
and Libadmin networks were printed out. A method 
known as content analysis was used to analyze the 
printed responses. Content analysis is a way of ana
lyzing the content of documents and other forms of 
communication in a methodical and quantitative 
manner. The basic definition of content analysis is 
"a research technique for the objective, systematic 
and quantitative description of the manifest content 
of communication. "5 Content analysis actually refers 
to a group of techniques, all of which are designed 
with this same purpose in mind. 

There are two particular methods of content anal
ysis used most frequently in library and information 



science research, elemental analysis and classifica
tion analysis. It is the latter method that is used in 
this study. Classification analysis sorts the content 
of documents into categories or classes so their char
acteristics can be counted.6 A descriptive and quan
titative portrait of the data is thus created. 

Classification analysis was conducted by breaking 
down the responses into measurable units of analy
sis, generally corresponding to actions, behaviors or 
characteristics that respondents attributed to the 
person they identified as being the greatest refer
ence librarian they had ever encountered. The re
sponses were sorted through initially to generate 
crude categories. A second review of the responses 
was conducted in which the initial categories were 
modified. This included revising categories, combin
ing overlapping categories, or dropping redundant 
categories, so that they more accurately represented 
the data. The responses were then reread and the 
units of analysis assigned to the revised categories. 7 

Twenty-two final categories were arrived at based 
on the characteristics of great librarians mentioned 
by the respondents. 

The result is a profile of exemplar librarians based 
on the characteristics and behaviors cited by their 
fellow librarians. These were then ranked from most 
to least mentioned frequently (see Appendix 1 for 
table). The ranking gives a clear idea of what the 
most important attributes of a great reference li
brarian are, as well as those deemed less important 
by the sample. Even though they are clearly a mi
nority opinion, responses at the n = 2 level were in
cluded because they seemed insightful enough to 
merit discussion. The overall ranking provides a 
concrete standard that can be used in the evaluation 
of reference performance that does not rely heavily 
on vague or nebulous variables related to character 
or personality. 

Findings 

Of all the characteristics mentioned by re
spondents as being exhibited by a great librarian, 
the one mentioned first and most frequently (n = 22) 
is a command of sources. Exemplar librarians very 
often have an extraordinary knowledge of where to 
find information. Responses from librarians in the 
sample ranged from mild envy to something ap
proaching awe. "(She) knew our references sources 
cold," was the way one respondent described this 
command. Another librarian described this ability 
this way: 

"This guy has heard of EVERYTHING and 
EVERYBODY, and will ask if you have already 

looked at sources one would never usually con
sider." 

A third respondent said of her exemplar, "she 
knows her collection inside and out." "She can find 
virtually any information she wants," another re
marked. Some respondent's comments made their 
exemplar librarian sound almost sage-like: 

"You could ask him questions on any reference 
topic and darned if he wasn't right, no matter 
what the subject." 

The preceding comment was made about an indi
vidual who had been forced to retire from working 
as a corporate librarian for an oil company. Dimin
ishing vision caused by the eye disease retinitis pig
mentosa was the reason. Yet this librarian retained 
this extraordinary command of sources, despite 
being unable to consult the sources himself. 

One librarian described the remarkable virtuosity 
and breadth of knowledge of his exemplar, who 
worked in a public library, as follows: 

"The best I ever knew could answer the patron 
ahead of me regarding an arcane mil spec that 
the user misidentified; the patron behind me 
on a medical/counseling item regarding the 
person's child; and answered by own factual 
query with both the scientific, non-fiction refer
ence and several references to fictional books 
on the topic that I found interesting. Oh, and 
next in line was a youngster who got the an
swer at the appropriate skill level for her age." 

In many cases, respondents spoke of their exem
plar's ability as being much more than a command 
of standard reference sources. A true command of 
resources could include virtually anything of interest 
to the patron. This is illustrated by a response de
scribing an extraordinary librarian that worked at 
Bell Laboratories: 

"He has the most amazing brain that knows 
where every bit of relevant information is on a 
particular topic. Well beyond traditional refer
ence tools, (he) has a photographic memory of 
zillions of market reports, private studies and 
internal analyses. Plus he listens to what the 
customer wants and fills their request on time 
and keeps their information needs on file (in 
the brain) and periodically sends them info of 
interest that he happens upon." 

