Searching library Web site at thetime of Web 2.0: Who doeswhat? How FAQscan play a
central rolein retrieving basic information.

Cristina Mancini
Istituto Superiore di Sanita, Rome, Italy
cristina.mancini@isss.it

Abstract

Online communication certainly carries out a styateole in the process of innovation in different
fields. Nowadays, besides the traditional Internetls, Web 2.0 technology development
underlines the strong need to maintain an opennelari dialogue either with or among users. As a
matter of fact, the experience in searching libNkgb sites pointed out that the availability of too
much help such as tips, sheets etc. instead olfitéticig information access, often, can create
confusion for users and make navigation throughed \8ite they are interested in a waste of time.
On the other hand, a well structured FAQs (Fredueisked Questions) could be a precious
customer support reducing the amount of noise aadtavby increasing the efficiency of the
answers. Starting from a survey, previously coneldiain about 300 scientific library Web sites,
involving FAQ presence, location, labelling andaug this paper focuses on the effort to greater
analyze possible FAQs normalization trying to 8wl methodology: assuming FAQs as a sort of
knowledge base related to a particular specific \Bigcontent the attempt to create a standardized
model is presented. A series of measures to makgskAore action oriented and attractive to user
participation are suggested. Appropriate quantggjualitative FAQs can determine the success,
in term of ease of use and quickness, consumess ihagetting the information they need, and the
manner in which they could be helped to managae this reference frame a FAQs section can act
as a successful tool to improve overall digitabmfation usability as well as customer satisfaction

Introduction

The widespread adoption of Web search engines #mer dnternet tools and services in the
information-retrieval fields has pointed out, asamsequence, that there is more information than
ever and more informed users with even greaternmition needs. In addition, the coming era of
the Web 2.0 technology development implies a stroegd to maintain an open channel of dialogue
either with or among users [1]. Libraries are logkior ways to adapt to a changing world, keep
their services relevant for today’s informationls®as and to address user needs adequately [2]. In
particular, experience in searching library Webssrevealed that the availability of too much help
such as tips and sheets instead of facilitatingrintion access, can often create confusion for
users and make navigation through a Web site theynéerested in a waste of time. Whatever a
user wants to learn, whatever he has questiond,abbatever interests him, are all at his fingextip

if he knows how to use what is available. Althowglarge number of instruments, such as general
help, guides, and tutorials available on the Ipréveb sites should support consumers to help
themselves use information resources, in many c#s®gdo not act as a gateway to reduce noise,
confusion and a waste of time but rather they adthé difficulties. How to solve the problem?
Considering the FAQ (Frequently Asked Questiorstslan answer to the most relevant and ever
recurring information needs faced by users whilerd@ng Web sites, can be seen as a way to
develop information skills of Web site library usgiving them the knowledge of a fixed repertory
of information resources and search strategieppdyao a life-long and continuously elaborating
mode of thought regarding information seeking asel. Un the new environment, it is important for
librarians to offer users tools they can use tavangjuickly and easily their immediate information
needs.



Purpose

Over the last years Web search engine availalility the introduction of technologies that are Web
2.0 oriented have reduced users’ dependence @myisupport to fulfil their information needs. At
the same time, in adherence to these new conoasess are becoming the focal point, and the
services are being built around them [3]. In lighthe expectations of today’s information seekers,
the experience in browsing Web sites pointed onéwa opportunity in the role FAQ (Frequently
Asked Questions) sections could play in helpingausied their way through digital information
resources [4]. The use of a well organized FAQisechecomes even more relevant in many
aspects of a Web site creation and organisationt asproves information retrieval and users’
understanding of the information and services effereducing, at the same time, demands on the
supporting staff. Analysing the FAQ sections ondily Web sites it was noticed that they could
serve as a starting point in order to widen theorimfation given, make the research process
engaging, integrate it into users’ normal workflamd improve digital information usability.

