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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the affect of gender on reference questions asked on the STUMPERS-L listserv, a form of computer-mediated communication (CMC). Messages were collected from the archives and analyzed to find reference questions asked during the months of January and February 2004. During the period studied, 191 users of the listserv posted questions, 65 (34.0%) were male, 111 (58.1%) were female, and 15 (7.9%) were undetermined with regard to gender. Over 40% of the users were from public libraries. Additionally, the study found that the users asked 294 questions during the two-month period, 117 (39.8%) were asked by men, 161 (54.8%) were asked by women, and 16 (5.4%) were asked by users of undetermined gender. Furthermore, males asked 1.8 questions per user, females asked 1.45 questions per user, and undetermined users asked 1.07 questions per user. The study briefly looked at the types of questions asked by the users, which resulted in finding that men asked a slightly higher proportion of questions with regard to the origins of quotations or phrases. The results suggest that more females ask questions, but that males that ask questions, ask more of them. 

Introduction


It is often said that men will not ask for directions, which is one form of asking questions. Does it follow that men will not ask or ask considerably fewer questions? A classic study by Fishman (as cited in Coates, 1986) suggests that women do ask more questions than men do. Fishman believed that asking questions was part of women’s conversational style. Herring (1994) also proposes that females have gendered style, which includes asking questions. A study by Good, Slavings, Harel, & Emerson (1987) disagrees. They believe that males beginning school ask more questions, females pass them up in a few years, and shortly after there is little difference between the genders. Kollock, Blumstein, & Schwartz (1985) appear to disagree with Fishman with the findings of their study as well, which found that males ask more questions. Both studies covered more subjects than Fishman. However, most of these studies dealt with forums other than computer-mediated communication (CMC). With the apparent disagreement and the lack of studies about question asking with regard to CMC, it appears that more research is needed in this area. The purpose of this study was to answer the following question: Does gender affect asking reference questions by users of a listserv for information professionals? In other words, the study investigated the relationship between the gender of the users of a listserv and their use of the listserv for posting reference questions. 

Background


Numerous patrons enter libraries daily with reference questions for librarians. A simple definition of a reference question for this study is a statement asking for information about a subject, a person, a book, etc. Some reference questions are very simple such as, “Where is the bathroom?” Other questions are more difficult; for example, a patron could ask, “Do you have any books about computer-mediated communication?” Depending on the use of subject headings or keywords, there are various combinations to search for this topic. There may be books with only a chapter about the topic that might not be retrieved in a search. In addition, the library’s collection may be deficient in this area. However, this would be a common type of question for a librarian to answer. 


There are times when patrons come to the desk with questions that are not possible to answer with the current collection or with the librarian’s knowledge of the subject. An example of this would be, “I have a patron trying to find a fiction book that he read in the 60s; it was about…” The library may have a small fiction section, or it may be an obscure book. In this case, one can tell the patron that the answer can not be found, the librarian could ask a colleague in the library, or the librarian could use the Internet. The Internet allows librarians to reach a vast network of other librarians, which may provide help with these difficult kinds of reference questions. The Stumpers-L listserv provides a forum for this type of reference question.


The Stumpers-L listserv is a moderated list stored at Dominican University. It was originally started in 1992 by a graduate student at Rosary College (the previous name of Dominican University) (Stumpers, 2003).  The current moderator, John Franklin, is a student in the Library and Information Science program at the university. According to the welcome message, there are over 1,000 subscribers. The list was created to provide a forum for questions that have already been researched by the person posting the question. The list receives thousands of messages each year, which makes it a high traffic list. Therefore, it seemed reasonable that easier questions should be kept to a minimum. People from all types of libraries are represented on the list when one looks through the archives. This includes public, academic, law, government, and other special libraries. With the mixed population of the list, it is a good choice for a study of this type. 


Archived data for a listserv presents certain advantages over other forms of communication. As with other forms of written communication, Linell (as cited in Ravelas, Kenwood, & Phillips, 2002) suggests that written text provides a researcher the advantage of being able to reread any of the material. Additionally, written communication is easier to organize than spoken communication. 