The librarian's knowledge of information sources 
is a critical factor in the success of the reference in
teraction. 8 The exemplar librarian is one who has 
not only mastered the basic reference sources, but 
has gone well beyond them. He knows a remarkable 
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range of sources, including obscure ones seldom 
consulted, and knows many of them in depth. 

Besides an unusual command of sources, the sec
ond most frequently mentioned characteristic 
(N = 15) of exemplar reference librarians is their re
spect for patrons and the questions they ask. One 
respondent, in speaking of an exemplary college li
brarian, summed up this quality succinctly, "She 
genuinely liked the students and no qu~stion was 
unimportant or 'stupid.'" Another described his ex
emplar librarian as "someone who always gave a 
question its due." A third librarian commented or. 
how the most challenging and routine questions 
were treated equally by her exemplar: 

"It didn't matter if she was helping a scholar 
with indepth research of a very technical topic, 
or an undergraduate with a paper on 'the en
vironment.' " 

One respondent characterized the exemplar li
brarian's unconditional positive regard for any ques
tion as a powerful demonstration of empathy with 
the patron: "She truly accepted your question as her 
own." The exemplar librarian does not distinguish 
between the kind of question nor the social status of 
the questioner. Whether the patron is unemployed 
or a business leader, a child or a senior citizen, every 
person and every question is equally important. 

The exemplar librarian does not slight any ques
tion, no matter how trivial. "A patron never left the 
desk unhappy or with an unanswered question," 
said one respondent. Another noted that the exem
plary librarian is one who is non-judgmental in 
"making sure that the patron got what he/she want
ed, not what we think he should have." 

Perhaps the ultimate example of this non-judg· 
mental respect for every patron and every question 
was summed up by a librarian who described her 
exemplar as one who not only "felt there was no 
such thing as a dumb reference question," but: 

" ... who assisted patrons in finding informa
tion on a particular issue they felt strongly 
about in the opposite (viewpoint) of the pa
tron," 

Great librarians, despite their amazing knowledge 
of sources , don't let this ability go to their heads. 
They are not condescending and treat every patron 
in an egalitarian manner. Every question is regarded 
as being of genuine importance. There are no "stu
pid" questions, only unusual ories." A genuine ef
fort is made to find the information the patron is ac
tually seeking rather than to provide them with 
information the librarian thinks they '!should" have. 
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Even locating information that espouses views the li
brarians themselves disagree with is given the high
est priority. 

The third most frequently cited characteristic 
(n = 13) respondents mentioned as typifying exem
plar librarians is approachability. This quality ~fers 
to more than simply making oneself accessible or 
available to patrons. It also enters into the reference 
transaction, in the ability to make patrons feel at 
ease. Indeed, exemplar librarians do everything in 
their power to contradict the stereotype of the nasty 
librarian. One respondent had this to say about her 
exemplar librarian: 

"I think it is her willingness to seek out people 
that is most important. As soon as an individu
al gets within 10 feet of the reference desk, she 
was ready to greet them. She never gave the 
impression that anybody was interfe{ing with 
her work." 

Another respondent described her exemplar as 
being "extremely down to earth and approachable." 
One particular librarian's approachability clearly car
ried over into the reference transaction itself: Not 
only was she " . .. very approachable, very respon
sive and positive to questions, and very careful to 
fully answer the question," but: 

"she carefully listened, thoughtfully evaluated 
and responded to questions in a positive, non
threatening way. She did not show exaspera
tion, even when it was justifiable." 

A respondent neatly summed up the ap
proachability of one exemplar librarian this way, 
"she is always interruptable." For another librarian. 
one small gesture made a large difference: 

" ... I encountered the most pleasant experi
ence with a reference librarian at the University 
of Southern California who put everyone at 
ease with her great smile." 

