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ABSTRACT 

 

The advancement of technology has revolutionized reference services in academic 

libraries by transforming them into Virtual Reference Services (VRS). This study 

aimed to examine the perception and usage patterns of VRS at Nkumba University 

Library in order to develop a framework for enhancing VRS provision within the 

library if any gaps are identified. The objectives of the study were to: find out the 

virtual reference services provided at Nkumba University Library; examine user 

perceptions of virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library; determine 

usage patterns of virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library; and 

develop a framework to enhance perceptions and usage patterns of virtual reference 

services at Nkumba University Library. The study employed a case study research 

design and mixed-methods approach. The study population was composed of 15 

librarians and 79 course leaders, from which a sample size of 76 was obtained. Data 

was collected through questionnaires and structured interviews. Purposive and 

simple random sampling were used. 

 

The findings revealed that Nkumba University Library offers various VRS, including 

online chat services, email reference, and video reference, with online chat being 

the most popular. While 88.3% of students were aware of the VRS, only 38.3% were 

very familiar with the services. The primary reasons for using VRS included accessing 

library databases (65%), citation help (43.3%), and locating scholarly articles (28.3%). 

However, only 25% used VRS for clarifying research questions. Key challenges faced 

included lack of funding, understaffing, and limited computers and technology. To 

enhance perceptions and usage patterns of VRS, the study proposes a framework 

that includes user education and training, improving service quality, enhanced 

promotion, upgrading technology, staff development, user feedback, and 

collaboration with other institutions. By implementing this framework, Nkumba 

University Library can address the identified gaps and improve user satisfaction and 

engagement with VRS, ultimately strengthening its role as a vital academic resource.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 Introduction 

Virtual Reference Services have become an essential service provided by libraries in 

the digital age. These services have become increasingly popular as they allow 

patrons to access information and resources from the comfort of their own homes 

(Vogus, 2020; Mawhinney, 2020). This chapter provides the background to the study, 

research problem, aim of the study, research objectives and questions, scope of the 

study, theoretical and conceptual frameworks, and significance of the study and 

definitions of key operational terms.  

 

1.2 Background to the study 

1.2.1 Historical background 

Reference services in libraries date back to the mid-19th century, becoming more 

formalized by the 1890s (Vogus, 2020). Initially, these services focused on assisting 

users in navigating library resources and answering their inquiries. A foundational 

definition from this period describes reference work as the assistance provided by 

librarians to help readers understand the library's catalog and access its resources 

effectively (Fritch & Mandernack, 2001). The introduction of the Internet in the late 

20th century marked a transformative period for reference services (Vogus, 2020). 

Prior to this, librarians faced challenges in providing adequate support to distance 

learners due to limited communication methods. The advent of email and chat 

services allowed libraries to offer real-time assistance, making reference services 

more accessible to users who could not visit the library physically (Casey, 2004). In 

the 1990s, several initiatives emerged to support distance learners. For instance, 

the Kentucky Virtual Library was established to provide statewide library services 

via email and telephone, demonstrating a shift towards electronic communication 

in library services (Moore, Knight, & Kinnersley, 2001). This period also saw the 

development of dedicated virtual reference services that utilized email and chat 

technologies to facilitate user inquiries (Ault & Viggiano, 2000). As technology 

progressed, so did the definitions and practices surrounding virtual reference. The 

term "virtual reference" encompasses various forms of electronic communication, 

including email, chat, and social media platforms (Khan et al., 2017; Vogus, 2020). 
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The American Library Association (2004) defines virtual reference as a service 

initiated electronically, allowing patrons to communicate with reference staff 

without being physically present in the library. Recent literature highlights the 

emergence of Reference 2.0, which incorporates social media tools and cloud-based 

services into library reference practices. This evolution reflects a broader trend in 

which libraries adapt to the changing landscape of user engagement and 

information-seeking behaviors (Janes, 2008; Cambridge University Press, 2022). 

Research indicates that users' perceptions of virtual reference services are 

influenced by their experiences and preferences. A qualitative study conducted in 

Hong Kong explored these perceptions and highlighted the importance of user-

centered approaches in designing effective VRS (Tsang & Chiu, 2022). Despite the 

advancements in technology and service delivery, challenges remain, particularly in 

developing countries where access to digital tools may be limited. Ongoing research 

aims to identify best practices and frameworks for implementing VRS in diverse 

contexts, ensuring that all users can benefit from these essential services 

(Mawhinney, 2020). As libraries continue to evolve, understanding the historical 

background of VRS is vital for improving service delivery and enhancing user 

experiences in the digital age.  

 

1.2.2 Theoretical background 

The theoretical background of virtual reference services (VRS) in academic libraries 

has been shaped by various models and frameworks that explain user acceptance 

and adoption of technology. Three prominent theories that have been applied in this 

context are the Information Seeking Behaviour Model, the Technology Acceptance 

Model (TAM) and the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT).  

 

The Information Seeking Behaviour model by Thomas J. Wilson explains the process 

of information seeking in different environments (Oza & Patel, 2021). It highlights 

different steps users go through to find the information they need. The main 

proponent, Wilson proposed a model of information seeking encompassing stages 

like initiation, selection, exploration, formulation, and collection (Dipak & Kundu, 

2017). The theory assumes that users have specific information needs, actively seek 

information to fulfill their needs, and employ diverse strategies based on context 
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and prior knowledge. The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) on the other hand is 

an information systems theory that models how users come to accept and use a 

technology. It suggests that when users are presented with a new technology, two 

factors influence their decision about how and when they will use it: perceived 

usefulness and perceived ease of use (Davis, 1989). In the context of VRS, TAM can 

be used to understand users' acceptance and adoption of these services. If users 

perceive VRS as useful in meeting their information needs and easy to use, they are 

more likely to adopt and continue using these services. Studies have applied TAM to 

investigate factors influencing user acceptance of VRS, such as perceived usefulness, 

perceived ease of use, attitude towards using, and actual usage (Sinhababu & Kumar, 

2021). Lastly, the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) is 

another framework that has been used to study user acceptance of VRS. UTAUT 

integrates elements from eight prominent models, including TAM, to provide a 

unified view of user acceptance (Venkatesh et al., 2003). UTAUT posits that four key 

constructs influence user acceptance and usage behavior: performance expectancy, 

effort expectancy, social influence, and facilitating conditions. Performance 

expectancy refers to the degree to which an individual believes that using the system 

will help them attain gains in job performance, while effort expectancy is the degree 

of ease associated with using the system. Social influence is the degree to which an 

individual perceives that important others believe they should use the new system, 

and facilitating conditions are the degree to which an individual believes that an 

organizational and technical infrastructure exists to support use of the system 

(Venkatesh et al., 2003). Several studies have applied UTAUT to investigate user 

acceptance of VRS, examining how these four constructs influence users' behavioral 

intention to use and actual usage of VRS (Mu et al., 2011; Sinhababu & Kumar, 2021). 

These theories provide a strong theoretical foundation for understanding user 

acceptance and adoption of virtual reference services in academic libraries. By 

applying these models, researchers can identify key factors that influence users' 

decisions to use VRS and develop strategies to enhance user engagement and 

satisfaction with these services.  
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1.2.3 Conceptual background 

The core concept of virtual reference services (VRS) revolves around providing 

remote research assistance through various digital communication channels (Tsang 

& Chiu, 2022; Bussell, 2022). This assistance can take many forms, ranging from 

answering basic reference questions to offering in-depth research consultations. VRS 

are designed to bridge the gap between geographically dispersed users and research 

librarians, fostering a collaborative environment that supports the research process 

(Abubakar, 2021). Virtual reference services utilize technology to allow users to 

connect with librarians without needing to be physically present in a library. This 

can involve different communication methods, such as chat, email, video calls, and 

even social media platforms. The flexibility of VRS is particularly beneficial for 

students and researchers who may not have easy access to library facilities, 

especially in today's digital age where many academic activities occur online (Yang, 

2015). One key concept for understanding VRS effectiveness is the notion of service 

quality. Service quality refers to the user's perception of how well a service meets 

their expectations (Khan et al., 2017). In the context of VRS, several factors 

influence perceived service quality, including ease of use, response time, and 

librarian expertise and overall user experience. Users must find the service easy to 

navigate and use. If the interface is complicated, users may become frustrated and 

stop using the service (Mwiinga et al., 2020). Quick responses are crucial in 

maintaining user satisfaction. Users expect timely assistance, and delays can lead 

to dissatisfaction (Khan et al., 2017). The knowledge and skills of the librarians 

providing the service significantly impact user perceptions. Users are more likely to 

trust and value the service if they feel the librarians are knowledgeable and capable 

(Mwiinga et al., 2020). Overall user experience includes all aspects of the 

interaction, from the initial contact to the resolution of the inquiry. A positive 

overall experience encourages users to return to the service (Abubakar, 2021). High-

quality VRS strive to offer timely, accurate, and user-friendly research assistance, 

ultimately enhancing the research experience for students and faculty. The goal is 

to provide a seamless experience that meets users' needs effectively, making 

research easier and more accessible.  
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Technology plays a crucial role in the development and delivery of virtual reference 

services. The rise of the internet and digital communication tools has transformed 

how libraries operate. For instance, libraries now use chat services, video 

conferencing, and other digital platforms to connect with users in real-time (Mu et 

al., 2011; Khan et al., 2017). These tools not only make it easier for users to ask 

questions but also allow librarians to provide immediate assistance, which is 

essential in a fast-paced academic environment. Understanding how users discover 

and engage with VRS is vital for improving these services. Research indicates that 

many users learn about VRS through librarian promotions during reference 

interactions or instructional sessions rather than through library websites (Connoway 

& Radford, 2011; Mwiinga et al., 2020). This finding emphasizes the importance of 

effective marketing and visibility of VRS on library platforms to ensure users are 

aware of available services. Libraries can enhance user engagement by placing links 

to VRS prominently on their websites and actively promoting these services during 

library orientations and workshops (Yang, 2015; Khan et al., 2017). This proactive 

approach can help raise awareness and encourage more users to take advantage of 

the services offered. By focusing on service quality, technology, and user 

engagement, libraries can improve their VRS and better meet the needs of their 

users in an increasingly digital world.  

 

1.2.4 Contextual background 

The study examined virtual reference services (VRS) at Nkumba University, a leading 

university in Central Uganda. Nkumba University, established in 1994, is one of the 

oldest universities in Uganda and serves a diverse student population. The university 

offers various academic programs, including undergraduate and postgraduate 

degrees across several disciplines (Nkumba University, 2024). With a student body 

that includes both traditional and non-traditional learners, understanding the unique 

demographics and needs of its users is essential for effective VRS implementation. 

In the context of developing countries like Uganda, resource limitations might affect 

the scope and functionality of VRS offerings. Many academic institutions face 

challenges such as insufficient funding, limited access to advanced technology, and 

inadequate training for library staff (Mwiinga et al., 2020). These limitations can 

hinder the development and effectiveness of VRS, as libraries may struggle to 
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provide the same level of service as those in more developed regions. For instance, 

Abubakar (2021) highlights that while VRS is gaining traction in developed countries, 

its implementation in developing nations often faces obstacles. These challenges 

can include a lack of infrastructure to support reliable internet connectivity and the 

absence of necessary digital tools. Consequently, academic libraries in Uganda may 

find it difficult to offer comprehensive VRS that meets the needs of all users.  

 

User familiarity with technology and access to reliable internet connectivity are 

critical factors influencing VRS adoption rates (Khan et al., 2017). In Uganda, where 

internet access can be inconsistent, users may experience difficulties in utilizing VRS 

effectively. Many students and faculty members might not be accustomed to using 

digital tools for research, which can further limit the effectiveness of VRS. 