This study examined the STUMPERS-L listserv archives for a two-month period in order to determine the affect of gender on the amount of questions asked in this forum. Additionally, the study examined the number of users, and the source of the question, e.g. an academic librarian, public librarian, etc. The frequency of questions asked by women and questions asked by men was examined, as well as the average number of questions per user with regard to gender. Furthermore, the study observed the types of questions asked on a listserv of this type with regard to gender. For the purpose of this study, a user was defined as a person that posted a question to the listserv. Gender was defined as “the state of being male or female” (Concise, 2001).
The research is important because it adds to the body of work done by researchers in several areas. It contributes to sociology because it looks at the dynamics of a group using CMC that is different than previous studies that were in regard to asking questions in a normal conversation. It is important to the field of communication because CMC is an important area in that field. It is important to the field of information science because the study examined a listserv used by information professionals asking reference questions. Additionally, the STUMPERS-L listserv has not been used for a study of this type. The findings add to the mixed results of other studies concerned with males and females asking questions within various forums.
Limitations 


One of the limitations of this study was from the listserv itself. Subscribers of the list and others are not allowed to use the REVIEW command in order to receive a list of names and email addresses of the subscribers to the list. This limited the ability of the researcher to determine gender based on the whole population of the list, which was unfortunate. Another issue with this limitation was that it was not possible to know how many of the users of the list are actual subscribers to the list. 

A second limitation of this study was the amount of data collected. Data from January and February 2004 were collected. However, with more time, more data could have been collected, which would provide a greater view of the research problem investigated. 

Literature Review


When looking at studies that deal with asking questions with regard to gender, there was a classic study done by Pamela Fishman (1980). Her study looked at the interaction of three couples with regard to their discourse. Transcripts of the interactions were made from tapes of the conversations. The study found that women asked approximately 2.5 times more questions that men. This appears to be a considerable difference between the genders.

In contrast, Kollock, Blumstein, & Schwartz (1985) looked at the dynamics of conversation with regard to sex (gender) and power. The study used a questionnaire and an interview with over 6,000 couples including heterosexual couples (most of them married), homosexual couples, and lesbian couples that “were living together in intimate relationships” (Kollock, Blumstein, & Schwartz, 1985). Each person in the study filled out the questionnaire independently. Teams of researchers did the interviews in the residences of the people in the study. The intent of the study was to look at how the relationships functioned, their temperament, and their past. The interview included real-life situations that would receive a response from either or both partners. The findings for the study include talk time, interruptions, back channels (minimal insertions such as “uh-huh”), questions, and tag questions. The most important finding was the amount of questions asked. The average amount of questions for every 15 minutes for the group studied was 23.5 for males and 13.1 for females. This was important because it is a ratio of nearly 2:1 males to females, which contradicts the study by Fishman (1980). 
Good, Slavings, Harel, & Emerson (1987) also examined question-asking behavior. The study used a coding system to categorize nine types of questions. The study used an observational method with three different coders in various classrooms. This was done for grade levels kindergarten, first-grade, third-grade, sixth-grade, seventh-grade, ninth-grade, and twelfth-grade. There were five schools in one school district used for this study. Six students were used from each classroom with various ability levels. The observations were at varying times of the day in 50-minute periods. The results included the average number of questions by grade, by skill level within each grade, and by gender within each grade level. In kindergarten, first grade, and sixth grade males asked an average of at least four more questions than females. In seventh grade females asked an average of 5.41 more questions than males. In the other grades observed, there was an average difference of 2.65 or fewer questions. At best, the study shows mixed results of whether males or females ask more questions.

Herring (2000), looked at differences in CMC of males and females. In her findings, discourse style often provides clues to gender. For males, postings are usually longer, assert their opinions as facts, and use more profanity. In other words, the style is adversarial. On the other hand, females tend to post shorter messages, justify their posts, and they are supportive. Other findings include that the minority gender in a group tends to conform to the majority in the group (Herring, 2000), which would be an important idea for a library and information science listserv. 

Another study by Herring (1994) observed behavior on a linguistic listserv, LINGUIST-L. The study appears to be qualitative in nature. She observed communication, from men and women on the list. She provides examples of the types of communication seen. Additionally Herring states that there are different styles of electronic communication for men and women. Males tend to be more adversarial in their style. As opposed to the female style, which was described as supportive and attenuated (Herring, 1994). This style included asking more questions, which is an important aspect for this study.