One of the most unpleasant experiences as a pa
tron is being rushed . One respondent cited a li
brarian among whose greatest strengths was her un
hurried manner: 

" ... her soft spoken, genuine, patient de
meanor makes her so approachable and unin-· 
timidating that one never gets the sense that 
she is in a hurry-that she doesn' t have time to 
help you. " 

Exemplar librarians demonstrate an unusual de
gree of approachability, as shown by their ability to 
seek out users and make them feel at ease in the ref
~rence encounter. Approachability appears to in-



volve both a verbal dimension, such as greeting pa
trons or answering patrons in a friendly way, and a 
nonverbal dimension as well. Factors such as a 
smile, or a calm, unhurried demeanor seem to con
tribute to the librarians overall sense of ap
proachability.1o 

The fourth most frequently mentioned quality 
(n = 7) of an exemplar librarian is being an ex
haustive searcher. Exemplar librarians, according to 
many respondents, go out of their way to find a 
source. One respondent remarked about her exem
plar: 

"I observed she was willing to expend great ef
fort in answering patrons' questions. I suppose 
this is part devotion and part tenacity. One 
major problem I've noted among reference li
brarians can almost be described as laziness-
an unwillingness to hunt down answers once 
unexpected difficulties arise." 

Another respondent described an exemplary li
brarian as a "tenacious follower up of detail." A 
third respondent observed that all the best librarians 
she had ever known "persist until they find the 
source of the answer." An exemplar librarian is one 
who: 

"keeps looking for the right reference book 
after the user has left." 

One respondent noted that the best librarian he 
had worked with " encouraged me to look beyond 
the obvious and go the extra furlong in finding the 
answers to many kinds of questions." Exemplar li
brarians will go to unusual lengths to seek out ob
scure information. "She goes out of her way to track 
down minute details" was how one respondent ex-
pressed it. . 

In exemplar librarians, this dogged determination 
to find the answer no matter what is one factor that 
distinguishes them. To great librarians, this burning 
curiosity to find the answer can border on being an 
obsession. A respondent spoke of one exemplary ac
ademic librarian he encountered who: 

"will do whatever is necessary to gather the in
formation, from spending his own time to call
ing others who may know more about the sub
ject-often including people not at the 
university but in business and industry." 

For exemplar librarians, the search resembles a 
sport or contest. Finding the answer becomes a chal
lenge, a test of one's ability. Like a match, a puzzle 
or a game, the search becomes all consuming, and 
finding the answer is a matter of personal pride. Ex
emplar librarians appear to place very high demands 

on themselves and immerse themselves in the 
search process to an extraordinary degree. 11 As a 
previous respondent stated, they make the question 
their own. 

Two actions evinced by exemplar librarians were 
tied for fifth place (n = 6) in terms of the number of 
times they were mentioned by respondents. The 
first could be termed interviewing and probing 
skills. The process of getting a vague or inhibited pa
tron to convey exactly what he is looking for can be 
complex and delicate. One respondent characterized 
her exemplar librarian as being a skillful questioner 
who "was able to take people through the process of 
defining their topics." This suggests the librarian 
had an established method of doing it. 

Another respondent described her best reference 
librarian as having a special gift for "figuring out 
what the user really wants through a good reference 
interview." One librarian who responded went fur
ther by saying that her exempler librarian had "the 
ability to talk to anyone and find out what they want 
and need." Apparently, what a patron wants and 
what they need may be two different things. 

To one exemplar librarian who worked in a highly 
technical library, the act of questioning involved 
both courage and candor. A respondent described 
his as "not afraid to ask questions even if having to 
admit ignorance." But by far the most unusual talent 
for asking questions was possessed by one exem
plary librarian whose motto was "never assume, al
ways ask." In interviewing a patron, she would "ask 
questions in such a way that researchers actually 
began to think about their topicS and see various pos
sibilities." 

This last observation is so interesting, one cannot 
help but wonder how this gifted librarian would 
state her questions. Did she use open, closed or 
neutral questions? Perhaps the style of questioning 
was based on text linguistic structure that asked 
them to imagine the ideal article or paper. 12 What
ever the interview techniques used by exemplar li
brarians, it is evident that they are highly skilled at 
eliciting information. 