Additionally, the age demographic of Nkumba University’s student population, which 

primarily consists of young adults aged 15-29, suggests that many users are likely to 

be tech-savvy. However, disparities in access to technology can still exist, 

particularly among students from rural areas or lower socioeconomic backgrounds 

(Khan et al., 2017). This highlights the importance of understanding the specific 

needs and challenges faced by different user groups when implementing VRS. 

Understanding these factors is crucial for enhancing the effectiveness of VRS and 

ensuring that all users can benefit from the services offered.  

 

1.3 Research problem 

VRS have increasingly been adopted by academic libraries worldwide to enhance the 

quality of reference services (Garvey, 2021; Okoli, 2021). They offer numerous 

advantages, particularly in providing real-time assistance to library patrons. Studies 

indicate that VRS are more convenient for users, as they can access services from 

anywhere and at any time (Khan et al., 2017; Abubakar, 2021). This convenience is 

especially beneficial for students who may have busy schedules or who are studying 

remotely. In the context of developing countries like Uganda, various factors may 

influence the effectiveness and adoption of VRS. Resource limitations are a 

significant concern, as many libraries face challenges such as inadequate funding, 

insufficient technology, and limited staff training (Mwiinga et al., 2020). These 

issues can hinder the ability of universities to provide high-quality VRS that meet 
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user expectations.  However, despite the recognized importance of VRS, little 

research has been conducted to explore how these services are implemented and 

perceived at Nkumba University. This study sought to fill this gap by investigating 

the factors that influence VRS usage and user satisfaction at the university. By 

understanding these contextual factors, the research aimed to provide valuable 

insights that can inform the development and improvement of VRS at Nkumba 

University Library.  

 

1.4 Aim of the study 

The aim of the study was to examine the perception and usage patterns of virtual 

reference services at Nkumba University Library to develop a framework for 

enhancing VRS provision within the library if any gaps are identified. 

 

1.5 Objectives of the study 

The objectives of the study were: 

i. To find out the virtual reference services provided at Nkumba University 

Library. 

ii. To examine user perceptions of virtual reference services at Nkumba 

University Library. 

iii. To determine usage patterns of virtual reference services at Nkumba 

University Library. 

iv. To develop a framework to enhance perceptions and usage patterns of 

virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library. 

 

1.6 Research questions 

The study was guided by the following research questions: 

i. What are the virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library? 

ii. What are the user perceptions on virtual reference services at Nkumba 

University Library? 

iii. What are the usage patterns of virtual reference services at Nkumba 

University Library? 

iv. What framework can be developed to enhance perceptions and usage patterns 

of virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library? 
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1.7 Theoretical framework 

The study was guided by the Information Seeking Behavoiour model. Information 

Seeking Behaviour (ISB) is a theoretical framework that examines how individuals 

search for, find, and use information. Developed in the 1970s by Thomas J. Wilson, 

it emphasizes the dynamic and contextual nature of information seeking, recognizing 

that individuals' information needs and strategies vary depending on their goals, 

knowledge, and environment (Oza & Patel, 2021). The main proponent, Wilson 

proposed a model of information seeking encompassing stages like initiation, 

selection, exploration, formulation, and collection (Dipak & Kundu, 2017). Another 

proponent was Carol Kuhlthau who developed the Information Search Process (ISP) 

model, focusing on the cognitive and affective aspects of information seeking, 

including uncertainty, confidence, and anxiety (Oza & Patel, 2021). The theory 

assumes that users have specific information needs, actively seek information to 

fulfill their needs, and employ diverse strategies based on context and prior 

knowledge. However, critiques have criticized it for its oversimplification of user 

behaviour, neglect of social and cultural influences, and difficulty operationalizing 

complex concepts (Garg, 2016). Despite this, the theory provides a framework for 

understanding user needs, designing effective information systems, and evaluating 

search behavior. The ISB model was used to understand user needs and behaviours. 

By analyzing user perspectives and challenges with VRS the study applied ISB 

principles to identify user information needs, preferred search strategies, and 

potential barriers related to VRS usage. It was also used to inform recommendations. 

By understanding how users interact with VRS, the study proposed more effective 

and user-centered recommendations for VRS enhancement. 

 

1.8 Significance of the study 

Policy makers 

This study may be important to policy makers because it will provide insights into 

the development and perspective usage of VRSs in Nkumba University Library. The 

information provided may therefore inform future policy related to VRS and 

contribute to the broader understanding of VRS in the context of academic libraries 

in Uganda. 
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Nkumba University Library 

The findings of this study are expected to contribute valuable insights that will guide 

strategic decisions, enhance service delivery, and ultimately elevate the role of 

Nkumba University Library in facilitating effective and efficient access to scholarly 

resources thus inform the library management on ways to improve the effectiveness 

of VRSs and meet the evolving needs of library users. 

 

Other researchers 

The study may be beneficial to researchers studying the same area as it will 

contribute to the existing research on VRS in academic libraries and also act as a 

point of reference for future studies under the same area of focus. 

  

To academic libraries 

The research results may enable library designers, managers and librarians to have 

a good understanding of the factors that influence user’s acceptance and subsequent 

use of the technology before they embrace the technology. This is crucial since the 

use of ICT in academic libraries has become inevitable in the era of information 

explosion and wide spread of digital information resources. Digital libraries have 

become an increasingly important way in providing library services to users.  

 

1.9 Scope of the study 

1.9.1 Content scope 

This study’s content scope was limited to the objectives of the research which are 

to find out the virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library; to examine 

user perceptions of virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library; to 

determine usage patterns of virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library; 

and to develop a framework to enhance perceptions and usage patterns of virtual 

reference services at Nkumba University Library.  

 

1.9.2 Geographical scope 
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The study was confined to virtual reference services provided by Nkumba University 

Library situated within Nkumba University along Entebbe Highway – Uganda 17Kms 

from Kampala which will serve as the area of study.  

 

1.9.3 Time scope 

The research was conducted between April and December 2024, a period that 

entailed proposal writing, data collection and analysis, report writing and 

submission. 

 

1.10 Definition of key operating terms 

Virtual Reference Services: This is defined as a non-physical reference service that 

can be provided using communication technology tools, such as emails and social 

media (Mwiinga et al., 2021). Virtual reference services were used to mean the 

digital reference services provided by NUL. 

 

Information needs: This refers to the gap between what individuals know and what 

they need to know to perform a task or make a decision (Okoli, 2021). Information 

needs was used to mean the type of information library users today need or desire. 

 

Information seeking behaviour: This refers to the actions individuals take to locate 

and obtain information to meet their specific information needs (Tsang & Chiu, 

2022). Information seeking behaviour was used to mean the ways library users in this 

digital age search for or obtain the information they need.  

 

Usage Patterns: These refer to the trends, frequency, and manner in which users 

interact with virtual reference services (VRS) at Nkumba University Library. This 

includes aspects such as the time of access, duration of use, preferred platforms, 

and the nature of inquiries made through VRS. 

 

Understanding Patterns: This term describes how users comprehend, interpret, and 

engage with virtual reference services. It includes their level of awareness, 

familiarity with available services, ease of use, and any challenges they face in 

accessing and utilizing VRS effectively. 
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Academic Libraries: These are libraries that are part of higher education 

institutions, such as universities and colleges, which support the academic and 

research needs of students, faculty, and staff. Academic libraries provide access to 

books, journals, digital resources, and reference services, including virtual 

reference services, to enhance learning and research. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Introduction 

A literature review is a critical analysis and synthesis of existing literature on a 

specific topic. It involves identifying, reading, and evaluating relevant sources such 

as books, articles, and other scholarly publications (Snyder, 2019). The purpose of a 

literature review is to provide a comprehensive understanding of the current state 

of knowledge on a particular subject and identify gaps or inconsistencies in the 

existing research. A well-written literature review can contribute to the 

development of new research ideas, inform policy decisions, and advance the 

understanding of a particular subject (Snyder, 2019). This literature review provides 

information about what other studies have reported about the research topic. It is 

presented as a per the objectives of the study. 

 

2.2 Virtual reference services provided by university libraries 

Virtual reference services (VRS) have become an essential component of university 

libraries, providing users with the ability to access information and assistance 

remotely. This literature review explores the various types of VRS offered by 

academic libraries. 

 

2.2.1 Asynchronous Transactions 

Asynchronous transactions involve a delay between the user's inquiry and the 

librarian's response. Common methods include email and web forms, where users 

submit questions and receive answers at a later time. This type of service is 

beneficial for users who do not require immediate assistance and allows librarians 

to provide thorough responses without the pressure of real-time interaction 

(Maharana & Panda, 2020). Examples of asynchronous services include "Ask a 

Librarian" and Virtual Reference Desk services. The University of Virginia (UVA) has 

implemented an asynchronous reference service known as "Ask a Librarian." This 

service allows users to submit questions via email or a web form. The librarians at 

UVA aim to respond within 24 hours, providing detailed and researched answers to 

user inquiries. A study conducted by the library found that this service is particularly 

popular among distance learners who appreciate the flexibility it offers (Eustis & 
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McMillan, 2014). The library reported a high satisfaction rate among users, indicating 

that the service effectively meets the needs of students who may not be able to visit 

the library in person. The University of Florida's libraries have also embraced 

asynchronous reference services, focusing on email reference services for distance 

learning students. A study examining the adequacy of these services found that the 

librarians were able to provide timely and relevant responses to students’ inquiries, 

which significantly enhanced the online learning experience (Nwachi & Anozie, 

2019). The library's commitment to maintaining a turnaround time of less than 48 

hours for email responses has proven effective in supporting students who rely on 

digital communication. Additionally, the University of Nairobi has utilized 

asynchronous reference services through various digital platforms, including email 

and social media. A study revealed that while students were familiar with social 

networking tools, they primarily used email to communicate with library staff for 

reference inquiries (Nwachi & Anozie, 2019). The library has recognized the need to 

market its digital services better and improve user engagement through online 

platforms. Despite challenges such as unstable Wi-Fi and inadequate promotion of 

these services, the library continues to adapt its asynchronous offerings to better 

serve its student population. Asynchronous reference services play a crucial role in 

enhancing the user experience in university libraries worldwide. By allowing users 

to submit inquiries without the need for immediate interaction, libraries can provide 

thoughtful and comprehensive responses. As libraries continue to evolve in the 

digital age, asynchronous reference services will remain essential in meeting the 

diverse needs of their users.  

 

2.2.2 Synchronous Transactions 

Synchronous transactions facilitate real-time communication between users and 

librarians. This method includes chat services, video conferencing, and instant 

messaging, allowing users to receive immediate assistance. Synchronous services are 

particularly effective for quick questions and provide a more interactive experience, 

enhancing user engagement (Garvey, 2021). Many libraries have adopted platforms 

that enable these real-time interactions, ensuring that users can connect with 

librarians instantly. The University of Washington's law library has successfully 

implemented a synchronous chat service for real-time reference assistance. This 
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service, called "Let's Chat," allows users to connect with librarians instantly through 

a chat interface. In a study conducted over a year, the library recorded nearly 700 

chat transactions, demonstrating significant user engagement (Borgeson, 2014). The 

librarians reported that this service effectively addressed urgent inquiries and 

provided a platform for users to ask follow-up questions, enhancing the overall user 

experience. The University of Alberta has adopted a synchronous reference service 

known as "Ask Us," which includes chat and text messaging options. This service is 

available during library hours, allowing users to receive immediate help with their 

research questions. A survey conducted by the library revealed that users 

appreciated the quick responses and the convenience of accessing help without 

needing to visit the library in person (Eustis & McMillan, 2014). The library's 

commitment to providing timely assistance has led to increased user satisfaction and 

engagement. The University of Cape Town (UCT) in South Africa has integrated 

synchronous reference services through a platform called "Chat with a Librarian." 