Sierpe (2000) studied the listserv JESSE, which is a forum for library and informational science educators. This study was important because it looked at CMC and gender. There were two objectives to this study.  The first objective was to understand “the role of gender in the practice of CMC in library and information science” (2000, p. 274). The second objective was to test arguments regarding the “gendered nature of technology” (Sierpe, 2000, p. 274). Methods used in this study included gathering a list of users of the listserv on two different occasions discerning the gender of the users with the help of a three person panel. Findings include the presence of more activity from males and male “contributions exceed their proportional representation” (Sierpe, 2000, p. 273). The study does include a limitation of a lack of analysis of content of the messages on the list. 
Wilkinson & Pennington studied USPE-L, which is a listserv for physical educators. The authors collected messages (n=383) for one month, in this case from September 1998. The messages were sorted by category after discussion “with a peer debriefer” (Wilkinson & Pennington, 2002, p.159). In addition, modes of communication were identified with the peer debriefer. These modes included soliciting, informing, and responding. The ratio of females to males was approximately 2 to 1. Results included the following 64% of the messages were concerned with professional issues, 19% were reflective comments, and 17% were about instructional strategies. In addition, males posted more informative messages and females posted more responses to other messages and more messages categorized as soliciting. 

The results as a whole are mixed; this suggests that more study is needed in this area. Additionally, two of the studies dealt with couples, which is a different type of relationship than those on a professional listserv. Further, one of the studies was about school children, which provides some background. However, it was not looking at adults, which was the group in this study. Additionally, this study was focusing on information professionals, which has little information that addresses the field, especially with regard to CMC.

Methodology

The Stumpers-L listserv archive was used to collect data for this study. Specifically, the messages posted for January and February 2004 were analyzed. The listserv archives are separated by month, so this makes it easy to discern the time frame of the messages desired for the study. In addition, the archives provide researchers with the ability to view messages in chronological order, by author, or by topic. 


For this study, the first step was to sort messages by topic using the feature on the archives web site. The second step was to separate responses to questions from actual questions. The researcher viewed messages by topic (subject line) in order to find the original message in a given thread, which provided the reference questions asked. For example, a user may post a question regarding the source of a quotation, then other users have the opportunity to answer the question posed. The listserv software sorts these replies so that they appear with the correct question as long as the subject is not changed. For the purpose of this study, original message means the first message listed in a thread for a given topic. By doing this, the replies from other list members can be discarded from the total messages of a given month. The listserv software provides a new subject if the subject line of a message is changed in any way, including changing a letter to upper or lower case. When going through the messages, several could have been grouped together if it was sorted by a person, rather than by the software that controls the archive.

Once questions were discerned from the list, they were entered into Microsoft Excel with the subject heading (of the email message), the name in the massage headers, the email address, the name in the body of the message, and the type of library or type of user (if a non-librarian or not determined). Additional columns were used to give a brief description of the question asked and gender of the user. 

Procedure for Determining Gender

The first step in this process was to find the number of unique users, which was 191. Once this number was established, several steps were done to determine gender of the unique users that posted questions. The first step was to use Google to search for the name and email address of the user in order to assure the gender of the individual. It was thought that this assured the gender of the user to reduce any bias of the researcher. This resulted in 26 users (13.6%) being identified as male or female with pictures or the use of pronouns in text related to the individuals.  The second step was to use a baby name dictionary with origins of names to further determine gender. It was thought that this would assist in looking for all names on the list in a source beyond the researcher’s judgement. This part of the process found 137 names (71.7%) of the unique users names were determined to be male or female. The third step was to look on the Internet at sites with name origins in order to determine the remaining names not in the print source. This was used as a supplement for this study. For this part o f the process, 15 names (6.8%) of the unique users were identified as male or female. After these steps, there were eleven user names (5.8%) that were determined neutral, which means they could be male or female, such as Michael or Robin, and there were four names (2.1%) that could not be determined, such as “reference desk” with no name in the body of the message, which provides these users with anonymity.