One other characteristic of exemplary reference li
brarians was mentioned by the same number of re
spondents as interviewing and probing skills-the 
attribute of being an avid reader. Exemplar librarians 
not only have an extraordinary command of library 
sources, they also have a broad grasp of other sub
ject material. This is a result of their voracious read
ing habits. As one respondent described her exem
plar librarian, she exhibited a constant "interest in 
learning more about new subject areas." Another li-

167 



brarian responded by portraying his exemplar as 
having "a thirst for more knowledge at all times." 
One librarian characterized her respondent as "very 
well read and knowledgeable in several areas, and 
also knew our reference sources cold." An especially 
vivid description of an exemplary librarian was 
offered by the woman whom she once supervised: 

"She was a near constant reader who remem
bered most of what she read . . . she connected 
and applied everything she knew, thought and 
suspected into a wonderful package ... " 

In order to be an exemplary librarian , "a person 
must read widely and often," as one respondent put 
it. But it seems to involve more than just the act of 
reading. Exemplary librarians have an exceptional 
ability to retain much of what they read, and since 
they read so much, they carry around a great deal of 
knowledge in their heads . They also have the ability 
to draw on this knowledge quite readily to use in 
their work. Some apparently even have the ability to 
synthesize their diverse reading knowledge, ap
proaching the ideal of the cultured renaissance man 
or woman. 13 

The next most frequently mentioned characteristic 
(n = 5) of the exemplar librarian is the ability to work 
well with colleagues. They are exceptionally easy to 
get along with and tend to be well-liked by their co
workers. Not only do they have unusual "ability to 
work well with other library s taff," but they a re 
well-liked by patrons. One respondent characterized 
the two best librarians she has encountered as fol 
lows: 

"Both of them go about thei r business in a 
quiet , professional manner but are team
workers as well . I enjoy working with them." 

Another respondent echoed this view of the best 
reference librarian as being "a team player with his 
or her co-workers (who) gets along well with them. " 
One librarian refra ined from nominating an exem
plar librarian, and simply limited his response to 
saying, " If teamwork makes a good reference staff, 
then the best reference librarian is one who can facil
itate cooperation among the staff." This-quality of 
working well with others was best summed up by a 
respondent who said his exemplar librarian was in
credibly knowledgeable, a su perb reference li
brarian, an excellent teacher, a great colleague, a real 
people person and "an excellent dart thrower. " 

One would suspect tha t exempla r lib raria ns 
would be particularly valued by their colleagues. Be
cause of their tremendous reference expertise, they 
can help their colleagues fill in gaps of knowledge in 
certain subject areas. Their excellent skills would 
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also go a long way toward helping accomplish group 
projects and relieve the overload a t the reference 
desk during peak times. There is a certain satisfac
tion that colleagues experience in working with a 
true professional who is dedicated to providing 
quality reference service. I. 

Besides getting along well with colleagues, an
other quality that respondents mentioned (n = 4) as 
typifying the exemplar library is that of being a good 
listener . Great librarians are unusually attentive to 
patrons and their questions. Respondents repeat
edly characterized the exemplar librarian as a "very 
good listener," one who "carefully listens" and one 
who possesses "excellent listening skills." One re
spondent singled out a great librarian who had the 
particular ability to "understand the question as the 
questioner had intended." 

Although a skill as basic as listening is something 
the average librarian does all the time and probably 
doesn't pay much attention to, the exemplar li, 
brarian does not take it for granted. Professional lis
teners, such as therapists and ministers, agree that 
listening is an art that requires considerable skill and 
effort to perform well. Librarians conducting re
search on listening have recommended the use of 
active listening to make sure the patron's real ques
tion is understood . 

Active listening is a technique that is used to en
hance the effectiveness of communication between 
speaker and listener. Instead of assuming that the 
speaker's message has been understood, the active 
listener tests his understanding of it, res tates it in 
his own words and feeds it back to the speaker for 
confirmation. By giving the patron an opportunity to 
verify and clarify his needs, active listening prevents 
misunderstanding, a wasted search effort and an in
correct answer. IS 

An equal number of respon dents (n =4) men
tioned enthusiasm as being an important charac
teristic of exemplar librarians. They get very excited 
about their work, and tend to pursue it with pas
sion. Some respondents actually used the word "en
thusiasm" in their deSCriptions of exemplars, while 
others expressed this quality in different terms. 

