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The American Library Association Glossary defines the reference interviews as “The interpersonal communication between a reference staff member and a library user to determine the precise information needs of the user” (2016). According to the ALA, the key idea is to know what the patron wants and needs. The second element is to know what resources the library has on shelf or how to locate it on the digital database. Additionally, the reference librarian should be adept at showing the patron how to use the recommended resources. To accomplish this goal, the reference librarian must use the reference interview process as a way to help and provide answers.  The five stages of this process include:  1. Opening the interview with a friendly and approachable presence. 2. Negotiating the patron’s question by clarifying their needs and asking more open ended questions. 3. Searching for specific and correct information. 4. Effectively communicating the information to the user. 5. Closing the interview. 
In a number of ways, the movie, The Time Machine (2002) showed an unsuccessful attempt at a reference interview between Alexander Hartdegen, a scientist and inventor and a computer hologram who identified himself as 5th Ave Public Library Information Unit #NY-114.  First, the computer interface in the library is represented as a rude and uncaring human hologram. A hologram is an intangible illusion that is meant to fool the eyes into seeing something that isn’t there which can be very deceptive and artificial, and interestingly the hologram is symbolic of the service that Dr. Hartdegen received while trying to find answers to his quest for time travel. 

In the beginning of the library scene, the computer hologram, NY-114 appeared to be helpful when he suddenly manifested in front of Dr. Hartdegen. At first, NY-114 opens the reference interview by making eye contact, speaking with a welcoming tone by asking, “Welcome to Vox System. How may I help you?” His initial question is appropriately open-ended with an offer to help Dr. Hartdegen. Although the computer interface NY-114 is professional in appearance and attempted to use a helpful tone, he failed to be warm, open, and friendly which is important to the first step of a successful reference interview. His body language and tone was robotic and lacked the warmth and attentiveness that was needed to gain the patron’s trust. According to the American Library Association’s Reference and User Services Association Guidelines for Behavioral Performance of Reference and Information Services Professionals (2016), approachability is the first behavior listed. A reference librarian must present a welcoming presence at all times which will encourage patrons in need to feel comfortable about approaching for help. To be approachable the guidelines states that the reference staff should be genuinely sincere in helping the patron’s needs and acknowledges the presence of the patron by remaining visible and moving close in physical proximity to establish a sense of trust and comfortability (Farmer, 2014, p.85-87). In this futuristic library, NY-114’s hologram moves in and out of view and is not a real person who can be counted on to help. In addition, he is unreachable behind a thick pane of glass where he resides with bookcases full of books that are also encased in glass and unattainable.
Secondly, another error NY-114 made in the reference interview was negotiating the question to which he asked, “Area of inquiry?” Dr. Hartdegen then asked, “Do you know anything about physics?” Instead of asking the doctor what his real needs were and why he wanted to know as well as what he will use the information for, NY-114 immediately began to show pages of random information with no explanation of how and where it was retrieved. As a reference guide, a librarian’s job is to help narrow down the topic in order to help the patron (Farmer, 2014, p. 95). The doctor’s question about physics was very broad and general in nature. Furthermore, NY-114 should have responded with more open-ended questions to encourage more worthwhile information, such as: Why are you asking this question? What is the amount of information you will need? How much time do you have? When will you need this information by? What will you use this information for? By using more open-ended questions, Dr. Hartdegen would be forced to expand upon his request and present additional useful information. After surveying the doctor’s needs, NY-114 could recommend some sources for further review such as:

 Phys Org website: https://phys.org/physics-news/
Physics.org website http://www.physics.org/article-questions.asp?id=131  
2013 edition of Encyclopedia of nuclear physics and its applications
2006 edition of Basics of Physics by Rusty L. Myers
Another mistake that NY-114 made was not allowing Dr. Hartdegen the opportunity to find the information with his guidance. This would have been a valuable opportunity to teach literacy information by searching together with the doctor. Instead, NY-114 rattled off a lot of facts and showed a number of book pages through the glass pane. In this third step of the reference interview, a librarian must be willing to identify where the sources were found and show the patron how to find it on his or her own as well as clearly explaining why the recommended resources will be of help in answering the patron’s questions (Farmer, 2014, p.87). NY-114 made assumptions about what the doctor was looking for and failed to provide him with the information he was in search of.