This service allows students to connect with librarians via chat during library hours. 

A study on the effectiveness of this service indicated that it significantly improved 

students' access to information and support, especially for those studying remotely 

(Nwachi & Anozie, 2019). The librarians at UCT found that real-time interactions 

helped clarify complex questions and fostered a sense of community among users.  

Virginia Tech has embraced synchronous reference services by offering a 

combination of chat and video conferencing options. The library's "Ask a Librarian" 

service allows users to receive immediate assistance through various digital 

platforms. A study highlighted that this approach effectively supports students 

engaged in asynchronous learning environments, where immediate help can be 

crucial for their academic success (Eustis & McMillan, 2014). The library has reported 

positive feedback from users who value the ability to communicate with librarians 

in real time.  Synchronous reference services are essential for enhancing user 

engagement in university libraries around the globe. By providing real-time 

communication options such as chat and video conferencing, libraries can effectively 

address users' immediate needs and foster a more interactive experience.  
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2.2.3 Collaborative Networks 

Collaborative networks represent a growing trend in VRS, where multiple libraries 

work together to share resources and expertise. This approach allows libraries to 

pool their resources and provide a wider range of services. For instance, some 

regional library consortia offer shared reference services, enabling libraries to route 

questions to the appropriate institution based on the expertise required (RUSA, 

2010). This model not only expands the range of services available to users but also 

fosters a sense of community among libraries.  QuestionPoint is a global 

collaborative virtual reference service operated by the Library of Congress. It 

connects libraries worldwide through a network that allows them to share reference 

questions and expertise. A study on the effectiveness of QuestionPoint found that it 

significantly expanded the resources available to participating libraries, enabling 

them to provide more comprehensive answers to users' inquiries (Sloan, 2004). The 

collaborative model also fostered a sense of community among librarians, who could 

learn from each other's experiences and best practices. The 24/7 Reference service 

is a collaborative network of public, academic, and special libraries that provide 

virtual reference assistance around the clock. By pooling their resources and staff, 

participating libraries can offer extended service hours and access to a broader 

range of expertise (Sloan, 2004). A survey of 24/7 Reference users revealed high 

levels of satisfaction with the service, particularly with the quick response times 

and the ability to receive help outside of regular library hours (Kern, 2004). AskNow 

is a collaborative virtual reference service operated by the State Library of New 

South Wales in Australia. It brings together public and academic libraries to provide 

real-time chat reference assistance. A study on the impact of AskNow found that it 

significantly improved access to library services for remote and disadvantaged users 

(Chowdhury, 2002). The collaborative model also enabled libraries to share the costs 

and workload associated with providing virtual reference, making it more 

sustainable in the long run. OCLC QuestionPoint is a global collaborative virtual 

reference service that connects libraries worldwide. It allows participating libraries 

to share reference questions and expertise, expanding the resources available to 

users. A study on the effectiveness of QuestionPoint found that it significantly 

improved the quality of reference services provided by participating libraries (OCLC, 

2008). The collaborative model also fostered a sense of community among librarians, 
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who could learn from each other's experiences and best practices. Collaborative 

virtual reference networks are transforming the way libraries provide reference 

services to users. By pooling their resources and expertise, libraries can offer more 

comprehensive and accessible virtual reference assistance.  

 

2.3 User perceptions of virtual reference services in university libraries 

2.3.1 User Perceptions on User Satisfaction 

Recent research has demonstrated that user satisfaction with Virtual Reference 

Services (VRS) is shaped by multiple factors, including response time, the depth of 

information provided, and the overall user experience. A study conducted by Nwachi 

and Anozie in 2022 revealed that while many users were generally satisfied with the 

quality of VRS, there were notable concerns regarding response times. Specifically, 

about 60% of respondents expressed a need for quicker responses, particularly during 

high-demand periods such as midterms and final exams (Nwachi & Anozie, 2022). 

This finding underscores the critical role of timely communication in shaping user 

perceptions of service quality. Similarly, a study by Li and Chen (2023) highlighted 

the emotional component of user satisfaction. The study found that users’ 

experiences with VRS were closely linked to how librarians interacted with them. 

Participants reported higher satisfaction levels when librarians demonstrated 

empathy and engagement during their interactions. This aligns with previous 

research by Radford et al. (2021), which suggests that relational aspects, such as 

empathetic communication, play a significant role in influencing user satisfaction 

and perceptions of service quality. These findings collectively emphasize the need 

for both efficiency and a user-centered approach in the provision of VRS. 

2.3.2 User Perceptions on Convenience and Accessibility 

Convenience is another critical factor affecting user perceptions of VRS. A study by 

Mawhinney (2020) indicated that users valued the ability to access reference 

services from anywhere at any time. This flexibility is particularly important for 

students who may have varying schedules and need assistance outside traditional 

library hours. However, some users expressed frustration with limited service hours, 

indicating a desire for 24/7 availability to meet their needs (Mawhinney, 2020). 

Moreover, the integration of new technologies, such as chatbots and AI-driven tools, 

has been shown to enhance the convenience of VRS. According to a 2023 study by 
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Jain, the use of chatbots in VRS has improved response times and allowed libraries 

to handle a higher volume of inquiries efficiently. Users reported that these tools 

made it easier to get quick answers to straightforward questions, freeing librarians 

to focus on more complex inquiries (Jain, 2023).  

 

2.3.3 User Perceptions on Depth of Information Provided 

The depth and quality of information provided through VRS are also critical 

components of user satisfaction. A comparative analysis by Olszewski and Rumbaugh 

(2021) found that while users appreciated the convenience of VRS, many expressed 

concerns about the depth of information provided. Users often felt that responses 

were too brief or lacked the detail necessary for their research needs. This finding 

underscores the importance of training librarians to provide comprehensive and 

well-researched answers to inquiries. Additionally, a study by Rehman et al. (2021) 

highlighted that users who sought assistance with complex questions often preferred 

in-person interactions, as they felt these provided a more thorough understanding 

of their needs. This suggests that while VRS is convenient, it may not fully replace 

the depth of service offered through traditional reference methods.  

 

2.3.4 User Preferences on Communication Methods 

While email remains a popular choice for students seeking assistance, recent 

literature indicates a shift in how users perceive different communication methods. 

A study by Lee (2021) found that students often view email as a more formal mode 

of communication, which can lead to hesitation in reaching out for help. Participants 

expressed that they preferred email for complex inquiries, as it allows them to 

articulate their questions more thoroughly. However, they also noted that the 

perceived delay in responses could be frustrating, particularly when they needed 

quick answers (Lee, 2021). Conversely, chat services are increasingly favoured for 

their immediacy. A study by Janes (2022) highlighted that many students valued the 

ability to receive instant feedback, especially during late-night study sessions. 

Participants reported that the convenience of chat services, which are often 

embedded on library websites, made it easy to get help without interrupting their 

workflow. This aligns with findings from Mawhinney (2020), where students 
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indicated that they would wait for chat services to reopen rather than use email or 

texting, emphasizing the importance of real-time interaction.  

 

2.4 Usage Patterns of Virtual Reference Services in University Libraries 

2.4.1 Demographics 

Research has shown that younger students, particularly those from Generation Z, 

are more inclined to use digital resources compared to previous generations (ACRL, 

2017). This preference can be attributed to the fact that Gen Z, born between 1997 

and 2010, has grown up in a digital environment and is highly proficient with 

technology (Dimock, 2019). They often prefer independent learning and are more 

likely to seek help from their peers rather than consulting a librarian for assistance 

(ACRL, 2017). Despite their technological fluency, many Gen Z students face 

challenges when using virtual reference services (VRS). One major issue is a lack of 

awareness about the availability of these services and how librarians can support 

their research (ACRL, 2017). Additionally, some students perceive librarians as 

unapproachable or believe they should be able to find information on their own, 

which further limits their engagement with VRS (ACRL, 2017). 

 

Interestingly, a recent study on Gen Z’s use of ChatGPT, an AI-powered writing tool, 

found that their willingness to adopt such technology depends on its ease of use and 

perceived helpfulness for academic work (Nature, 2024). This suggests that if 

libraries want to encourage Gen Z students to use VRS, they must focus on making 

these services more user-friendly and visibly beneficial. While Gen Z students may 

be hesitant to use VRS, research indicates that mature and part-time students tend 

to rely on these services more frequently. A study conducted in the United Kingdom 

found that these students often have fewer opportunities for in-person interactions 

with librarians due to work or family commitments, making virtual reference 

services a more practical and accessible option for them (Chow & Croxton, 2014). 

These findings highlight the need for academic libraries to tailor their VRS strategies 

to meet the diverse needs of different student groups. 
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2.4.2 Expectations 

Another study looked at what users want from virtual reference services (VRS). It 

showed that people often care most about how fast and easy it is to get help. When 

virtual services meet these needs, users tend to be happier with them (OCLC, 2023). 

But the study also found that some people do not use VRS because they prefer talking 

to someone in person or aren't sure how to access the services (OCLC, 2023). A recent 

survey of university students in the United States revealed similar findings. The study 

found that students value the convenience and speed of VRS, but many still prefer 

in-person interactions with librarians. Some students reported feeling intimidated 

by the technology or unsure of how to get started with virtual reference (Mawhinney, 

2021). A recent multinational study examined the factors that influence university 

students' use of ChatGPT, an AI writing tool. The study found that students are more 

likely to use ChatGPT if they believe it is easy to use and helpful for their studies 

(Nature, 2024). This aligns with previous research that emphasizes the importance 

of perceived usefulness and ease of use as key factors in adopting new technologies 

(Dwivedi et al., 2023).  

 

The perception that VRS may not provide the same level of personalized assistance 

as in-person reference services can affect usage patterns. Users often believe that 

their questions require tailored responses that can only be achieved through direct 

interaction with a librarian. According to Nwachi and Anozie (2022), this belief can 

lead users to undervalue the capabilities of VRS, as they may assume that virtual 

interactions cannot adequately address their specific needs. This perception can 

discourage users from attempting to engage with VRS, even when it could potentially 

provide the help they seek. Users may also have concerns about the quality and 

timeliness of responses received through VRS. Jain (2023) noted that some users 

worry that they will not receive thorough or accurate answers to their questions 

when using virtual services. If users have experienced delays or unsatisfactory 

responses in the past, they may be less likely to use VRS in the future. This concern 

emphasizes the need for libraries to ensure that their VRS are adequately staffed 

and that librarians are trained to provide high-quality, timely assistance.  
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2.4.3 Awareness 

Another factor influencing VRS usage is awareness. A study conducted in Pakistani 

university libraries found that many students are simply unaware of the virtual 

reference services available to them. The researchers recommended that libraries 

do more to promote their VRS offerings and educate students on how to access them 

(Khan, 2023). Social influence also plays a significant role. For example, students 

are more inclined to use ChatGPT if their friends and classmates are also using it. 

This peer influence can create a sense of community around the tool, making it more 

appealing to try (Nature, 2024). One of the primary barriers to using VRS is the lack 

of familiarity with the technology involved. Many users, especially those who may 

not be as tech-savvy, find it challenging to navigate online platforms or chat 

services. This lack of confidence can deter them from seeking help through VRS. Jain 

(2023) found that users often hesitate to use these services because they are unsure 

about how to start a conversation or what kind of questions they can ask. This 

uncertainty can lead to frustration and ultimately result in users opting for other 

methods of information-seeking, such as searching on Google or asking friends.  