For example, one librarian described her exemplar 
as being "always in a mode of upbeat seriousness." 
Another commented on an exceptional research li
brarian who has been active for the last 20 years, yet 
" she hasn't 'burned out' or become jaded." Even 
more impressive is the description of an exemplary 
librarian who unabashedly "loves reference and has 
been doing it for almost 40 years. " 

There is evidence of a level of commitment that 



seems to go beyond being merely "professional." It 
would be interesting to explore whether this immer
sion in work is the result of a conscious attitude or 
philosophy that exemplary librarians possess. An
other possibility is that there is something intrinsic 
to the work itself that they find satisfying and fulfill
ing and that keeps them so enthused about it. 16 

The next most frequently mentioned quality 
. (n = 4) that respondents mentioned as characteristic 
of exemplary reference librarians is being an excel
lent teacher. One librarian recalled the two best li
brarians she had encountered as exhibiting a "won
derful generosity in sharing their knowledge." 
Several respondents acknowledged how much their 
exemplar had taught them. One librarian com
mented: 

"I met her when I was in library school in 
UCLA, so that may have had an influence in 
that she knew I was going to be a librarian, so 
she made sure I knew how to find information. 
Yet it seemed to be in her nature to teach." 

Exemplary librarians were fondly remembered by 
respondents as having taught them a lot, but they 
also served as teachers to patrons. Not only do these 
librarians "show the patrons how to use the various 
sources," but they are able to do so in a unique way. 
A respondent admiringly described a great librarian 
he knows who, when assisting patrons 

"not only helps them find the information but 
often unbeknownst to the patron teaches them 
how to find similar information in the future." 

The best librarians mentioned by these re-
spondents all seemed to strongly subscribe to the in
structional role of the librarian. 17 This may be a re
sult of their own great mastery of the library serving 
to convince them of the importance of teaching 
others. It may also be a result of their being so skill
ful and proficient in reference work that those 
around them can't help but be simultaneously im
pressed and informed at the same time. 

Another distinguishing factor that makes for a~ 
exemplary reference librarian is dedication. Great 11-
brarians manifest an unusual commitment to their 
work, according to respondents (n = 3). One li
brarian, in commenting on her exemplar librarian's 
great efforts to answer patrons' questions, attributed 
it to "part devotion and part tenacity." Another re
spondent remarked that besides being an excellent 
teacher and colleague, his examplar was also "a ded
icated worker." 

In addition to being highly dedicated, exemplary 
reference· librarians are also skilled at referrals. In 

the rare instance that they don't know an answer 
themselves, they are adept at "referring patrons to 
other agencies, libraries or experts when needed," 
as one librarian stated. Another respondent spoke of 
her exemplary librarian as being not only remark
ably good at reference work, but 

"also helpful in referring patrons to subject 
specialists, librarians, and teaching faculty who 
might provide more help, and to information 
sources outside the library." 

One respondent spoke of an exceptional public li
brarian she had encountered who not only knew a 
great deal, but "if she didn't know where to find an 
answer, she knew who knew." From these com
ments, it is evident that exemplary librarians epito
mize the service ethic of public library I & R services 
even though they may work in academic and special 
library settings. They have reached beyond the in
structional approach to reference work to embrace 
the public library service model in an effort to better 
meet the needs of patrons. IS 

In the sample, several respondents (n = 3) men
tioned another essential quality of the exemplar ref
erence librarian-a well developed sense of humor. 
Respondents variously described great librarians 
they had contact with as having "a great sense of 
humor" or "a marvelous sense of humor." Many 
who emphasized it in their responses seemed to be 
suggesting that their exemplar might be cerebral and 
hard working, but they also had the ability to laugh 
at themselves (though one respondent was quick to 
note that her best librarian would never enjoy a 
laugh at a patron's expense). 

Humor can be a very valuable asset in library 
work. It can serve to put patrons at ease. When pa
trons are more relaxed, they tend to be more forth
coming with details necessary in tracking down in
formation. A sense of humor can also prove helpful 
among overburdened staff under siege during busy 
stressful moments. It can even diffuse difficult or 
embarrassing incidents, as when a patron can't find 
a book that is right there on the shelf, can't operate a 
CD-ROM reader, or is caught trying to "borrow" a 
book without checking it out firSt. 19 

Along with humor, another distinguishing char
acteristic of exemplar reference librarians that re
spondents mentioned (n = 3) is their helpfulness to 
new staff. Librarians who have worked with great li
brarians often characterize them as being particu
larly supportive. One librarian who recalled a long 
list of excellent qualities that her exemplar was 
known for added, "She was also very willing to help 
new librarians .. . " Another respondent described 
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the tremendous subject knowledge her exemplar 
possessed, then explained "she was extremely help
ful to new staff." 

