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Abstract 

This research proposal describes a usability study on the implications of chat widget placement 

on academic library websites. Prior literature has shown chat reference to be a valued service and 

found a link between widget placement and use of the service, but little usability testing has been 

conducted to explore the ease of locating those widgets (findability). This proposal recommends 

a usability study with student participants from nine universities across the United States to 

determine the findability of chat widgets located on different pages of the universities’ library 

websites. While the study is expected to produce results indicating that chat widget placement on 

a library’s homepage produces the highest findability, it may also indicate that degree level, 

experience with chat reference, and widget placement on the student’s own library website affect 

where students look and how quickly they locate chat widgets. This usability study offers unique 

value in its involvement of multiple university libraries, as most usability research to date has 

focused on a single library’s website. It is expected that this research will lend greater weight to 

the argument for careful consideration of chat widget placement on library websites, and provide 

inspiration for other academic libraries to conduct usability testing with their own student 

populations.  

Introduction 

Virtual reference is an increasingly popular service offered by academic libraries. A recent study 

of 362 academic libraries found that about 74% of those institutions use at least one of six virtual 

services (email, phone, chat, IM, text, video chat) and nearly half offer chat (Yang and Dalal, 

2015). Chat reference is particularly valued for its immediacy, convenience, speed, and low 

intimidation level (Ruppel and Vecchione, 2012). Chat reference is made available through a 

widget, a discrete object that can be embedded in a webpage, which in the case of chat appears as 

a box into which users can type and receive an immediate response from a librarian. Despite its 

value, only 16.3% of the libraries included in Yang and Dalal’s study placed the chat widget box 

on the library’s main webpage, while 31.2% placed it on a subpage (the remaining libraries 

either did not use this service or data on them could not be found).  If academic libraries want to 

draw students to their chat service, the impact of widget placement should be carefully 

considered. A usability study of university students could be employed to measure the ease of 

locating a chat function at different site navigation levels.  

Literature Review 

The importance of widget placement has previously been cited by the University of Nebraska-

Lincoln (UNL) Libraries (Graybill and Bicknell-Holmes, 2013). After encountering 

disappointingly low use levels of virtual reference services, UNL added their chat widget to the 

library’s main page as well as several other locations that were identified as trouble spots where 

users often needed extra help (the widget had previously only been available on the library’s 



Ask-A-Question page). As a result, the number of chat transactions increased by 389.8% in the 

course of a single year. The University of Oregon’s Knight Library enjoyed a similar surge in 

chat reference interactions after adding chat widgets to two high traffic areas in addition to the 

existing widget on the Ask a Librarian page (Frantz and Westra, 2014). In comparing chat 

reference interactions from Fall 2008 (before the additional widgets) and Fall 2009 (after the 

additional widgets), there was an increase of more than 500%.  

In addition to increasing overall chat service use, widget placement has also been found to affect 

the types of reference questions asked (Vogel, 2014). In 2013, the University of North Carolina 

added a chat widget to all EBSCO databases licensed by UNC, to test whether the immediate 

availability of reference service in the middle of research efforts would lead to an increase in 

research-related chat interactions. Data collected over a six-week trial period showed that more 

research-related chats originated from the EBSCO widgets than from widgets placed elsewhere 

(37% versus 27%). It is clear from these prior efforts that widget placement can have a 

significant effect on the use of chat reference; however, these studies have only measured the 

effectiveness of widget placement after the fact, rather than first conducting usability testing to 

determine ideal widget placement.    

Usability testing allows those designing a system to gain insights into what works for users since, 

as Walbridge (2009) put it: 

Usability testing is the process of actually observing users working on a system or 

product, taking the information gained in that process, and making changes in the system 

under test, then testing again to see if the changes improved the system for users. (p. 

5446)    

Despite the proven power of usability testing to allow academic libraries to evaluate such diverse 

website facets as a search tool interface (Perrin et al., 2014), the appearance of a library 

homepage (Arnold, 2013), and student understanding of database functions and related library 

terminology (Imler and Eichelberger, 2014), a nationwide study of academic and public library 

websites found that 72.3% of institutions examined had never performed web usability testing 

(Chow et al., 2014). It follows that usability studies focused on virtual reference have also been 

few and far between, an oversight that Chow and Croxton attempted to fill with a usability 

evaluation of five virtual reference sources, namely, e-mail, telephone, online chat, text 

messaging, and Skype videoconferencing (2014). The researchers provided 31 graduate and 

undergraduate students with a series of questions to be researched via virtual reference services 

at one of two universities. Participants were then asked to rate each service in terms of usability 

and satisfaction. The study found that online chat was the clear favorite of the virtual services, 

and that there is a “perfect positive relationship” between satisfaction and usability ratings (p. 

319). Since students are more likely to return to a service they were satisfied with, usability is 

clearly important to consider when providing such services.   

As demonstrated above, the existing literature on chat reference shows that it is a valued service 

and that chat widget placement can affect use of the service; however, the full effects of widget 

placement are unknown. Chow et al. point out that due to the lack of usability tests run by public 

and academic libraries, “the patron user experience in terms of general satisfaction and how they 

use and perceive library websites remains unknown” (2014, p. 264). As long as user experience 

and satisfaction with chat widget placement remains a mystery, librarians may only be shooting 



in the dark when deciding on locations for chat widgets. Therefore, this research proposal 

recommends a study involving students at multiple universities to explore the ease of finding 

chat widgets at different levels of site navigation (findability), as well as the factors influencing 

findability.  

Methods 

In their study of virtual reference in academic libraries, Yang and Dalal provided a list of the 

institutions examined (2015). Since the study is recent and it is already known that a high 

percentage of these institutions use chat reference but vary in where the chat widget is placed, it 

is a convenient group from which to draw participants. The list was sorted randomly in Excel, 

and the library website for each university was checked for chat availability and position until 

three institutions in each of the desired categories were identified (see Table 1).      

