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Abstract. Referencing competency is the capability to effectively and 
efficiently managing sources of literature that enable forward and backward 
searching of the articles. Referencing competency enable easier access to the 
literature, ensure the integrity of publication and fostering academic discussion 
on a higher level. Nowadays, many tools, style, and technique has been 
developed for managing references, especially in dealing with the vast number 
of digital resources. However, since technologies on referencing change over 
time, thus there is always a need to revisit the surface of the user’s preferences 
in dealing with reference sources. A quantitative research methodology was 
adopted, and findings were analysed based on descriptive using Statistical 
Package for Social Sciences version 26. 
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1 Introduction 
 

According to Hoffmann [1], competency has not been clearly defined over the years. Two 
schools of thought relate competency with: (1) the output produces or outcome of certain 
training and (2) certain skills, attributes, or output required by an individual to achieve 
competent performance. The need for a competent workforce increases by over 6% per year 
[2]. Boyatzis [3] argue that competency relates to observable, measurable, and trainable 
attributes of an individual. Fulfilling these attributes should lead to superior work 
performance. In the landscape of academic work, engagement with digital resources helps a 
student to complete their information task more efficiently [4-5]. The capability to effectively 
use digital resources was seen as one of the factors that lead to research progress among 
students [4]. On the other hand, dealing with the complexity of tasks and unstructured 
resources required students to have the ability to effectively managing digital resources 
especially in relation to references management [6]. The competency on referencing helps a 
student to reduce information searching time, enhance academic integrity, and enable the 
continuation of knowledge [7].  

However, much has changed since the introduction of referencing styles, standards, and 
techniques. On top of it, the pandemic of Novel Coronavirus 2019 (COVID-19) has seemed 
the surges to the dependency on digital library resources [8-11]. Thus, there is a compelling 
need to investigate and revisited the surface of the user’s preferences in dealing with reference 
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sources.  This paper is structured as follows: First, we discuss the literature on referencing and 
competency. Next, we discuss the methodology underlining the study, before continuing with 
findings and discussion. Conclusion and limitations are presented at the end of the paper. 
 
 
2 Literature Review 
 
2.1  Reference Tool 

 
Academic writing relies not only on the ideas and experience of one author but also based 

on the ideas and research of other sources that can be used to support the author’s ideas. It can 
be used to discuss, analyse, or critic other sources. Referencing is used to tell the reader where 
ideas from other sources have been used in the writing [12]. Reference tools are any resource, 
program or service that supports referencing management, or the understanding, gathering, 
organization, and use of referencing in research [13]. Reference tools are good for writing 
articles or books, suitable also for collaboratively work that can protect the ideas of the 
authors. It can be used also for sharing the references and curate the collection of references 
[14].  

There are four categories include reference managers, reference generators, reference 
guides and reference management education. Reference managers are also referred to as 
bibliographic or reference management software such as Endnote, RefWorks and Zotero that 
most commonly supported in academic libraries. Reference generators are web tools that help 
users generate formatted citations and bibliographies, it can be copied and paste into a 
document such as EasyBib, KniteCite and NoodleBib. Reference guides help users with rules, 
guidelines and examples for citation styles such as APA American Psychological Association, 
MLA Handbook and Chicago Manual of Style. Lastly, reference management education 
introduces concepts or tools in bibliographic instruction, classes on using citation or 
consultation with reference desk [13]. 
 
2.2  Importance of References in an Academic Setting 

 
In an academic environment, reference is the most unique feature of language that is being 

used to cite other people’s work which is basic for the strength and the acceptance of academic 
arguments [15-24]. Referencing is one of the important methods that are being used in order to 
help both students and educators in preventing themselves from plagiarise. Plagiarism can 
give serious consequences to students as well as academicians as it is one of the acts of 
dishonesty. Borg [25] stated that the failure to properly differentiate between one’s own words 
and ideas and others can lead to plagiarism as it is a capital offence in academic settings. 

In academic discipline, it is important to have a proper and appropriate reference. Good 
referencing can increase the credibility and reputation of the writers as it shows off their 
scientific knowledge, vice versa to poor referencing which will be interpreted as a sign of 
intellectual laziness, unclear thinking, and inaccurate writing [26].  Furthermore, reference 
will indicate the quality, credibility and authority of the materials that are being referred to in 
writing academic papers which provides the information about the authors and sources that 
were referred to [27]. According to Roig [28], reference is a very crucial service in scholarly 
and scientific writing as it helps the reader to explore more and in detail the evidence and 
topics discussed. 
 



 
 
 
 

2.3  Digital Usage in the New Norm 
 
The spread of COVID-19 has forced educational institutions to move their communication 

online. This pandemic has restricted teaching and learning to fully online learning mode and 
forced the educational institution to global physical closure of businesses, sports activities and 
schools by pushing all institutions to migrate to online platforms [29]. For the foreseeable 
future, the world must adapt to a "New Norm" in which digitization, masking, and social 
distancing are the norm. Covid 19 and with the advent of ICTs has changed the ways of 
learning resources been used and access. It has changed the interest and focus of a large 
percentage of a university students on digital learning resources from printed material [30]. 
For a variety of reasons, digital learning resources are becoming more popular and important 
at all levels of education [31]. In general, most higher learning institutions in both developing 
and developed countries agree that e-resources promote teaching, learning, and research 
activities to a substantial amount [32]. 