Starting from a survey, previously conducted onual89D0 scientific library Web sites, involving
FAQ presence, location, labelling and so on, tlapgp focuses on the effort to greater analyze
possible FAQs normalization trying to design a mdtiogy: assuming FAQs as a sort of
knowledge base related to a particular specific \Bigcontent the attempt to create a standardized
model is presented. A series of measures to makgskAore action oriented and attractive to user
participation are suggested.

Approach

Later in 2006, a survey on about 300 scientificailp Web sites was conducted in order to assess
the presence and location of FAQ sections, the thayinformation was categorized, labelled,
presented and the way the navigation/access wiisafiec [5]. First of all, data gathering outlined
that even if no rules exist on issuing a list ofAit would be good practice to establish the goals
that need to be achieved when constructing an sixterist of FAQs: visibility, simplicity,
pertinence, ease of search, feed back, updatingsaential concepts strictly related to the FAQ
structure. Furthermore, based on the features ecarout during the survey fundamental
requirements for FAQ sections have been suggestedigh a series of standard practices that
involve FAQ location on the homepage, use of FAReleeven if the language is different from
English (the acronym FAQ is internationally recagd), primary content determination and
category definition, FAQ average number from 2@@ounits maximum organized in a browsable
list, use of the same word to indicate a given sgimaontent and short sentences with the same
formal structure when possible. For present purpasaentific library Web sites analyzed in 2006
were checked again between the end of 2009 anyg 2@il0. Afterwards, data collected in 2006
were compared to the results carried out in 200M20ying to investigate the possible changes
undergone on Web sites and to evaluate the tremaldimg, removing or maintaining FAQ lists.
From the results some recurring aspects emerged¢hwhave led to the need to design a
standardized pattern for creating a new approach.

Findings and Comments

If in the 2006 survey the Web sites providing FASsl were equal to 45% of the total the following
check accomplished during 2009-2010 showed that hioenber rose to 65.5% with an increase of
20.5%. This is not surprising if it is considerdtt FAQs are now generally known to users and
they expect to find them when accessing a Web kitgarians are probably becoming more and
more aware of the usefulness and the potentiadipability this tool offers; they understand how
FAQs can represent one of the best and more wduitbntact points between archived and
searched information. Whereas users assign great t@ease of use, ease of access and speed that
characterise Internet tools and services, FAQ $is&sn to have a particular appeal as a fasteravay t
make information easy to retrieve. Talking abow ttew Web sites providing a FAQ list it is
interesting to note that 75% of them do not exdbedotal number of 30 FAQs available which are



distributed in the same six main categories (geéneeference, circulation, document delivery,
facilities, library computing) outlined in the pieusly study conducted. Although the findings of
the study are not entirely unexpected, it can eatifiderestimated that the number of FAQs offered
and their distribution support the hypothesis ofaammon core content and the usefulness to
establish which basic content is shared by alahpiVeb sites.