Table 1. Universities Categorized by Chat Widget Placement.  

University Name  Library Homepage Chat Widget 

Location 

University 

Type 

Art Center 

College of Design 

http://library.artcenter.edu/ Homepage A 

Clemson 

University 

http://www.clemson.edu/library/ Homepage A 

Doane College http://www.doane.edu/library Homepage A 

South Texas 

College 

http://library.southtexascollege.edu/ Subpage (from a 

‘Chat’ link on 

homepage) 

B 

Brigham Young 

University 

https://lib.byu.edu/ Subpage (from a 

‘Chat’ link on 

homepage) 

B 

Stanford 

University 

http://library.stanford.edu/ Subpage (from a 

‘Chat’ link on 

homepage) 

B 

Bard College http://www.bard.edu/library/ Subpage (from 

non-chat link on 

homepage) 

C 

Kent State 

University at 

Tuscarawas 

http://www.kent.edu/tusc/library Subpage (from 

non-chat link on 

homepage) 

C 

Abilene Christian 

University 

http://www.acu.edu/academics/library/ Subpage (from 

non-chat link on 

homepage) 

C 

 

As seen in Table 1, I have revised the categories established by Yang and Dalal, who 

distinguished only between chat widget boxes on the homepage and chat widget boxes on a 

subpage. By further distinguishing between a chat widget located on the library’s homepage 

(Type A), a widget on a subpage but linked to the homepage with a link containing the word 

‘Chat’ (Type B), and a widget on a subpage linked to the homepage by some other title (Type C), 



it can be better understood exactly what factors make a chat widget findable (i.e., are users 

looking for the word ‘Chat’, or are they accustomed to finding what they need under a title like 

‘Ask a Librarian’?).    

I will contact the librarians from each of the universities identified in Table 1 to ask for their help 

in recruiting students for a usability study on chat widget placement. Students will be recruited 

from universities with libraries that have chat widgets on their homepage (Group A), chat 

widgets on subpages but linked to the homepage under a ‘Chat’ link (Group B), and chat widgets 

on subpages linked to the homepage under other titles (Group C). Ideally, five to ten participants 

from each university will be recruited for the study, as research suggests that five users are 

sufficient to identify 85% of usability problems (Chow et al., 2014).   

Each student participant will be randomly assigned three of the nine library websites (one each 

of Type A, B and C), excluding the library of the university the student is attending to eliminate 

the effects of familiarity. A researcher will initiate a Skype call (as the participating universities 

are in many different locations, in-person observation is not practical) with each student 

individually, direct the student to the homepage of each library, and ask the student to find the 

chat widget. The researcher will observe participants’ progress through Skype’s screen sharing 

feature in order to record how much effort was required to navigate the websites (recorded as 

number of mouse clicks) and how long they took to complete the task (recorded as seconds).  

After finding the chat widget on each website, participants will be asked to complete a brief 

survey, which may be read out to them over Skype or emailed for them to complete and send 

back (see Appendix A). The researcher will indicate whether the participant belongs to Group A, 

B or C, then ask a few questions designed to gather some basic demographics on the participants 

and information that may shed light on their experience with chat services. The survey and 

observation results will be coded and then analyzed in SPSS statistical software. Descriptive 

statistics will be used to summarize the demographic characteristics of participants and the time 

and effort required to find the chat widgets. Two ANOVA tests will be employed to determine if 

the differences among the means of 1) navigation effort and 2) task time for university Type A, 

B and C are statistically significant. Multiple regression will be used to determine any 

relationships between findability and participants’ institution type, level of education, and 

previous experience with chat reference, and to ascertain which of these variables is a better 

predictor of findability.  

Conclusion 

The results of this study are expected to indicate that chat widgets placed on subpages are less 

findable than widgets on the homepage (i.e., it takes more time and/or mouse clicks for users to 

locate the widget). However, it is also possible that participants will look for chat widgets in the 

location corresponding to the location of the widget on their own library’s website, thus, Group 

A students will look for the widget on the homepage, Group B students will look for the word 

‘Chat’ on the homepage, and Group C students will look for ‘Ask a Librarian’ or similar text. It 

will be interesting to see how strongly habit influences students’ information behavior.  

The study’s results may also indicate a relationship between how often students have utilized 

their own library’s chat reference service, and how quickly they are able to locate the chat widget 

on an unfamiliar website. The survey (included as Appendix A) solicits information about 



frequency of chat reference use to determine the strength of this relationship, as well as 

information pertaining to degree level to identify any potential relationship between findability 

and degree level (more advanced students would be expected to find the chat widget more 

quickly due to greater levels of experience).  

This usability study offers unique value in its involvement of multiple university libraries, as 

most usability research to date has focused on a single library’s website (Chow et al., 2014). It is 

expected that this research will lend greater weight to the argument for careful consideration of 

chat widget placement on library websites, and provide inspiration for other academic libraries to 

conduct usability testing with their own student populations.  
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Appendix A. Student Survey 

For Researcher Use Only: 

 

Participant belongs to: 

 Group A 

 Group B 

 Group C 

 

 

1. Please identify your sex. 

 Female 

 Male 

 Other/Choose not to identify  

 

2. Please indicate the degree you are currently pursuing 

 Associate degree 

 Bachelor’s degree 

 Master’s degree 

 Doctoral degree 

 

3. Before participating in this study, were you aware that your university’s library offers a chat 

reference service? 

 Yes 

 No 

If yes, which category best describes how often have you used the chat reference service? 

 Never 

 Once or twice a year 

 Once or twice a month 

 Once or twice a week 

 Every day 