 

2.4.4 Attitude 

Students' overall positive attitude towards technology significantly affects their 

willingness to adopt tools like ChatGPT. Those who are comfortable with technology 

are more likely to experiment with new tools, while those with reservations may 

hesitate (Ajlouni et al., 2023). The research also identified behavioral and cognitive 

factors, such as habits and beliefs, which shape students' attitudes towards using 

ChatGPT. For instance, students who have prior experience with similar tools are 

generally more willing to embrace ChatGPT for their studies (Ibrahim et al., 2024). 

Some users also prefer face-to-face interactions. Many users feel that in-person 

consultations provide a more personal touch and allow for a deeper understanding 

of their questions. A study by Nwachi and Anozie (2022) found that some users 

believe that complex inquiries are better suited for direct interactions with 

librarians. They may feel that virtual services lack the personal connection that 

comes from speaking with someone in person, which can discourage them from using 

VRS. This preference highlights the importance of building rapport and trust in the 

reference process, which is often easier to achieve in face-to-face settings.  
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2.5 Framework to enhance perceptions and usage patterns of virtual reference 

services in university libraries 

2.5.1 Understanding user needs 

Understanding user needs is crucial for enhancing the effectiveness of Virtual 

Reference Services (VRS) in university libraries. A study by Jain (2023) found that 

users often have specific preferences regarding how they seek information. Many 

students prefer chat services for quick inquiries, while they opt for email or in-

person consultations for more complex questions. This indicates that libraries should 

offer a variety of VRS options to cater to different user needs. By understanding 

these preferences, libraries can tailor their services to enhance user satisfaction and 

engagement. The preference for different communication methods reflects users' 

varying needs based on the complexity of their inquiries. For straightforward, 

factual questions, students tend to favor chat services because of the immediacy 

and convenience they offer. Jain (2023) noted that students appreciate the quick 

responses that chat services provide, allowing them to continue their work without 

significant interruptions. In contrast, for more complex research questions that 

require detailed explanations or nuanced discussions, students often prefer email or 

in-person consultations. This preference is likely due to the time needed to 

articulate their questions and the desire for more comprehensive answers 

(Mawhinney, 2020).  

2.5.2 Addressing Apprehension and Familiarity 

Despite the advantages of VRS, many students feel apprehensive about using these 

services. Nwachi and Anozie (2022) highlighted that a lack of familiarity with the 

technology and uncertainty about the types of questions that can be asked 

contribute to this apprehension. Many students may not know how to initiate a chat 

or what kind of inquiries are appropriate for VRS. This uncertainty can lead to 

underutilization of available resources, as students may opt for more familiar 

methods of information-seeking, such as asking peers or using search engines like 

Google. To address this issue, libraries need to implement user education programs 

that inform students about the various VRS options and how to use them effectively. 

Providing clear instructions and examples of questions that can be asked can help 

demystify the process and encourage more students to engage with VRS. For 
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instance, workshops or online tutorials that demonstrate how to use chat services 

and email effectively can empower students to seek assistance confidently.  

 

2.5.3 Enhancing User Engagement 

Understanding user needs also involves recognizing the importance of user 

engagement in the design and delivery of VRS. Libraries can enhance user 

engagement by actively seeking feedback from students about their experiences 

with VRS. This feedback can provide valuable insights into what users like and dislike 

about the services, allowing libraries to make necessary adjustments. For example, 

if students express a desire for quicker response times or more personalized 

interactions, libraries can work to improve these aspects of their VRS. Additionally, 

libraries can promote their VRS more effectively by highlighting success stories and 

positive experiences from other students. Sharing testimonials or case studies can 

help potential users see the value of VRS and encourage them to try these services 

for themselves (Li & Chen, 2021). By creating a supportive environment that 

addresses user needs and encourages engagement, libraries can significantly 

improve the usage and perception of their VRS.  

 

2.5.4 Promoting Awareness and Accessibility 

Promoting awareness and accessibility is crucial for enhancing user perceptions and 

usage patterns of Virtual Reference Services (VRS) in university libraries. A study by 

Li and Chen (2021) found that many students were unaware of the full range of VRS 

offered by their library. This lack of awareness can significantly impact usage 

patterns, as students may not realize the benefits of these services. Libraries should 

focus on marketing their VRS through various channels, such as social media, email 

newsletters, and on-campus events. By promoting the unique features and benefits 

of VRS, libraries can encourage students to engage with these services.  

 

2.5.5 Optimizing for Mobile Accessibility 

Accessibility is another crucial factor in promoting VRS. As more students rely on 

smartphones for their academic needs, libraries must ensure that their VRS are 

optimized for mobile devices. A study by Nwachi and Anozie (2022) emphasized the 

importance of having a user-friendly interface and providing quick response times. 
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Libraries can optimize their VRS for mobile devices by creating mobile-friendly 

websites and apps. These platforms should have a clean and intuitive design that 

makes it easy for students to find and use VRS. Libraries can also provide quick 

response times by ensuring that they have enough staff available to handle inquiries 

or by using chatbots to handle simple questions. By making VRS more accessible on 

mobile devices, libraries can encourage more students to use these services. 

Students who are able to easily access VRS from their smartphones are more likely 

to use them when they need assistance, regardless of their location or the time of 

day.  

 

2.5.6 Leveraging Technology 

The integration of technology into Virtual Reference Services (VRS) can also enhance 

user perceptions and engagement. For example, the use of chatbots and artificial 

intelligence can streamline the process of answering common inquiries, allowing 

librarians to focus on more complex questions (Li & Chen, 2021). These technologies 

can be used to handle simple, frequently asked questions, allowing librarians to 

devote more time to complex inquiries that require human expertise (Li & Chen, 

2021).  

 

2.5.7 Continuous Improvement 

To ensure that their VRS remain effective and engaging, libraries should continuously 

evaluate and improve their services based on user feedback. This can involve 

regularly surveying users about their experiences with VRS, analyzing usage data, 

and conducting usability testing (Li & Chen, 2021). By using this data to identify 

areas for improvement, libraries can make targeted changes to their VRS that 

enhance user satisfaction and engagement.  

 

2.5.8 Building a Collaborative Environment 

Creating a collaborative environment among libraries can significantly enhance the 

effectiveness of Virtual Reference Services (VRS). Collaborative Virtual Reference 

Services (CVRS) allow multiple libraries to share resources and expertise, providing 

users with access to a broader range of information and support. This model not only 

improves service quality but also fosters a sense of community among libraries 
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(University of Nebraska, 2023). By participating in collaborative networks, libraries 

can enhance their VRS offerings and better serve their users.  

 

2.6 Theoretical review 

The study was guided by the Information Seeking Behaviour model. Information 

Seeking Behaviour (ISB) is a theoretical framework that examines how individuals 

search for, find, and use information. Developed in the 1970s by Thomas J. Wilson, 

it emphasizes the dynamic and contextual nature of information seeking, recognizing 

that individuals' information needs and strategies vary depending on their goals, 

knowledge, and environment (Oza & Patel, 2021). The main proponent, Wilson 

proposed a model of information seeking encompassing stages like initiation, 

selection, exploration, formulation, and collection (Dipak & Kundu, 2017). Another 

proponent was Carol Kuhlthau who developed the Information Search Process (ISP) 

model, focusing on the cognitive and affective aspects of information seeking, 

including uncertainty, confidence, and anxiety (Oza & Patel, 2021). The theory 

assumes that users have specific information needs, actively seek information to 

fulfill their needs, and employ diverse strategies based on context and prior 

knowledge. However, critiques have criticized it for its oversimplification of user 

behavior, neglect of social and cultural influences, and difficulty operationalizing 

complex concepts (Garg, 2016). Despite this, the theory provides a framework for 

understanding user needs, designing effective information systems, and evaluating 

search behavior. The ISB model was used to understand user needs and behaviours. 

By analyzing user perspectives and challenges with VRS the study can apply ISB 

principles to identify user information needs, preferred search strategies, and 

potential barriers related to VRS usage. It was also used to inform recommendations. 

By understanding how users interact with VRS, the study will propose more effective 

and user-centered recommendations for VRS enhancement. 

 

2.7 Research gap 

Current research on VRS primarily focuses on developed nations. Little is known 

about VRS adoption and usage in developing countries like Uganda, where resource 

limitations might influence service availability and user access. This study can bridge 

this knowledge gap by exploring the specific VRS landscape at Nkumba University. 
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By examining the services offered, user perceptions, and usage patterns, the study 

can provide valuable insights into the effectiveness of VRS in this specific context. 

Understanding user perceptions is crucial for optimizing VRS. If Nkumba University 

students and faculty are unaware of available VRS options, or if they hold negative 

perceptions about their effectiveness, usage will remain low. This study can reveal 

these perceptions, allowing the library to develop targeted strategies to address 

user concerns and improve user experience.  

 

Examining usage patterns will shed light on how Nkumba University students and 

faculty currently interact with VRS. This data can inform the development of a 

framework specifically tailored to enhance VRS usage at the university. The 

framework might encompass marketing strategies to raise awareness, user education 

initiatives to improve VRS literacy, or potential adaptations to the service platform 

itself to better suit user needs. Additionally, the study's potential use of a mixed-

method approach, combining quantitative data with qualitative interviews, can 

provide a richer picture of the VRS experience at Nkumba University. Understanding 

not just how often VRS is used, but also the user experience and underlying 

motivations for usage or non-usage, can contribute significantly to closing the 

methodological gap in VRS research. In conclusion, this study on VRS at Nkumba 

University holds significant value. By addressing knowledge gaps, understanding user 

perceptions, and optimizing usage patterns, the research can contribute to the 

overall success of VRS at Nkumba University, ultimately empowering students and 

faculty to achieve their research goals. This localized study can also offer valuable 

insights that might be applicable to other universities in developing countries facing 

similar challenges and opportunities with VRS implementation. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Methodology in research refers to the systematic and theoretical analysis of research 

methods and techniques used in a particular field of study (Patel & Patel, 2019). It 

involves the collection, analysis, and interpretation of data to answer research 

questions or test hypotheses. This chapter provides the steps taken in conducting 

the study. 

 

3.2 Area of the study 

The study was conducted at Nkumba University Library which is along Kampala-

Entebbe Highway, specifically 17km from Kampala (Nkumba University, 2023). This 

area was selected because it was ideal for conducting the study since VRSs are 

provided. It was also accessible and convenient. 

 

3.3 Research design 

Research design refers to the plan and structure that guides the collection and 

analysis of data in a research study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). It outlines the 

overall strategy for conducting research, including the type of data to be collected, 

the methods for collecting and analyzing the data, and the timeline for completion 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2017). A case study research design was used. This is because 

a case study research design critically looks at the case under study providing in-

depth insight about the associated research problem (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). 

Using this research design, data on a specific variable or set of variables was 

collected from a sample of individuals. The sample was representative of a larger 

population, and the data collected was used to make inferences about that 

population. 

 

3.4 Research approach 

The research approach is the overall plan or strategy that a researcher uses to 

conduct their study (Patel & Patel, 2019). A mixed methods approach was used for 

the study. Mixed methods research approach is a type of research design that 

combines both qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis methods 
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(Dawadi et al., 2021). Using this research approach, data was collected from 

multiple sources, providing a more comprehensive understanding of the topic being 

studied. A mixed methods research approach was selected because it is more 

powerful than a singe study, and therefore, by collecting both qualitative and 

quantitative data, richer results would be obtained. 