Data Sets

Two sets of data were collected. One set of data was for unique users or the number of different users during the two-month period. A second set of data was collected for total usage for questions posted on the list during the two-month period. Additionally, the data provided the ratios of questions asked by gender for each month of the study. Furthermore, it provided data to determine the average number of questions per user for each gender. Data from both sets was sorted in various ways to collect results. This included sorting by name in the headers, name in the body of the messages, gender, and type of user. The data collected also provided the researcher with information with regard to the type of questions asked.
Results

Unique Users

With regard to gender, the 191 users were separated into three categories male, female, and undetermined. It was determined that 65 of the users (34.0%) were male, 111 of the users (58.1%) were female, and 15 of the users (7.9%) were undetermined with regard to gender. 

Users of the listserv were also broken down by library type, non-librarians, or not determined. There were eight types of libraries found in the data collected. These include academic libraries, corporate libraries, government libraries, law libraries, medical libraries, and public libraries (this includes system libraries that often do reference for these types of libraries), school libraries, and special libraries. Another category of users was non-librarian, which is defined as those users that are identified with another profession within the body of their messages, such as a faculty member or a writer. An additional category of users was titled not determined, which is defined as those users that are not visibly affiliated with a library or with another profession.  

This is illustrated in Table 1. 

	Table 1. Participants by Type of User

	
	
	

	User Type
	No. of Users
	Percentage of Users

	Academic
	32
	16.8%

	Corporate
	1
	0.5%

	Government
	4
	2.1%

	Law
	5
	2.6%

	Medical
	1
	0.5%

	Non-Librarian
	11
	5.8%

	Not Determined
	54
	28.3%

	Public
	78
	40.8%

	School
	2
	1.0%

	Special
	3
	1.6%

	Total
	191
	100.0%


As shown, 78 of the users (40.8%) were identified to be from public libraries. This is a considerable portion of the total users, approximately 2 out of five users, which suggests the list is geared toward public libraries. Academic libraries accounted for 32 users (16.8%) of the list, which would tend to show that academic libraries are making use of this resource, but tend to have more resources for answering questions than public libraries.

Total usage


During January and February 2004 there were 294 questions asked by users of the listserv. Of the 294, 117 of the questions were asked by males (39.8%). Women asked 161 questions (54.8%) during this time. The remaining 16 questions (5.4%) were from users of undetermined gender. Table 2 shows the percentage of question for the given months by gender of the users.
	
Table 2. Percentage of Questions for each Month by Gender of User

	
	Male
	Female
	Undetermined

	
	# of Questions
	% of Questions for Month
	# of Questions
	% of Questions for Month
	# of Questions
	% of Questions for Month

	January
	58
	40.28%
	79
	54.86%
	7
	4.86%

	February
	59
	39.33%
	82
	54.67%
	9
	6.00%



Males asked questions at a slightly higher rate than their portion of the group, approximately 6%. Females asked questions at a slightly lower rate than their portion of the group, approximately 4%. It is important to note that the ratio of males to females asking questions is approximately 2:3 for each month. 

Another finding of interest in this study was the average number of questions per user as shown in Table 3.

	Table 3. Average Number of Questions Per User

	
	
	
	

	Gender
	No. of Questions
	No. of Users
	Questions per User

	Male
	117
	65
	1.80

	Female
	161
	111
	1.45

	Undetermined
	16
	15
	1.07

	
	294
	191
	1.54


The table shows an interesting statistic. The average number of questions for males was greater than females (1.80 and 1.45 respectively). This was an important finding, which suggests that the men that ask questions, ask more of them. 


Additionally, a brief look at the types of questions asked revealed two major categories. The first category dealt with specific words or phrases. This included looking for exact quotations, looking for the origin of quotations, looking for terms, and looking for definitions of words or phrases. The second category dealt with books or journals. It included looking for certain books, short stories, poems, articles, sheet music, etc. Table 4 provides a breakdown of the two main categories and miscellaneous questions. Miscellaneous questions were from categories that had few questions asked, in most cases one or two.