One respondent fondly recalled a great librarian 
she had worked with in a small library outside of 
London: 

"He gently taught me the art of being a good 
reference assistant. First, he cared about staff 
training and what we would today call "career 
development." He showed me books that I 
ought to read about the profession and refer
ence work, encouraged me to qualify and took 
an interest in me---and he did this for the other 
four assistants. ,. 

Exemplary reference librarians emerge from these 
descriptions as having skills and knowledge they are 
willing to share generously with new colleagues. 
Their great ability makes them secure enough not to 
feel threatened by eager understudies . In thei r su
pervisory capacity, they can serve as a kind of men
tor, coach or tutor, as well as a role model. This is a 
role that extends beyond orientation and practical 
train ing to theoretical iss ues and professional 
values . The exemplary librarian guides the novice, 
but is careful to refrain from controlling him so that 
he is able to develop as a unique individuaJ.2° 

Other respondents (n = 3) mentioned a closely re
lated ability as typifying their exemplars, that of ex
ceptional supervisory capability . Exemplary refer
ence librarians have a talent for managing, according 
to this sample. One respondent described his exem
plar as "a great supervisor of librarians and student 
workers." Another characterized her greatest li
brarian as being not only totally dedicated to deliver
ing in formation to patrons in whatever form she 
could, but "she s upported her librarians come hell 
or high water." 

The exemplar reference libraria n 111 a supervisory 
role protects and nurtures the development of her 
staff. He ensures that the sta ff members work is in
teresting and challenging, and tha t it offers an op
portunity for responsibility and provides growth . 
The support of developing librarians is seen as a 
contribution not only to the supervisors particular li
J>rary, but to the profession overall. 21 The supervi
sion is subtle , tactful and not heavy handed or over· 
bearing. As one respondent said o f her exemplar 
supervisor: 

"She was sensitive to feelings of the reference 
librarians, but she would tactfully intervene if 
necessary . She would listen to the staff com 
plain about patron problems, but she would 
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:;ubtly let us discover that rules often caused 
more problems than they solved." 

Lest one get the impression that the tact and sub
tlety the exemplar exhibits in his supervisory role 
suggests that he is timid or reticent, respondents 
(n = 3) suggest otherwise. The exemplar librarian is 
not a milquetoast or a lightweight. As one re
spondent observed of the two best reference li
brarians she had worked with: 

"Both had a quiet effective manner that in no 
way suggested that they were pushovers." 

Another librarian who responded also suggested 
a certain paradoxical manner on the part of the ex
emplar. It is a style that is simultaneously reassurin~ 
yet authoritative: 

"She always behaved in a professional way 
that made the patron feel at ease but also gave 
her authority." 

This same dual ability is echoed by a third re-
spondent who noted of her reference exemplar: 

"She is patient, but doesn't take anything from 
anybody (induding the director while I was 
there)." 

The supervisory style of the exemplar librarian 
chus appears to be low-key yet cannot be charac
terized as passive. Given their own diligence and 
dedication, exemplar librarians do not emerge as the 
kind of supervisors who would be especially tolerant 
of poor work habits. Nor would they seem likely to 
ignore or downplay such problems. 

At the same time, they are not described by re
spondents as aggressive. They are not likely to at
tack or berate subordinates for their shortcomings. 
The kind of manager that jumps to conclusions or 
overreacts to problems does not fit the profile of the 
exemplar is described here . Perhaps the supervisory 
style of the exemplar could best be characterized as 
neither passive nor aggressive, but assertive. They 
are people who are able to confront problems with· 
out attacking others.22 

Several other qualities were mentioned . Two re
spondents noted that their exemplars seemed to 
have a high degree of familiarity with cataloging. 
One of them characterized the best librarian he had 
worked with as being "a public service oriented per
son with a great technical services background." 

Another respondent described her exempla ry li
brarian as someone who could "wring more infor
mation out of a card catalog than anyone." It would 
stand to reason that a great reference librarian 
would have a command of the catalog since it plavs 



such a key role in subject access. Understanding 
classification schemes, subject heading forms, and 
the creative use of cross references can go a long 
way toward tracking down obscure sources. 23 

One quality that seems to characterize exemplary 
reference librarians is a willingness to experiment. 
Exemplar librarians are open to fresh approaches 
and alternate ways of doing things. One respondent 
described her exemplar as not only helping new li
brarians but "always encouraging them to experi
ment." Another respondent described her greatest 
librarian as demonstrating similar flexibility: "she's 
open to new ideas." 