3.5 Study population 

The study population is the group of individuals or objects that the researcher is 

interested in studying (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The study population that the 

study targeted were librarians and course leaders at Nkumba University. The 

librarians were selected because they were directly involved in the provision of 

virtual reference services at NUL while course leaders were selected to speak on 

behalf of their colleagues. In total, the study population was composed of 15 

librarians and 79 course leaders. The breakdown of the study population is 

illustrated in table 3.1. 

 

3.6 Sample size determination and sampling strategy 

A sample is a subset of the study population that is selected for the study (Patel & 

Patel, 2019). The sample should be representative of the study population to ensure 

that the results of the study can be generalized to the larger population (Majid, 

2018). The sample size should also be large enough to ensure that the results are 

statistically significant. The sample size was computed using Yamane's formula of 

1967 which states: 

 

n= 
𝑁

1+𝑁(𝑒)2
 

 

Whereby n is the sample size 

N is the target population = 94 

e is the margin of error  

𝑛 =
94

1+94(0.05)2
 = 76.11 

 

A sample size of 76 was therefore adopted for the study. 
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Table 3.1 below shows the breakdown of the study population, sample size and 

sampling strategies 

 

Table 3.1: Study population, sample size and sampling strategies 

Composition Study population Sample size Sampling strategy 

Librarians 15 15 Purposive 

sampling 

Course leaders 

(Diploma) 

18 15 Simple random 

sampling 

Course leaders 

(Bachelors) 

29 23 Simple random 

sampling 

Course leaders 

(Postgraduate) 

32 23 Simple random 

sampling 

Total 94 76  

Source: Nkumba University (2023) 

 

As seen in table 3.1 above, the sample size was obtained through purposive sampling 

and simple random sampling. Purposive sampling involved choosing librarians who 

were considered very knowledgeable about VRS as the sample size while simple 

random sampling involved selecting the course leaders to participate in the study at 

random. 

 

3.7 Data collection methods 

Data collection methods are the techniques that a researcher uses to collect data 

from the study population or sample (Patel & Patel, 2019). It is important for the 

researcher to select a data collection method that is appropriate for their research 

question and that will yield reliable and valid data. 

 

3.7.1 Questionnaires 

A questionnaire is a set of questions that are used to collect data from a large 

number of people (Patel & Patel, 2019). Questionnaires can be administered in paper 

form, online, or over the phone. They can be designed to collect both open-ended 

and closed-ended responses (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). A closed-ended 
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questionnaire was designed to obtain responses from the study participants about 

the research topic. It was structured in sections with one section meant to solicit 

information about selected demographic information while the other about 

questions concerning the research topic. 61 questionnaires were issued out to the 

study participants (course leaders). Before issuing them out, the study participants 

were briefed and requested to fill in a consent form to show consent to participate. 

They were given a week to answer the questions after which their questionnaires 

were collected.  

 

3.7.2 Interviews 

Interviews are a form of qualitative research that involve asking participants open-

ended questions to explore their experiences, opinions, and perspectives (Patel & 

Patel, 2019). Interviews can be conducted in person, over the phone, or through 

video conferencing (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The librarians were briefed about 

the research and asked to participate in the study. They were also given consent 

forms to sign as a way of showing that they were briefed about the study and were 

participating at will. Appointments were set with those who agreed and interviews 

scheduled and held then. The interviews lasted for an average time of 25 minutes 

over a one-week period. They were recorded and also notes were jotted down. The 

interviews were structured implying that the same information was asked to all the 

study participants.  

 

3.7.3 Document review 

A document review involves reviewing important documents involving a topic under 

study (Sileyew, 2019). These can be internal or external documents. Internal 

documents of Nkumba University Library which included its annual reports and other 

published documents that contained information considered fit to address the study 

were reviewed. These provided qualitative secondary data for the study. 

 

3.8 Data collection instruments 

To ensure that questionnaires and interviews are conducted in a systematic and 

consistent manner, researchers often use a guide (Patel & Patel, 2019). For this 

study, a questionnaire guide and interview guide were used. 
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3.8.1 Questionnaire guide 

A questionnaire guide outlines the questions that will be asked on the questionnaire, 

the order in which they will be asked, and any instructions or prompts that will be 

given to participants (Sileyew, 2019). A questionnaire guide was prepared with 

questions for the course leaders. In some instances, they were asked to tick what 

was most appropriate or circle. The questionnaire guide is attached in the appendix 

A. 

 

3.8.2 Interview guide  

An interview guide serves a similar purpose, providing a framework for the 

interviewer to follow during the interview process (Sileyew, 2019). An interview 

guide was prepared with questions for the librarians. The researcher followed the 

interview guide during the interview process. The interview guide is attached in 

appendix B. 

 

3.8.3 Document review checklist  

A document review checklist guides the process of reviewing documents. It was 

prepared to guide the process of reviewing relevant documents for this study. The 

document review checklist is attached in appendix C. 

 

3.9 Data quality control 

Data quality control plays an essential role in ensuring that the data used for various 

purposes is of high quality. It involves assessing and monitoring data to ensure that 

it meets the required standards (Patel & Patel, 2019). One of the key aspects of data 

quality control is validity, which refers to the accuracy and relevance of the data 

(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Valid data is free from errors and represents the 

intended meaning. Another important aspect of data quality control is reliability, 

which refers to the consistency and stability of the data over time (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018). Reliable data is consistent and can be used repeatedly to produce 

the same results. 
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To ensure the validity of the data, the data collection instruments were shared with 

the research supervisor to review and advise whether they would generate the 

needed information and also if they met the required standards. The data collection 

instruments were improved gradually with the feedback received. To ensure the 

reliability of the data, the researcher made sure that the research was reproducible 

by sharing all the steps followed in conducting the study. 

 

3.10 Data analysis 

Data analysis is a crucial aspect of any research study as it enables researchers to 

draw meaningful conclusions from the data collected (Patel & Patel, 2019). The 

qualitative data was analyzed in line with Ritchie and Spencer's five steps of 

framework analysis which include familiarizing to understand the raw data, 

identifying a thematic framework, indexing where themes apply, mapping the data 

to pull similar characteristics together and defining concepts. This data was 

presented in words and verbatim to corroborate the findings from the quantitative 

data. The quantitative data was sorted and organized by question. This data was 

then analysed by the help of Microsoft Excel where frequency tables will be created 

and the number of responses converted to percentages. The data was presented in 

words, tables, figures and percentages. This method was selected because it is 

systematic and can ensure that data is analysed in an effective way. 

 

3.11 Ethical considerations 

It is essential to consider ethical considerations when conducting data analysis 

(Fleming & Zegwaard, 2018). One of the ethical considerations followed was 

protecting the privacy and confidentiality of the study participants. The data 

collected was also kept confidential and only used for the intended purpose. 

Additionally, the informed consent was obtained from the participants before 

collecting any data. The research was only conducted upon receiving approval from 

the Research Department at Uganda Christian University and from Nkumba 

University to conduct this research within their premises. Lastly, any work of other 

authors used during the preparation of this research was acknowledged by following 

the APA citation and reference rules. 
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3.12 Limitations and De-limitations 

The major limitations to the study included delays in responding to the 

questionnaire, and finding time to collect and analyse the data that was obtained 

from the study participants given their number. However, the researcher sent 

constant reminders to the respondents and took leave to focus on data collection 

and analysis so that all collected data was utilised in the study. Another limitation 

faced was the high costs for printing and photocopying. More resources had to be 

mobilized externally to facilitate these activities. I was also a staff member and 

therefore, some participants may not have been comfortable enough to share with 

me their views. However, I tried to create an enabling environment and encouraged 

them to speak up as their identities would be concealed.
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CHAPTER FOUR: PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS 

 

4.1 Introduction 

This section presents the study findings in two parts. The first part has a description 

of the response rate. The second part has the presentation of the study findings 

based on the objectives of the study. 

 

4.1 Response rate 

The response rate shows the percentage of individuals that participated in the 

questionnaire and interviews (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Table 4.1 below shows 

the response rate for the study. 

 

Table 4.1: Response rate 

Data collection method Expected Actual Percentage 

Questionnaires 61 60 98.4% 

Interviews 15 12 80% 

Total 76 72 94.7% 

Source: Primary data (2024) 

 

Overall, out of the total 76 expected participants (61 questionnaires + 15 

interviews), 72 participated in the study, resulting in an overall response rate of 

94.7%. A high response rate is desirable in research studies as it reduces the risk of 

non-response bias and ensures that the data collected is representative of the target 

population. The response rates for both the questionnaires (98.4%) and interviews 

(80%) in this study are considered good, indicating that the researchers were able to 

engage a significant portion of the expected participants. The high questionnaire 

response rate suggests that the researcher was able to effectively distribute the 

questionnaires and encourage participants to complete them. The lower interview 

response rate was due to scheduling conflicts or participants' unwillingness to 

commit time for the interview. 

 



34 
 

Presentation of the study findings as per the study objectives 

4.3 Virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library 

The first objective of the research was to find out the VRSs at Nkumba University 

Library. Students were asked if they were aware that Nkumba University Library 

offered virtual reference services. Table 4.2 below summarizes their responses. 

 

Table 4.2: Awareness of virtual reference services 

Awareness Frequency Percentage 

Yes 53 88.3% 

No 7 11.7% 

Total 60 100% 

Source: Primary data (2024) 

 

Out of 60 students surveyed, 53 (88.3%) said they were aware of these services, 

while 7 (11.7%) were not. The high percentage of awareness indicates that most 

students know about the virtual reference services available to them. 

 

Students were also asked if they were familiar with the VRS offered by the university 

library. Below is a summary of their responses. 

 

Table 4.3: Level of familiarity with virtual reference services 

Familiarity Frequency Percentage 

Very familiar 23 38.3% 

Somewhat familiar 29 48.3% 

Not familiar at all 8 13.3% 

Total 60 100% 

Source: Primary data (2024) 
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Out of 60 students, 23 (38.3%) reported being "very familiar," 29 (48.3%) said they 

were "somewhat familiar," and 8 (13.3%) were "not familiar at all." The results show 

that while a majority of students are aware of the services, familiarity varies. Most 

students (86.6%) have at least some level of familiarity, but there is still a notable 

portion (13.3%) who are not familiar at all. This indicates that while awareness is 

high, deeper engagement and understanding of the services could be improved. 

 

Students were further asked to tick all the VRS they were aware of at Nkumba 

University Library. Their responses are summarized in the table below: 

 

Table 4.4: Virtual reference services being provided at Nkumba University 
Library 

Virtual reference 

services 

Frequency Percentage 

Email reference 29 48.3% 

Chat reference 5 8.3% 

Instant messaging 0 0% 

Virtual reference desk 

through the library 

website 

43 71.7% 

Social media 0 0% 

Source: Primary data (2024) 

 

The results show that 43 students (71.7%) are aware of the virtual reference desk on 

the library website, 29 (48.3%) know about email reference, and 5 (8.3%) are aware 

of chat reference. No students reported awareness of instant messaging or social 

media as virtual reference services. The virtual reference desk is the most 

recognized service, indicating it is likely well-promoted or easily accessible. 

However, the low awareness of chat reference and the absence of awareness for 
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instant messaging and social media services suggest that these options are not 

effectively communicated or utilized by students. 