	Table 4. Types of Questions by Gender

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Type of Question
	Male
	% of Total
	Female
	% of Total
	Undetermined
	% of Total

	Origins of quotations, words, phrases, etc.
	32
	10.9%
	37
	12.6%
	1
	0.3%

	Looking for books, poems, stories, etc.
	33
	11.2%
	52
	17.7%
	3
	1.0%

	Miscellaneous
	52
	17.7%
	72
	24.5%
	12
	4.1%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Total Questions (n=294)
	
	
	
	
	
	


As Table 4 shows, females asked more questions in all three categories. However, when looking at these percentages compared to the ratio of questions for females to males (1.7:1), males ask a slightly higher proportion in the “origin of quotations” category (approximately 1.2:1).  

Discussion


It was interesting to find that approximately one-third of the users of the list were either non-librarians or not determined. In view of this finding, it shows the possibility of a considerable percentage of users other than librarians using this kind of forum. This was surprising because it was thought that librarians would use a listserv of this type exclusively. It is unlike previous studies such as Herring (1994), Sierpe (2000), and Wilkinson (2002), which appeared to study lists with users from their given professions of linguists, library and information science educators, and physical educators with a cleaner set of data. Furthermore, when looking through the postings, it is clear that some of the users are not subscribers to the list. One reason for this is that it is a high traffic list, so many people do not wish to receive all of the messages posted in their email accounts. This conclusion was made in reading text in the messages asking that other users respond to them offlist, for the person was a non-subscriber. This was anticipated because people use archives of listservs to find what they need rather than cluttering up their email boxes with unwanted mail.

Considering that library and information science has a greater percentage of females as opposed to males, it was not surprising that a greater number of females than males asked reference questions on the listserv. What was interesting was the difference between the percentage of males using the listserv and the percentage of questions males asked on the listserv. The findings showed that males asked a larger proportion of questions compared to their percentage of users of the list 39.8% compared to 34.0% respectively. It is possible that the males that use the listserv feel that it is a good forum for finding answers; therefore, they use it more often. Furthermore, the finding supports the findings of Sierpe (2000), “that males exceed their proportional representation” (p. 283).

In comparing results of this study with Wilkinson & Pennington (2002), similar proportions of users with regard to gender were found, approximately 1.7 to 1 female users to male users for both studies. With the limitation on this study as to finding the total number of subscribers to the list by gender, it was not possible to know if this ratio was representative to the list.

This study found that males asked a higher number of questions per user than females, which supports the findings of Kollock, Blumstein, & Schwartz (1985) when they found in their study that males asked more questions. This also suggests a contradiction of men never asking directions. Additionally, when comparing the findings of this study with Fishman (1980), one finds the ratio for questions in the Fishman study was approximately 5 to 2 female to male. In this study, the ratio was approximately 3 to 2 female to male. It appears that the difference between the findings is considerable. It also suggests the possibility that the sample used by Fishman was not adequate considering only three couples were studied. Another possibility is that males are conforming to the gendered style of females, as suggested by Herring (2000). With more females using the list, perhaps male are adapting to the female style of asking more questions. Without knowing the gender ratios of the population of the list this is difficult to know.


 Gender had a slight effect on the amount of questions in one of the major categories of questions asked on the STUMPERS-L list. Males asked a higher proportion of questions with regard to the origins of quotations, phrases, terms, etc., than females did. Otherwise, it appears that proportionally there is little difference in the kind of questions asked. This suggests that librarians of either gender have difficulty with the same types of questions.

Conclusion

This study found that more females used the STUMPERS-L listserv to ask questions. The proportion of questions asked female to male was approximately 3:2 for each month of data for the study. Additionally, the study found that males averaged more questions per user than females. Furthermore, males asked a slightly higher proportion of one the major categories of questions (origins of quotations or phrases).  

In the future, this study could be expanded to a longitudinal study (perhaps viewing a year rather than two months of data). Other information-related listservs could be studied, which would provide more comparisons for researchers. Additionally, the STUMPERS-L listserv could be studied more in-depth with regard to all of the messages in a given time period. For example, a research could study the amount of replies to reference questions with regard to gender. Another study could examine the style of language used to determine gender differences in communication, e.g. many of the messages begin with, “I have a patron”, but not all of them. This would be something to consider when looking at style of messages.
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