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The subject of this reference service study is Teri, a 27-year-old graduate of digital art college who works in Lockheed Martin's service department.  Her responsibility is to assist Lockheed Martin employees who have computer problems.  Her daily tasks range from hardware troubleshooting to application instruction to coping with major crises, such as the Melissa virus.  Her call quota is a minimum of 35 per day.  She has held this position for approximately one year.
One of the most immediate barriers to clear communication between Teri and her users is the fact that all of it is done via the telephone.  Teri, who is a visual learner, commented on how difficult talking about computer functions can be without being able to gesture towards the screen, point at a specific component, or even be sure that both parties are looking at the same thing.  She explained how a shared vocabulary is an added problem to clear verbal communication.  New computer users are often unfamiliar with the proper terminology or are confused by it.  Many times she will spend time solving the wrong problem for the user simply because of a wrong term.  Another way in which lack of visual cues is a hindrance is when the computer on the user's end is exhibiting a symptom with which Teri is unfamiliar or if the user is running a piece of software not on Teri's reference machines.  If the user is unable to accurately describe it for Teri, or if she is unable to visualize from the description, the user's need may go unmet.
Another hurdle for Teri is when she does not have the resources necessary to answer the user's question.  Just as in a library reference situation, her ability to successfully answer a question depends not on what she knows about computers, but if she knows where she can find the answer.  For the first six months on her job, Teri did not have a Macintosh computer on her desk for reference and was constantly stymied by questions pertaining to Mac OS or Macintosh specific applications.  She did have some manuals, but for Teri they proved inefficient for finding accurate, timely answers.  Finally, her employers shared her perception of the necessity of having a Macintosh reference machine, and they even provided her with training on how to use it.  Teri says that since she now has the ability to answer both Microsoft and Macintosh questions, her confidence in all areas has increased simply because she is no longer afraid that when the phone rings it will be a question she cannot answer.
Still another unique facet of Teri's situation is her dependence on technology.  Unlike most reference librarians, almost all of her answers are found on the computers in front of her, not in books.  When the power is out or the network is down, Teri's ability to answer questions is almost completely stripped away.  She said she feels very frustrated during times like these because she knows just where to look for the answers but just can't access the information.  Fortunately, her computer expertise is vast enough to allow her to "limp along" during times when technology is letting her down.
Another aspect of Teri's service that is different from a traditional reference experience is that her users are almost always one time encounters.  Unlike a public or academic library where one might form a few solid relationships with patrons, Teri's users may not have a need to call her back.  Or, if they do call back, there is no guarantee that they will draw Teri's phone line for service.  She said this is a drawback in her job for two reasons.  One, she sometimes doesn't know if the service she provided was enough to "fix" the person's problem.  Many times the solution she suggests is something that will take too long to allow for her to remain on the line to see if it worked or not.  Two, she said she feels disconnected from her clientele because she is not able to form relationships with them.  Any extra conversation between her and the user is often a comparison of the weather between states or simply noting the day of the week (i.e. I sure am glad it's Friday.)  Teri said she tries to overcome this isolation by forming bonds with the other people who work in her area.  Not only does this allow for a relationship environment for her, but it also gives her access to the knowledge in the other service providers' minds.  Then, when a caller asks a question she cannot answer, she usually has some idea of which service provider can help.
For all these drawbacks, Teri said she prefers this faceless environment to a face-to-face one.  She worked in retail prior to this job, so she does have some experience for comparison.  She said that the faceless environment allows her to wear comfortable clothing, use informal body language, and vent frustration through gestures unseen to the caller all while providing good service through the spoken word.  Also, she said she prefers this job to any other type of reference job because the questions are all related to one specific area: computers.  All in all, Teri's view of her work is that it is challenging--but not impossible--to fill user needs in a faceless environment, especially when all the basic tools for finding the answer are available.