 

Overall, the findings indicate that Nkumba University Library has successfully raised 

awareness of its virtual reference services among students, with a significant 

majority recognizing their existence. However, while awareness is high, the level of 

familiarity varies, suggesting that the library should enhance efforts to educate users 

about the specific services available. The virtual reference desk is the most well-

known service, but other options like chat reference and instant messaging are not 

as recognized. This indicates a potential area for improvement in promoting these 

services to ensure that all available resources are utilized effectively. By addressing 

these gaps in familiarity and awareness, the library can better support students' 

academic needs and enhance their overall experience with virtual reference 

services. 

 

In the interviews, several themes were identified concerning the current 

implementation of VRS at NUL. These are discussed further below: 

 

Accessibility and Convenience 

It was discovered that NUL aimed to provide library services that were accessible 

and convenient for students and faculty. Virtual options catered to users who could 

not physically visit the library due to time constraints, location, or preference for 

online communication. This was evident in the various modes of VRS offered, as 

stated:  

"Users can send their inquiries via email, and librarians respond with relevant 

information. Live chat services also allow users to interact with librarians in 

real-time... This mode offers quick responses and can be convenient for users 

seeking immediate assistance.," -I3 

These options eliminated physical barriers and catered to diverse user preferences, 

directly addressing accessibility and convenience as objectives. 

 

User-Centered Approach 
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The workflow emphasized understanding user inquiries fully before crafting tailored 

responses. This ensured the information provided directly addresses the user's 

specific needs. An interviewee shared that the workflow description states:  

"Understanding the Inquiry: The librarian reads through the inquiry carefully 

to understand the user's question or problem fully. They might need to 

analyze the language used and any context provided to ensure they 

comprehend the user's needs accurately." -I7 

This focus on understanding the user's intent aligned with the goal of providing user-

centered information support. 

 

Information Quality and Credibility 

Librarians prioritized providing accurate and reliable information. This was achieved 

by using reputable sources, evaluating source credibility, and proper citation 

practices. It was shared that:  

"Librarians evaluate the credibility, accuracy, and relevance of the sources 

they find. They prioritize reputable sources such as peer-reviewed articles, 

official websites, and scholarly publications to ensure the information 

provided to the user is reliable."-I5  

By ensuring information quality, the VRS directly fulfilled the objective of providing 

users with trustworthy resources. 

 

Effective Communication  

Clear, concise, and professional communication is emphasized throughout the 

interaction. Librarians strive to explain complex concepts in understandable 

language and avoid technical jargon. A participant disclosed that:  

"Librarians maintain professional communication etiquette throughout the 

interaction, using clear and concise language. They avoid jargon or technical 

terms that may be unfamiliar to patrons and strive to communicate complex 

concepts in an understandable manner." -I9 

This focus on clear communication ensured users could effectively comprehend the 

information provided, aligning with the objective of successful knowledge transfer. 

 

Comprehensive Support 
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The service went beyond simply answering questions. Librarians offered additional 

resources, follow-up assistance, and encouraged users to reach out for further help. 

This was exemplified by an interviewee:  

"Once the response is finalized, the librarian sends it to the user through the 

same virtual platform where the inquiry was received. They may also include 

additional resources or suggestions for further reading if relevant." -I1 

This comprehensive support ensured users had access to all the resources they might 

need to address their information needs fully. 

 

The interviews also generated information concerning the different stages of 

providing VRS.  Librarians actively received inquiries through various channels and 

analyzed them to grasp the user's needs. An interviewee shared that:  

"Inquiries can come through various virtual channels such as email, chat, social 

media, or online forms. The librarian receives the inquiry through the 

designated platform. The librarian reads through the inquiry carefully to 

understand the user's question or problem fully." -I10 

Librarians also leveraged digital resources to find relevant and credible information. 

According to a participant:  

"Once the inquiry is understood, the librarian begins the research process. They 

search through digital resources such as databases, online catalogs, academic 

journals, eBooks, or reputable websites to find relevant information that 

addresses the user's query." -I2 

They tailor responses to address the user's specific question and ensure clarity, 

accuracy, and proper grammar. Responses are delivered through the original 

platform with potential for additional resources and follow-up support. 

 

Different documents were also reviewed and analysed. The document review 

revealed that NUL had well-established VRS. NUL has a dedicated webpage for VRS. 

Information on available VRS modes (email, chat, etc.) and clear instructions on how 

to access and use VRS was provided. VRS operating hours are explicitly stated. The 

library also had written policies or guidelines for librarians offering VRS exist.  
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4.4 User perceptions on virtual reference services provided at Nkumba 

University Library 

The second objective aimed at finding out user perceptions on VRS provided at NUL. 

Students were asked to rate their level of satisfaction with different aspects of 

virtual reference services. Their responses are summarized below. 

 

Table 4.5: Level of satisfaction with virtual reference services 

Aspect Satisfie

d 

Percentag

e 

Neutra

l 

Percentag

e 

Not 

Satisfie

d 

Percentag

e 

Timeliness 

of 

response 

10 16.7% 23 38.3% 27 45% 

Quality of 

informatio

n provided 

26 43.3% 29 48.3% 5 8.3% 

Helpfulnes

s of 

librarians 

48 80% 10 16.7% 2 3.3% 

Ease of use 

of the 

virtual 

reference 

service 

platform 

7 11.7% 36 60% 17 28.3% 

Source: Primary data (2024) 

 

This table summarizes how satisfied students are with different aspects of VRDS at 

Nkumba University Library. Only 16.7% of students were satisfied with how quickly 

they received responses. Most students (45%) were not satisfied, and 38.3% felt 

neutral about this aspect. This implies that many students are unhappy with how 
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fast they get answers, indicating a need for improvement in response times. 43.3% 

of students were satisfied with the quality of information they received, while 48.3% 

were neutral, and only 8.3% were not satisfied. This means that most students think 

the information quality is good, but a significant number are unsure, suggesting that 

the library should clarify or enhance the information provided.  A strong 80% of 

students were satisfied with how helpful the librarians were, while only 3.3% were 

not satisfied. This shows that students really appreciate the support from librarians, 

which is a positive aspect of the virtual reference services. Only 11.7% of students 

were satisfied with how easy it is to use the platform. A majority (60%) felt neutral, 

and 28.3% were not satisfied. This means that many students find the platform 

difficult to use, which suggests that improvements are needed to make it more user-

friendly.  

 

Overall, the findings reveal mixed perceptions about the virtual reference services 

at Nkumba University Library. While students are generally aware of the services 

and appreciate the helpfulness of the librarians, there are significant concerns 

regarding the timeliness of responses and the ease of using the platform. The 

librarians are viewed positively, with high satisfaction regarding their helpfulness. 

This indicates that the library staff is doing a good job in assisting students. The low 

satisfaction rates for the timeliness of responses and ease of use highlight areas that 

need attention. Many students feel that responses take too long and that the 

platform is not user-friendly. 

 

In the interviews, the participants shared that VRSs offered a variety of benefits to 

users. An interviewee shared that: 

"Virtual reference services make it easier for library patrons to access the 

information they need and manage their library accounts more effectively" - 

IL3 

The above quote highlighted the usefulness of VRSs in NUL. By making information 

access easier, VRSs acted as very convenient forms for information access and 

retrieval. This was supported by another interviewee who was quoted to having said 

that: 
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"People can get the help they need without having to physically visit a 

library, which can be time-consuming and inconvenient" - IL7 

VRSs could therefore be accessed from anywhere signifying how important they were 

for information access and retrieval. 

 

The document review also offered insights into user perspectives on NUL's VRS. The 

library has conducted surveys among students or faculty regarding VRS usage and 

satisfaction. The findings highlighted the potential for user feedback in such 

platforms. It was shared that this could result in obtaining suggestions for 

improvement and enhancing service delivery generally. 

 

4.5 Usage patterns of virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library 

The third objective was to explore the usage patterns of VRSs at NUL. The students 

were asked if they had ever used VRS at Nkumba University Library. Their responses 

are summarized in the table below. 

 

Table 4.6: If ever used virtual reference services 

Usage Patterns Frequency Percentage 

Yes 37 61.7% 

No 23 38.3% 

Total 60 100% 

Source: Primary data (2024) 

 

Out of 60 students surveyed, 37 (61.7%) said "Yes," they have used the services, while 

23 (38.3%) said "No," they have not. The majority of students (61.7%) have used the 

virtual reference services at the library, indicating that these services are somewhat 

popular among the students. However, a significant number (38.3%) have not used 

them, which suggests that there may be barriers preventing some students from 

trying out these services. 
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Participants were further asked why they used VRS. Their responses are summarized 

in the table below. 

 

Table 4.7: Reason for using virtual reference services 

Uses Frequency Percentage 

Clarifying a research 

question 

15 25% 

Locating scholarly articles 

or resources 

17 28.3% 

Citation help 26 43.3% 

Using library databases 39 65% 

Source: Primary data (2024) 

 

The most common reasons were: using library databases (65%), citation help (43.3%), 

locating scholarly articles or resources (28.3%) and clarifying a research question 

(25%). The most popular reason for using VRS is to access library databases, showing 

that students rely on these services for research. Citation help is also a significant 

reason, indicating that students need assistance with referencing. The lower 

percentages for clarifying research questions and locating articles suggest that while 

students use VRS for specific tasks, they may not be as aware of its potential for 

broader research support. 

 

Additionally, the participants were asked how often they used VRS. Their responses 

are summarized in the table below. 

 

Table 4.8: Frequency of utilizing virtual reference services 

Frequency of usage Frequency Percentage 

Frequently 22 36.7% 

Occasionally 10 16.7% 
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Rarely 18 30% 

Never used 10 16.7% 

Total 60 100% 

Source: Primary data (2024) 

 

About 36.7% of students use the services frequently, which is a positive sign of 

engagement. However, a combined total of 46.7% either use the services rarely or 

have never used them, indicating that there is still room for improvement in 

promoting regular use of VRS among students. 

In the interviews, the participants also shared their opinions on usage patterns of 

VRS at NUL. These are discussed below in themes. 

 

Frequency of Use 

Variability in VRS usage was acknowledged. It was learnt that factors like institution 

size, service promotion, and user preferences all influence usage rates. However, 

peak usage occurred during exams, research projects, or in face of limited physical 

library access. This was shared by one of the interviewees:  

"I've observed that virtual reference services are frequently utilized by 

students and faculty, particularly during peak times, such as exam time, 

research time and when the library cannot be physically accessed". -I2 

This suggests that VRS serves a critical role when traditional library access is limited. 

 

Perceived Benefits and Drawbacks 

Some of the benefits included remote access to research assistance and resources, 

often 24/7. It was shared that: 

"Users appreciate the convenience of being able to access research assistance 

and information resources remotely. VRS can also save users time by 

providing quick access to relevant information". -I8 

VRS also provided access to a wider range of digital resources, potentially 

unavailable physically. This is coupled with expert assistance where users can 

receive assistance from trained professionals. VRS platforms are also flexible. 

According to a participant: 
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"VRS platforms can accommodate different learning styles". -I4 

However, some users may miss personal interaction. There could also be difficulties 

in accessing or using VRS platforms due to connectivity and other technical issues. 

Despite this, there is increased acceptance and adoption of VRS as users become 

more familiar with VRS platforms. 