This attitude of openness can often result in im
provements in programs and procedures. It can be 
essential in helping a library develop and adapt to a 
rapidly changing environment. What begins as an 
experiment often ends up as becoming policy after it 
has proven to be effective.24 

The advent of automated technology has been an 
issue among librarians in recent years. Not surpris
ingly, respondents (n = 2) characterized exemplar li
brarians as being skilled in automation. One re
spondent portrayed her exemplar librarian as 
combining "a solid knowledge of the print collection 
with good electronic skills." One self-assured li
brarian was even bold enough to venture that he was 
an exemplary librarian because of his technical 
prowess: 

"I am the best reference librarian I have en
countered. Why? I have the nack of being able 
to explain our technology clearly and in the 
exact manner our patrons need and require." 

It seems doubtful that facility with technology 
alone would be enough to make one an exemplary 
librarian. But it seems equally difficult to imagine 
anyone being an excellent reference librarian these 
days without at least being comfortable with auto
mated systems.2S An exemplary librarian is likely to 
be someone that is skilled in both print and online 
retrieval. 

But there is more to it than that. The great li
brarian, as two respondents suggested, not only un
derstands electronic and print sources but also un
derstands when it is appropriate to use them . The 
exemplar librarian knows, for example, that when 
information cannot be found in a printed source, or 
when very specific information such as dates, events 
or numeric data are requested, or when very recent 
information is needed, online use may be advis
able.26 In other instances, such as for a retrospective 
search, when very general information is needed or 
when cost is a consideration, print may be a better 

choice. The exemplar librarian knows the advan
tages and limitations of both media and in what sit
uations each is best utilized. 

One final quality mentioned by a respondent 
seems appropriate to end with. In speaking of an ex
emplary librarian, this respondent noted that he was 
not only a skilled reference librarian, but, "a true vi
sionary in terms of future sources and services." 

An exemplar librarian is able to project into the 
future, to imagine new possibilities, to anticipate 
change and initiate it. Like any leader, the exemplar 
has the ability to create a vision and sustain it.21 The 
best are capable of translating that vision into goals 
and strategies for meeting those goals, and to con
vince others either by persuasion or by example that 
those are goals worth pursuing. 

Conclusion 

This study has suggested a new approach to eval
uating reference by studying exemplary reference li
brarians. It represents an attempt to move beyond 
the efficacy standard by asking, "what makes a ref
erence librarian great?" 

The responses to this· question produced some in
teresting findings . The profile of the exemplary ref
erence librarian that emerges from the data suggests 
that contrary to library legend, there is nothing es
pecially mystical or magical about great reference li
brarians. 

This profile has three dimensions: attitude, pro
fessional skills and Interpersonal skills. Respondents 
indicated that exemplar librarians approach their 
work with an attitude of dedication, enthusiasm, an 
avid interest In reading, tenadty in locating informa
tion, a deep respect for both patrons and their ques
tions, a genuine desire to help new staff, humor, an 
openness to experiment, a willingness to be asser
tive when necessary, and a strong vision of future 
possibilities. 

Along With this attitude, exemplar Ubrarians also 
possess a number of professional skills . These in
clude an exceptional command of sources, a vast 
knowledge of referrals to other information resour
cews, a thorough understanding of the catalog, a 
mastery of automated technology and an under
standing of when it is appropriate to use it. 

In addition to attitude and professional skills , 
great librarians also have excellent interpersonal 
skiI1s. In their interaction with patrons, they are ex
tremely approachable, skilled at listening to ques
tions, expert at asking questions, and adept at teach
ing others how to use sources. In their relations with 
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staff they are sensitive, supportive supervisors, ex
cellent teachers and get along unusually well with 
colleagues. 

Among the more interesting implications of the 
data are first, that exemplary reference librarianship 
is something that can be learned, not something that 
one is born with. That is, what makes a reference li
brarian great is not so much a rare character or spe
cial personality as it is attitude, which can be 
adopted, and professional and interpersonal skills, 
which can be acquired through training and prac
tice. 