No less important are the other data referringhttsé Web sites that in the previous survey had
already built a FAQ section: in the new check, ome cases they have shown a change in
adding/removing FAQs, in others they have remaimezhanged. The disaggregate data present the
following results: 49% of Web sites that have ad&@d)s do not exceed the total umber of 30
FAQs available; the same applies to 54% of thoseowing FAQs, 56% of those adding/removing
FAQs, 75% of those rearranging them completely &48b of those with FAQ lists unchanged all
have a number of FAQs equal to or less than 30e Tdverall data related to the Web sites
including no more than 30 FAQs available is equmalto 62%. This high percentage reinforces
again a number of key messages strictly relatedsks performed by FAQs and their constantly
reiterated content: the function of providing pripnanformation not less than the evidence of a
standardized content is widely confirmed. Data exifld indicates, at the same time, that the
challenge to determine basic content with the psepof building a FAQ set of maximum 30
questions/answers is a commitment which libraranesbecoming aware of. Another useful issue to
evaluate and highlight FAQ section current trenoiscerns global Web site percentage referring to
added FAQs (32%), removed FAQs (15%), added/remd&Qs (10%), reorganized/modified
FAQs (13%), unchanged FAQs (30%). The percentagtsated above, on the whole, can be read
as a positive factor because only 13% of Web siteshauled their FAQ sections compared to
those that left them unchanged showing a percentalye of more than double. Furthermore, the
percentages pertaining to added and removed FAfgstra similar situation: 32% versus 15%.
That means that if FAQs are customer-tailored,etoee appropriate and pertinent, they do not
need to be changed: unless a library modifies teigmnates existing services they can be used over
time in the research process avoiding revisiongarrangements. In most cases, it is sufficient to
adjust the target taking into account user feedbtik seems to be the case of added and removed
FAQs. Finally, the low percentage of added/remoké&d)s describes a context in which FAQs
follow a bidirectional path: this category dealghwvery little change, about no more than two or
three FAQs played out have been removed and the samber have been added, falling within a
sort of maintenance work. Anyway, this group caailsb be assigned either to added FAQ list or to
removed FAQ list unless the final result changesstlbut not least, the survey accomplished in
early 2010 revised FAQ formal structures and lagguteatures. The goal to create a universal
standard model which will be easily recognized hyaadience as wide as possible implies a great
effort in choosing appropriated construction fortie format “How do I” being the most recurrent
pattern, over 80% of Web sites use it, could regres more understandable and user-friendly
approach giving consumers immediate gratificatiClosely related to the structure are linguistic
terms, in particular the meaning assigned to thgjmHeople may use different words that have the
same meaning or they may use the same word toteefifferent meanings: to reduce ambiguities
and misunderstandings what is needed is a methggldtoteach each other what they mean. A
communication channel like user feedback, helpimgptovide a more precise definition of a
meaning, could act as a medium for learning anusteting similar semantic concepts to determine
a shared knowledge between librarians and theferéiit customers. Further elaborations on
structure, language and semantic concept will contte next step of this study.

Conclusions

In order to understand how to discover informatimailable in a Web site it is necessary to learn
how it is organized. At the same time, FAQSs, bamocess of finding information on the Internet
they have to meet the same requirements usedgaseial rule, in evaluating information: they

must be credible, accurate, current enough forpingose, relevant (e.g. what is the research



question? What information would help to answey. iurthermore, through the FAQ discovery
and delivery system, libraries can present theib\&fée in a way which enables users to access an
authoritative information landscape from a singleinp In light of these perspectives, data
gathering in the first and second survey encourbigesians to think that a path has been setmut i
the direction to create a standardized model of F®@ering a range of quality criteria. If it is
considered that most of the Web sites analyzedhessame six categories in distributing content
information no less than the common criteria in th&Q average number, two significant
requirements to meet standardization are appliedti#er positive mark is represented by the wide
use of a formal structure like “How do I” easyunderstand and not misleading. Even if there is a
lot of work yet to do to improve standard practigeterms, for example, of language meanings and
fragmented distribution of information, still inffmced by librarians’ old habits, some basic rules
seem to be generally acquired. FAQ lists as a crosksbetween other seeking systems could
become a user interface to match their needs, mdhkan research process as friendly and familiar
as possible and, in a way making what they learasaet to them now and in the future.

References

[1] Casey ME, Savastinuk LC Library 2.0 - Servioethe next-generation library. Library Journal.
2006; 131 (14): 40-.

[2] Moyo LM Electronic libraries and the emergermfenew service paradigms. The Electronic
Library. 2004; 22 ( 3): 220-230.

[3] Sadeh T Time for a change: new approachea faew generation of library users. New Library
World. 2007; 108 (7/8): 307-316.

[4] Gullikson S et al. The impact of informatiorchitecture on academic web site usability. The
Electronic Library. 1999; 17 (5): 293-304.

[5] Mancini C, Barbaro A, Zedda M FAQ? Tip shé&eGoing beyond the traditional patterns of
information retrieval systems. In: Callaos N, Le8¥¢pZinn CD, Zmazek B, editors. Proceedings of
the 11" World Multiconference on Systemics, Cyberneticd &formatics (WMSCI); 2007 jul 8-
11; Orlando, Florida — USA.

[6] Williams AB Learning to share meaning in a nmalgent system. Autonomous Agents and
Multi-Agent Systems. 2004; 8: 165-193.