 

However, participants also shared that there were some issues with the delivery of 

VRS services. These are discussed further below: 

 

Limited library staff 

One of the most common complaints was the lack of library staff compared to the 

large student population. This resulted in delays in providing timely and helpful 

assistance to students in need. According to one of the interviewees: 

"We are few library staff compared to the student population which 

sometimes results in delays in providing timely and helpful assistance" -IL10 

 

Inadequate resources 

Another major issue was the limited resources allocated to the library. Participants 

reported facing challenges with limited computers and unstable internet, which they 

were unable to solve due to the lack of resources. It was shared that: 

"The resources allocated to the library are limited. We face challenges with 

limited computers and unstable internet which we cannot solve at the 

moment due to the limited resources" -IL2 

 

Outdated software 

Lastly, participants mentioned that some of the software used by the library was 

outdated and did not support the features that students required. This caused 

inconvenience to both the students and the library staff. An interviewee reported 

that: 

"Some of the software we use is outdated and does not support some features 

which the students require" -IL4 

Based on these findings, the factors that hindered the provision of VRSs at NUL 

included inadequate space for VRS training, limited VRS materials, unstable internet 
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access, limited computers, unreliable feedback from VRSs, dysfunctional computers, 

absence of training on how to use VRSs, difficulty in finding information, inadequate 

library staff, limited resources and outdated software. 

 

The document review highlighted challenges NUL was facing in providing VRS. These 

included insufficient staff to handle inquiry volume or a need for specialized VRS 

training; and system outages, software glitches, and compatibility issues which 

disrupted service. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter includes the discussion of the findings for each objective. 

 

5.2 Virtual reference services provided at Nkumba University Library 

The findings from Objective 1 align closely with existing literature on the types of 

virtual reference services (VRS) commonly provided by academic libraries. Both the 

study and previous research emphasize the significance of chat and email reference 

services, reinforcing the idea that these tools are central to effective virtual 

engagement (Vogus, 2020). This suggests that Nkumba University Library is in step 

with best practices in VRS provision, leveraging digital communication to facilitate 

information access for students and faculty. The widespread use of online chat 

services among students further demonstrates the library’s success in offering real-

time interactions, which have become increasingly essential in a digitally driven 

academic environment. 

 

However, an important divergence emerges when considering the awareness and 

utilization of instant messaging and social media as VRS tools. While the literature 

strongly advocates for these platforms as vital components of modern library 

services (Janes, 2008), the study indicates that many users at Nkumba University 

Library are either unaware of these options or do not actively engage with them. 

This presents a critical gap between best practices and actual user engagement, 

suggesting that the library may need to refine its outreach and promotional 

strategies. The underutilization of instant messaging and social media as reference 

tools could stem from inadequate marketing efforts or a general lack of digital 

literacy among users regarding the full range of VRS options. 

 

Furthermore, while the study acknowledges the challenges faced by libraries in 

developing countries, it does not explore in depth how these barriers specifically 

affect Nkumba University Library’s VRS implementation. Prior research has 

highlighted common obstacles such as limited technological infrastructure, 

inadequate funding, and a shortage of skilled personnel to manage digital services 

(Mwiinga et al., 2020). Understanding these localized constraints is essential for 
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devising practical solutions that address not only the adoption of VRS but also their 

sustained effectiveness and accessibility. Without addressing these contextual 

factors, efforts to enhance VRS provision may be limited in their impact. 

This analysis underscores the need for Nkumba University Library to adopt a more 

comprehensive approach to VRS implementation. Beyond simply offering chat and 

email services, the library must actively promote awareness of all available VRS 

tools, ensuring that students and faculty fully understand and utilize them. 

Additionally, further research into the unique challenges faced by the library within 

its specific institutional and technological context would provide valuable insights 

for enhancing service delivery and user satisfaction. By bridging these gaps, Nkumba 

University Library can optimize its VRS strategy and better serve the evolving needs 

of its academic community. 

 

5.3 User perspectives on virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library 

The findings from objective 2 provide valuable insights into user perceptions of 

virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library. The high awareness levels 

(88.3%) suggest that the library has effectively communicated the availability of 

these services to its users. However, the lower familiarity rates, particularly for chat 

reference and other less prominent VRS, indicate that more can be done to educate 

users about the full range of services offered. The literature review emphasizes the 

importance of user perceptions in shaping the success of VRS implementation. 

Factors such as ease of use, librarian expertise, and overall user experience are 

crucial in determining whether users will continue to utilize these services 

(Abubakar, 2021; Mwiinga et al., 2020). The study's findings align with these factors, 

highlighting the need for Nkumba University Library to focus on improving the user-

friendliness of its VRS platforms and ensuring that librarians are well-trained to 

provide high-quality assistance. One notable contradiction between the study and 

literature is the lack of direct assessment of user perceptions regarding response 

time and overall user experience at Nkumba University Library. The literature review 

suggests that these factors significantly impact user satisfaction and continued usage 

of VRS (Khan et al., 2017). Future research at the university should consider 

incorporating these elements to gain a more comprehensive understanding of user 

perceptions. Additionally, while the literature review provides a broader perspective 
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on user perceptions across academic libraries, the study's focus on a single institution 

may limit the generalizability of its findings. Comparative studies examining user 

perceptions in different contexts could help validate the results and identify best 

practices for enhancing VRS in developing countries like Uganda.  

 

5.4 Usage patterns of virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library 

The findings from objective 3 provide critical insights into the usage patterns of 

virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library. The moderate level of 

engagement, with 61.7% of students having used VRS, suggests that while these 

services are recognized, there is still room for improvement in promoting their use. 

This aligns with the literature, which emphasizes the importance of user engagement 

and the role of effective promotion in enhancing VRS usage (Khan et al., 2017). The 

primary reasons for using VRS, such as accessing library databases and citation help, 

highlight the essential role these services play in supporting academic research. 

However, the low percentage of students using VRS for clarifying research questions 

(25%) indicates a potential gap in user awareness regarding the comprehensive 

support that VRS can offer. This finding suggests that Nkumba University Library 

could benefit from targeted outreach and education efforts to inform students about 

all available services, particularly those that assist with research clarification. 

Additionally, the study's findings regarding the frequency of usage reveal that nearly 

half of the respondents either use VRS rarely or have never used them. This aligns 

with the literature's assertion that access to technology and reliable internet is 

crucial for effective usage (Mwiinga et al., 2020). Therefore, addressing 

infrastructure issues, such as improving internet connectivity and providing 

adequate access to computers, is essential for enhancing VRS usage. The 

identification of lack of funds, understaffing, and limited technology also reflects a 

broader trend observed in the literature, which highlights similar issues faced by 

many academic libraries, especially in developing countries (Mwiinga et al., 2020; 

Abubakar, 2021). 

 

The ISB model proposes that individuals go through various stages when seeking 

information to fulfill their needs. These stages include initiation, selection, 

exploration, formulation, and collection (Wilson, 2000). The findings of this study 
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provide insights into how users engage with virtual reference services (VRS) at 

different stages of their information seeking process. For instance, the study found 

that students primarily used VRS for accessing library databases (65%) and locating 

scholarly articles (28.3%). This suggests that users utilize VRS during the selection 

and collection stages of the ISB model, where they actively search for and gather 

relevant information resources to fulfill their research needs. However, the low 

percentage of students using VRS for clarifying research questions (25%) indicates 

that users may not be fully utilizing these services during the initiation and 

formulation stages of the ISB model. This implies that there is an opportunity to 

promote VRS as a tool for refining research questions and exploring topics in-depth. 

This study contributes to the existing body of knowledge by providing empirical 

evidence on how users engage with VRS within the context of the ISB model. The 

findings highlight the need to consider the different stages of information seeking 

when designing and promoting VRS. Moreover, the study suggests that the ISB model 

can be used as a framework for evaluating the effectiveness of VRS in supporting 

users throughout their research process. By assessing the usage patterns and 

perceptions of VRS at each stage of the ISB cycle, libraries can identify areas for 

improvement and develop targeted strategies to enhance user engagement and 

satisfaction. In conclusion, the findings of this study demonstrate the relevance of 

the ISB model in understanding user interactions with virtual reference services. By 

aligning VRS with the different stages of information seeking, libraries can create a 

more comprehensive and user-centered approach to information support, ultimately 

enhancing the research experience for students and faculty. 
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5.5 Framework to enhance user perspectives and usage patterns of virtual 

reference services at Nkumba University Library 

To enhance user perspectives and usage patterns of virtual reference services (VRS) 

at Nkumba University Library, the framework below is proposed based on the 

findings of the study and existing literature. This framework will address the 

identified challenges and leverage opportunities for improvement. 

 

User Education and Training 

Conduct regular workshops for students and faculty on how to effectively use VRS. 

This includes training on navigating the library’s website, using chat services, and 

accessing databases. Develop video tutorials and guides that can be accessed 

anytime to help users familiarize themselves with the VRS offerings. 

 

Improving Service Quality 

Establish clear response time guidelines for VRS inquiries to ensure users receive 

timely assistance. This could involve setting up a system to prioritize urgent queries. 

Regularly evaluate the quality of information provided by librarians through 

feedback forms and user satisfaction surveys. 

 

Enhanced Promotion and Marketing 

Increase the visibility of VRS on the library’s website and social media platforms. 

Use eye-catching banners and announcements to draw attention to these services. 

Encourage librarians to promote VRS during classes, orientations, and library tours 

to raise awareness among new students. 

 

Technology and Infrastructure Development 

Invest in more computers and ensure that the VRS platform is user-friendly and 

accessible. This includes optimizing the website for mobile use, as many students 

may access services via smartphones. Work with the university administration to 

enhance internet access and reliability within the library to support seamless VRS 

usage. 

 

Staff Training and Development 
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Provide ongoing training for library staff to ensure they are equipped with the 

necessary skills and knowledge to assist users effectively. This includes training on 

new technologies and user engagement strategies. Implement a feedback system for 

librarians to share experiences and challenges in providing VRS, fostering a culture 

of continuous improvement. 

 

User Feedback and Evaluation 

Conduct regular surveys to gather user feedback on their experiences with VRS. This 

will help identify areas for improvement and adapt services to better meet user 

needs. Organize focus group discussions with students and faculty to gain deeper 

insights into their perceptions and suggestions for VRS. 

 

Collaboration and Partnerships 

Establish partnerships with other academic libraries to share best practices and 

resources for VRS. This can include joint training sessions or shared access to 

databases. Work closely with faculty members to integrate VRS into the curriculum, 

encouraging students to utilize these services for research and assignments. 

 

 

By implementing this framework, Nkumba University Library can enhance user 

perspectives and increase the usage patterns of its virtual reference services. The 

focus on user education, service quality, technology improvement, staff 

Framework
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Enhanced 
promotion and 
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Technology and 
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development
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and 

development

User feedback 
and evaluation

Collaboration 
and 
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development, and user feedback will create a more engaging and effective VRS 

environment. This holistic approach not only addresses the current challenges but 

also positions the library to meet the evolving needs of its users in a digital age. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

6.1 Introduction 

This study aimed at examining the perception and usage patterns of virtual 

reference services at Nkumba University Library to develop a framework for 

enhancing VRS provision within the library if any gaps are identified. The study 

objectives were to: find out the virtual reference services provided at Nkumba 

University Library; examine user perceptions of virtual reference services at Nkumba 

University Library; determine usage patterns of virtual reference services at Nkumba 

University Library; and develop a framework to enhance perceptions and usage 

patterns of virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library. 

 

6.2 Summary of the findings based on the study objectives 

6.2.1 Virtual reference services provided at Nkumba University Library 

The study found that while there is a variety of VRS available, the online chat service 

stands out as the most utilized option. This suggests that users at Nkumba University 

Library favour immediate assistance over other forms of communication. The 

findings indicate that Nkumba University Library has made significant strides in 

implementing virtual reference services, with a focus on accessibility and user 

engagement through chat services. However, the effectiveness of these services may 

be impacted by challenges such as limited funding, staffing issues, and technological 

constraints, which were explored in subsequent objectives of the study. 