Yet another misstep by NY-114 was his communication and evaluation of the answer. He made no attempt to paraphrase the doctor’s request and made the error of assuming that he was looking to find a science fiction book instead of understanding the doctor’s need to learn about the practical applications of time travel. It is at the fourth stage of the interview process that NY-114 should have asked more clarifying questions and communicated clearly and concisely to the doctor to see if they were on the right path to finding the appropriate answers. Additionally, the computer hologram failed even further when Dr. Hartdegen’s threw out another question, “Why can’t one travel the past?” The computer interface responded by saying, “Because one cannot travel into the past. One cannot.” NY-114 made no attempts to answer the question, but closed off the conversation and a chance to investigate further by giving a closed-ended response. However, for a brief moment, NY-114 shared information about the creation of a time machine whereby it caught Dr. Hartdegen’s attention. It was at this critical moment that the hologram could have stopped to listen and show the doctor where he could go to research more about the time machine that was created by H.G. Wells such as Encyclopedia Britannica’s digital article at: https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Time-Machine.  Further complicating matters and frustrating the doctor, the computer hologram shared unnecessary information about how the idea was turned into a motion picture and a stage musical, then sang and walked away from the doctor leaving no room for further dialogue or additional research.
Finally, NY-114 made the last gaffe of the reference interview by not closing the interview with Dr. Hartdegen with a series of open-ended and helpful questions to ensure that the doctor was fully satisfied with the results. His last question to the doctor was, “Will there be anything else?” which doesn’t provide an opportunity for the doctor to elaborate. Some better closing interview questions to ask are: “Does this completely answer your question?”, “Can I be of further assistance to your inquiry?”, “Does this make any sense to you so far?”, or “Will this be enough information to get you started on your research?” By asking these more specific questions, a librarian can get a better sense if more instruction and research is needed (Brown, 2008, p.4). Lastly, a helpful librarian will provide various methods of contacting, whether by phone, email, or through the library’s blog forum if the patron should have further questions along with the library’s operational hours. If for some reasons the librarian is unable to satisfy a patron with the resources available at the library, he or she should offer to follow up with colleagues, other libraries, or other departments to ensure that if an answer is available the patron, he or she can access it effectively and efficiently.
In reflection of the non-examples from the 2002 movie, The Time Machine, the computer hologram, NY-114 can improve his reference interview process by first making an initial assessment as the doctor approached him about what level of information was needed. Next,  NY-114 should continue to make eye contact and indicate that he was interested in the topic of by being in the same room and close proximity to Dr. Harthdegen.  At stage three, NY-114 should ask some clarifying questions like “what kind of information are you looking for?” If the doctor didn't understand his question at this point, he should follow up by saying “did you want scholarly material or perhaps something easier to understand?”  or “tell me what kind of information you already have” so that he doesn’t further complicate and frustrate the doctor. Then, NY-114 should demonstrate how to access and find useful databases or search engines to conduct further research.  Furthermore, NY-114 should ensure that the doctor knew how to continue the search on his own. Finally, NY-114 should end the interview with a direct contact information if the doctor should require additional help or have further questions.
In review of the five stages of the reference interview, The American Library Association’s Reference and User Services Association (2016), states that “the reference interview is the heart of the reference transaction and is crucial to the success of the process. The librarian should effectively identify the patron’s information needs. Effective listening and questioning skills are necessary for a positive interaction.”  Conducting a reference interview; therefore, is a process that must be completed thoroughly in order to match the patron's question to a relevant and useful source. Even in the age of digital resources, the reference librarian must develop and improve reference interview skills in order to effectively and efficiently provide appropriate resources while teaching patrons independent researching skills.
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