Second, it is evident from this study that it takes 
more than good reference skills and experience to be 
exemplary. It also requires a considerable degree of 
cultural preparation in the form of broad and deep 
reading. 

Third, there is no single factor that makes for an 
exemplary reference librarian. Rather, it is the com
bination of factors mentioned earl ier that together 
make a librarian extraordinary. 

Fourth, attitude and interpersonal skills appear to 
be as important as library skills. Even an individual 
who knows the most obscure sources and complex 
computer systems cannot be a great reference li 
brarian unless he cares about his work and his pa
trons and can relate to them well. 

The findings of this study have signiticant im
plications for both the eva luation and training of ref
erence librarians . Given that the most important 
characteristic of the exemplar is mastery of sources, 
this proficiency could be measured . One possible 
way would be through the creation of a self-admin
istered test which reference librarians could use to 
assess their familiarity with so urces. The exam 
might test the librarians breadth and dep th of 
knowledge of both basic and advanced sources in a 
variety of subject areas . Different levels of the test 
could be designed to enable a progressive mastery of 
reference sources . The test could serve to identify 
areas in which librarians need further training to en
hance their self development. This training might be 
provided in workshops taught by subject specialists, 
faculty members or exemplar librarians themselves. 

A similar program of testing and workshops 
could also be designed for other professional skills 
that characterize exemplary reference librarians. For 
example, progressive testing and training in referrals 
to other information sources could also be devel
oped. Educational sequences in cataloging and auto
mation could be introduced as well. Successful Com-
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pletion of a variety of such sequences might well 
bring professional skills up to a level approaching 
that of the exemplar librarian. 

In addition, there is no reason why progressive 
tests would not be constructed to evaluate the other 
two dimensions that characterize the exemplar refer
ence librarian, namely attitude and interpersonal 
skills. There currently are many sensitive and so
phisticated test s measuring attitudes that are com
monly used by counselors and psychologists. A test 
specifically designed to evaluate the attitudes neces
sary for exemplary reference librarianship could be 
created. Librarians could use this test to determine 
attitudinal areas that are underdeveloped or inap
propriate. Workshops in interpersonal skills, sen
sitivity training groups with other librarians and in
dividual counseling might all be used to improve 
attitudes to model those of the exemplar librarian. 
Interpersonal and social skills could also be im
proved through sensitivity training workshops, sjm
ulated patron interactions, case studies and problem 
solving. By using a combination of these evaluation 
and training methods over a period of time, the me
diocre or ordinary librarian might develop abilities 
that would mirror those of the exemplar librarian. 
Such a program would provide the library communi
ty with a practical means of bringing its reference li
brarians closer to the exem plar. 

Given this is only an initial exploration on exem
plary reference librarians, more research is needed. 
Further studies in this area will help provide a fuller 
portrait of great librarians and how they behave. 
From these, a new and higher standard for evaluat
ing reference can be forged. 

In the meantime, this study provides a new para
digm for research on reference. It represents a sig
nificant departure from the fragmented , overly ana
lytic, ahistorical drift that currently plagues research 
on reference evaluation. In its place, it substitutes a 
concern with larger questions, higher standards and 
a willingness to draw on the rich professional histo
ry the field possesses. 28 

Further attempts at moving beyond the tunnel vi
sion that presently characterizes reference evalua
tion must be made . Many of the questions that 
James Rettig asked in his article are at the institu
tional level of reference, rather than the individual 
level. On an ins titutional level, much could be 
learned from studying exemplary reference depart
ments . These studies would provide a needed com
plement to the present study of exemplary individu
als, and could potentially offer a new standard for 
evaluating reference departments. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Characteristics of Exemplar Librarians 
Ranked by Frequency of Responses . 

Characteristic 

command of resources 
respects patron/question 
approachability 
exhaustive searcher 
good interviewer/prober 
avid reader 
works well with colleagues 
good listener 
enthusiasm 
excellent teacher 
dedication 
excellent referrals 
sense of humor 
helpful to new staff 
great supervisor 
assertive 
mastery of catalog 
open to experimentation 
skilled in automation 
appropriate use of sources 
true visionary 

Responses 

22 
15 
13 
7 
6 
6 
5 
4 
4 
4 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
2 
2 
2 
2 
1 
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