 

6.2.2 User perspectives on virtual reference services at Nkumba University 

Library 

The findings indicate that while there is a high level of awareness of virtual 

reference services at Nkumba University Library, familiarity and consistent usage 

remain challenges. The satisfaction levels vary significantly across different aspects 

of the services, particularly regarding response times and ease of use, which are 

critical for enhancing user experience and engagement. Addressing these issues 

could lead to improved perceptions and increased utilization of VRS among students. 
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6.2.3 Usage patterns of virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library 

The findings suggest that while a majority of students have engaged with VRS to 

some degree, the frequency and reasons for usage vary. The most common uses are 

for accessing databases and citation help, rather than for broader research support 

like clarifying questions. Approximately one-third of students use VRS frequently, 

but nearly half either rarely use them or have never used them before. This 

highlights a gap in consistent usage and engagement with VRS at Nkumba University 

Library that could be addressed through targeted promotion and education efforts. 

The findings also suggest that Nkumba University Library faces systemic issues that 

hinder its ability to provide comprehensive and effective VRS to its users. 

 

6.3 Conclusions 

6.3.1 Virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library 

The findings revealed that Nkumba University Library offers a range of virtual 

reference services, including online chat services, email reference, and video 

reference. Among these, online chat services were the most popular, indicating a 

strong preference for real-time interaction among users. This aligns with the growing 

trend in academic libraries to provide accessible and immediate support to patrons. 

However, while the library has made significant strides in implementing these 

services, the effectiveness of VRS may be hindered by challenges such as limited 

funding and technological resources. Addressing these challenges is crucial for 

enhancing the provision of virtual reference services and ensuring they meet the 

needs of all users. 

 

6.3.2 User perspectives on virtual reference services at Nkumba University 

Library 

The study found that user perceptions of virtual reference services at Nkumba 

University Library were mixed. While a high percentage of students (88.3%) were 

aware of the services, familiarity and satisfaction levels varied significantly. Users 

expressed high satisfaction with the helpfulness of librarians but were less satisfied 

with the timeliness of responses and the ease of using the VRS platform. This 

indicates that while the library has successfully raised awareness of its services, 

there is a need for improvement in user experience and service quality. Enhancing 
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user perceptions will require targeted efforts to address the identified gaps, 

particularly in response times and usability. 

 

6.3.3 Usage patterns of virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library 

The findings indicated that a moderate percentage of students (61.7%) have utilized 

virtual reference services, primarily for accessing library databases and citation 

help. However, the frequency of usage varied, with 36.7% of students using VRS 

frequently, while nearly half either used them rarely or had never used them. This 

suggests that while there is awareness and some engagement with VRS, consistent 

usage remains a challenge. The low percentage of students using VRS for clarifying 

research questions indicates a potential gap in understanding the full range of 

services available. To enhance usage patterns, the library should focus on increasing 

awareness and promoting the benefits of VRS to encourage more frequent 

engagement. 

 

6.3.4 Framework to enhance user perceptions and usage patterns of virtual 

reference services at Nkumba University Library 

In response to the findings, a comprehensive framework was proposed to enhance 

user perspectives and usage patterns of virtual reference services at Nkumba 

University Library. This framework includes strategies for user education and 

training, improving service quality, enhancing promotion and marketing efforts, 

upgrading technology and infrastructure, and providing ongoing staff training. By 

implementing this framework, the library can address the identified challenges and 

improve user satisfaction and engagement with VRS. Ultimately, enhancing the 

effectiveness of virtual reference services will contribute to better support for 

students and faculty in fulfilling their information needs, thereby strengthening the 

role of Nkumba University Library as a vital academic resource. 

 

6.4 Recommendations 

Based on the findings and conclusions of the study, the following recommendations 

are proposed to enhance the perceptions and usage patterns of virtual reference 

services (VRS) at Nkumba University Library:  
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i. The management at Nkumba University should conduct regular workshops and 

training sessions for students and faculty on how to effectively use VRS. This 

includes training on navigating the library's website, using chat services, and 

accessing databases. 

ii. The management at Nkumba University Library should regularly evaluate the 

quality of information provided by librarians through feedback forms and user 

satisfaction surveys. They should also encourage faculty to promote VRS 

during classes and orientations to raise awareness among students. 

iii. The management at Nkumba University should invest in more computers and 

ensure that the VRS platform is user-friendly and accessible. This includes 

optimizing the website for mobile use, as many students may access services 

via smartphones 

iv. The management at Nkumba University Library should work with the 

university administration to enhance internet access and reliability within the 

library to support seamless VRS usage 

v. Nkumba University management should provide ongoing training for library 

staff to ensure they are equipped with the necessary skills and knowledge to 

assist users User Feedback and Evaluation. 

vi. Nkumba University management should collaborate with the Consortium of 

Ugandan University Libraries (CUUL) to implement the framework, and also 

with Schools of Library and Information Science to include Virtual Reference 

Services in the curriculum. 

 

6.5 Areas for further research 

The following areas are proposed for further research: 

i. The role of technology in enhancing or hindering the effectiveness library 

service provision 

ii. The influence of demographic factors (such as age, gender, academic 

discipline, and socioeconomic background) on information seeking patterns 

iii. Specific barriers that effective library service provision in developing 

countries 
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APPENDIX 

 

Appendix A: Consent form 

Introduction 

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Cissy Nakiridde. This 

study aims to understand student and faculty perceptions and usage patterns of 

virtual reference services offered by Nkumba University Library. The information 

gathered will be used to develop a framework for enhancing these services. 

 

Participation 

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You are free to withdraw from 

the study at any point without any consequences. 

 

Procedures 

There are two options for participation in this study: 

 Questionnaire: You may choose to complete a short online questionnaire that 

will take approximately 10-15 minutes. 

 Interview: You may choose to participate in a semi-structured interview that 

will take approximately 30-45 minutes and will be audio recorded. 

 

Confidentiality 

All information collected through this study will be kept confidential. Your name and 

any other identifying information will not be linked to your responses. The audio 

recordings from interviews will be anonymized and securely stored. 

 

Risks and Benefits 

There are no foreseeable risks associated with participating in this study. The 

potential benefits include contributing to the improvement of virtual reference 

services at Nkumba University Library. 

 

Questions 

If you have any questions or concerns about this study, please feel free to contact 

the researcher at 0789550223.  
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Your Consent 

By signing below, you indicate that you have read and understood this informed 

consent form and agree to participate in this study. 

 

Participant: 

 Name (printed): ______________________________ 

 Signature: ______________________________ 

 Date: ______________________________ 

 

Researcher: 

 Cissy Nakiridde 

 Signature: Cissy Nakiridde 

 Date: Wednesday 5/03/2025 

 

Appendix B: Interview Guide for Librarians at Nkumba University Library 

Introduction 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. This study aims to understand 

student and faculty perceptions and usage patterns of virtual reference services 

offered by Nkumba University Library. Your honest feedback will be crucial in 

developing a framework to improve these services. 

Please note: All responses will be kept confidential. 

Background Information 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about your academic role at Nkumba University 

(e.g., year of study, department)? 

Awareness and Usage of Virtual Reference Services 

2. Are you aware that Nkumba University Library offers virtual reference 

services? 

o If yes, how did you learn about them? 

o If no, why do you think you weren't aware? 

3. Have you ever used the virtual reference services at Nkumba University 

Library? 

o If yes, can you describe a situation where you used them? 
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o If no, why haven't you used them? 

Perceptions of Virtual Reference Services 

4. If you have used virtual reference services, what were your overall 

impressions of the experience? 

o Probe for specific aspects like: timeliness of response, quality of 

information, helpfulness of librarians, ease of use of the platform. 

5. What are the biggest advantages and disadvantages of using virtual reference 

services compared to in-person library assistance? 

Suggestions for Improvement 

6. How can the library improve its virtual reference services to better meet the 

needs of students and faculty? 

o Are there any additional virtual reference services you would find 

helpful? 

o How can the library make students and faculty more aware of the 

virtual reference services available? 

Closing 

7. Do you have any other comments or suggestions for improving virtual 

reference services at Nkumba University Library? 

Thank you for your time! 
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Appendix C: Questionnaire for students at Nkumba University Library 

1. Awareness 

1.1. Are you aware that Nkumba University Library offers virtual reference services? 

( ) Yes ( ) No 

Awareness  Percentage 

Yes   

No   

Total   

 

1.2. If yes, how familiar are you with the virtual reference services offered by the 

library? ( ) Very familiar ( ) somewhat familiar ( ) Not familiar at all 

Familiarity  Percentage 

Very familiar   

Somewhat familiar   

Not familiar at all   

Total   

 

2. Services Offered (if aware) 

2.1. Please indicate which of the following virtual reference services you are aware 

of being offered by the library (tick all that apply): ( ) Email reference ( ) Chat 

reference ( ) Instant messaging (e.g., Whatsapp) ( ) Virtual reference desk through 

the library website ( ) Social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter) ( ) Other (Please 

specify): _____________________________ 

Virtual reference 

services 

Frequency Percentage 

Email reference   

Chat reference   
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Instant messaging   

Virtual reference desk 

through the library 

website 

  

Social media   

 

Other 

 

3. Usage Patterns 

3.1. Have you ever used the virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library? 

( ) Yes ( ) No 

Usage Patterns  Percentage 

Yes   

No   

Total   

 

3.2. If yes, for what type of research or information needs have you used the virtual 

reference services? (tick all that apply) ( ) Clarifying a research question ( ) Locating 

scholarly articles or resources ( ) Citation help ( ) Using library databases ( ) Other 

(Please specify): _____________________________ 

Uses Frequency Percentage 

Clarifying a research 

question 

  

Locating scholarly articles 

or resources 

  

Citation help   

Using library databases   
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3.3. How often do you typically use the virtual reference services? ( ) Frequently 

(more than once a month) ( ) occasionally (once a month) ( ) Rarely (less than once 

a month) ( ) Never used 

Frequency of usage  Percentage 

Frequently   

Occasionally   

Rarely   

Never used   

Total   

 

4. User Perceptions 

4.1. Please rate your level of satisfaction with the following aspects of the virtual 

reference services (1 = Strongly Dissatisfied, 5 = Strongly Satisfied): 

Aspect Strongly 

Dissatisfied 

(1) 

Somewhat 

Dissatisfied 

(2) 

Neutral 

(3) 

Somewhat 

Satisfied 

(4) 

Strongly 

Satisfied 

(5) 

Timeliness of 

response 

     

Quality of 

information 

provided 

     

Helpfulness of 

librarians 

     

Ease of use of 

the virtual 

reference 
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service 

platform 
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Appendix D: Document review checklist 

Purpose: This checklist is designed to assess documents relevant to the research 

study on virtual reference services at Nkumba University Library. 

Documents to Review: 

 Library Website:  

o Check the library website for information on virtual reference services 

offered (e.g., email reference, chat reference, social media presence). 

o Look for descriptions of the services, including contact information and 

hours of operation. 

o Assess the clarity and ease of finding information about virtual 

reference services. 

 Library Policies and Procedures:  

o Review library policies or user guides to identify any policies or 

procedures related to virtual reference services (e.g., response time 

expectations, limitations on service type). 

 Marketing Materials:  

o Collect any marketing materials promoting virtual reference services 

(e.g., brochures, posters, online content). 

o Evaluate the effectiveness of the materials in raising awareness about 

the services. 

 Previous Studies (if applicable):  

o If there have been any previous studies on library services at Nkumba 

University, review them to identify existing information on virtual 

reference services or user perceptions. 

 

 

 