Students nowadays more prefer using digital resources more than printed materials. This is 
due to the convenience and ease to access compared to printed materials that need a physical 
visit to the library. University students have made substantial use of resources such as slide 
presentations, recordings, online lectures, e-books, online tutorials, and learning management 
systems [33]. Although students believe library materials are truthful and reputable, they 
prefer to use web search engines because of their convenience, speed, and reliability [34]. 
Research done by Berzins & Hudson [31] showed that there are various advantages of using 
digital resources among students, including more and faster access to content to enhance their 
learning and more involvement in face-to-face and blended teaching. However, the quality and 
variety of subscribed and open-access learning resources are the most important things that 
need to consider for the sake of facilitating academic activities [30]. 
 
2.4  User Intention to Use DL Resources 

 
Matusiak [35] asserted academic libraries are actively involved in the current digital 

revolution by offering scholarly content in digital format over library websites and by the 
process of digitizing their unique collection of multimedia resources, visual and text. 
According to Mollel and Mwantimwa [36], the factors influencing the intention to use e-
resources in DL among users are different. According to the past literature, it was found that 
many factors influence the intention of users for the use of e-resources research, teaching and 
learning. User's intention to use DL resources depends on factors such as user perceptions, 
abilities, and facilitating circumstances [37].  Jeong [38] added ease of use is a major 
determinant of intentional behaviour. Additionally, Tao [39] wrote user’s intention toward DL 
usage is fully influenced the perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use in terms of 
information quality and system quality.  In connection with this, Hindagolla [40] reported 
system quality and contents’ relevance influence the user’s intention to use DL resources. 
 
 
3 Methodology 
 

The purpose of the study is to revisit the surface of users’ behaviour and preferences in 
managing reference resources. Thus, the conduct of a quantitative study using a questionnaire 
is considered the best method to identify the descriptive nature of the research question. This 
study follows several empirical stages, as illustrated in Figure 1 below. 



 
 
 
 

 
Fig. 1. Summary of research methodology 

 
The research started with instrument development. Items were adapted from the previous 

study of Stevens and Campion [41], Kiran and Diljit [42], SFASU Knowledge, Skills, and 
Abilities (KSA) Bank [43], Abu-Dalbouh [44], and Surya [45]. Next, the instrument was 
submitted for an expert review process to ensure validity of the instrument. To guide the 
process of the instrument validation, The Content Validity Index (CVI) of Polit and Beck [46] 
was adopted. Items were then modified to meet the suggestion of the experts before the pilot 
test was conducted to determine the reliability of the instrument. A total of 50 participants was 
involved in the pilot study.  

In relation to sampling, the study adopted a convenience sampling technique due to the 
difficulty to obtain the list of respondents. The respondents were selected from students at the 
Faculty of Information Management in Universiti Teknologi MARA. An ethics application 
was filed and granted before the data collection. A total of 394 valid responses were received 
and the data were analysed using Statistical Packages for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26. 
The finding of the study will be elaborated further in the subsequent section. 
 
 
4 Results and Discussion 
 
4.1  Results 
 

The following subsections explain the finding of the study. Respondents were asked using 
an open-ended and Likert scale questionnaire of 1 to 5.  

 
4.1.1 Main Reference Sources 
 

Table 1 shows the main reference sources use by the respondents. The majority of 
respondents utilize non-Digital Library resources (i.e., search engines) such as Google and 
Yahoo!. In the second place is Google Scholar, one of the popular indexing databases of 
academic articles provided by Google Incorporation. On the other hand, two DL products 
which are EzAccess and MyKM portal was ranked third and fourth by the respondents, an 
indicator of their preference towards non-DL resources. Interestingly, ResearchGate was also 
ranked higher compared to the Directory of Open Access Journal (DOAJ). 
 

Table 1.  Main reference source 
Reference Sources Frequency 

MyKM Portal 221 
EzAccess 232 



 
 
 
 

Reference Sources Frequency 
Google Scholar 234 
Search Engine 261 
ResearchGate 138 

Open Access Journal 129 
 
4.1.2 Preferable Reference Tools 
 

Table 2 shows the preferable reference tools as indicated by the respondents. As expected, 
EndNote was ranked the highest by respondents, followed by Mendeley and EasyBib. 
RefWorks and Zotero were also ranked, however, it seems that respondents have limited 
knowledge of these two selected reference tools. On top of that, several respondents 
acknowledge that they did not have any knowledge regarding reference tools, thus selected to 
be undecided.  

Table 2.  Preferable reference tools 
Reference Tool Frequency 

EndNote 204 
Mendeley 153 
EasyBib 120 

RefWorks 26 
Zotero 2 

Undecided 7 
 
4.1.3 Frequency to Check the Accuracy of Citation 
 

Table 3 shows the frequency of respondents in checking the accuracy of the citation or 
references. The findings indicate that most respondents are unsure of the accuracy of the 
citation download from the Internet. Only a small percentage of 1.3 percent have the utmost 
belief in the citation that the found on the Internet, while others tend to recheck the accuracy 
of the citation. 

Table 3.  Frequency of checking the accuracy of citation 
Indicator Frequency 

Never 5 
Rarely 63 

Sometimes 186 
Often 89 

Always 51 
 
4.1.4   Engagement with Reference Librarian 

 
Table 4 shows the frequency of engagement between respondents and reference services 

(i.e., reference librarians) provided by their local library. Intriguingly, the majority of 
respondents agreed that their level of engagement is relatively poor; 29.6 percent of 
respondents acknowledged that they never had any kind of engagement with the reference 
librarian, while 42.9% were rarely in contact with the reference librarian. 

 
Table 4.  Engagement with a reference librarian 

Indicator Frequency 
Never 117 
Rarely 169 



 
 
 
 

Indicator Frequency 
Sometimes 95 

Often 10 
Always 3 

 
4.1.5 Knowledge of Information Skills Class Provided by the Library 
 

Table 5 shows the respondent knowledge of the information skills class provided by the 
library. The findings show a tendency towards positive responses, in which the majority of 
respondents agreed that they know and are aware of the information skills class provided by 
the library. The findings also illustrated that only 73 respondents have a negative response – 
indicating that they are not aware of the library services on information skill class. 

 
Table 5.  Knowledge of information skills class provided by the library 

Indicator Frequency 
Definitely Not 20 
Probably Not 53 

Possibly 112 
Probably 112 
Definitely 97 

 
4.1.6 Tendency to Spend Time to Check Accuracy of References 
 

Table 6 shows the amount of time that respondent spent checking the accuracy of the 
references. Interest, the finding indicating that respondents spent a lot of time checking the 
accuracy of the references even though they have been provided by many tools that can 
simplify references management, such as EndNote, Mendeley, etc.  
 

Table 6.  Tendency to spent time to check the accuracy of references 
Indicator Frequency 

Did Not Bother 20 
Less than 10 minutes 81 

10 to 15 minutes 160 
30 minutes and above 133 

 
4.2  Discussion 
 

The study revisited the student’s preferences in managing references resources. Several 
interesting findings were found and warrant further discussion. First, this study found that 
students in higher education prefer to use non-DL resources as their main reference tools. This 
finding is similar to the finding of previous studies that indicate libraries are having difficulty 
justifying their investment in digital library resources due to lack of usage. On the other hand, 
referring or utilizing non-DL resources may jeopardize the quality of work being produced, as 
well as the authenticity and authority of academic works.  

Second, knowledge of reference tools is mandatory for a university student. Our findings 
indicated that a certain minority of students especially new students were having difficulties or 
lack of knowledge on the functions and benefits of the reference tools. Moreover, most 
students are not exposed to different kinds of reference tools and their knowledge are limited 
to mainstream software only such as EndNote and Mendeley. 



 
 
 
 

Third, utilising reference tools does not guarantee accurate citation and it has been 
acknowledged by the result of this study in which respondents take their own initiative to 
check the accuracy of references downloaded from the Internet. Moreover, the problem could 
be associated with the tendency of a respondent to utilize non-DL resources that usually 
provide incomplete citation compared to well established online databases provider such as 
Scopus, Emerald, IEEE Xplore, etc. 

Fourth, lack of engagement between library patron (university student) and reference 
librarian is considered as one of the stumbling blocks in information system usage, 
particularly related to digital library resources. New norm digital interactivity requires 
constant engagement between both parties to ensure continuing usage of digital library 
resources and promote loyalty among the users. However, our finding indicates that students 
are having problems engaging themselves with the reference librarian. Thus, it suggested that 
the library take proactive action to encourage engagement such as webinars, library open days, 
mentoring, etc. Besides, since students already knew regarding the information skills class 
provided, a yearly seminar between librarian and students is the best way to promote constant 
engagement. 
 
 
5 Conclusion 
 

The study was conducted to revisit the preferences of users in managing references 
resources. A quantitative research methodology was adopted, and the findings of the study are 
analysed using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26 via descriptive 
analysis. The finding then describes briefly and important issues were highlighted in the 
discussion section. The limitation of the study is as follows: first, the respondents of the study 
were selected from a single university. Future studies may consider collecting data from 
multiple universities to further enhance the result of the study. Second, the respondents were 
selected from the faculty that specialize in information management. Future studies may 
consider other types of faculties especially those with limited knowledge of reference 
management. Third, this study focuses on the descriptive nature of the findings, future studies 
may consider investigating other factors that lead to reference management preferences among 
students. However, underneath this limitation, we can conclude that this study has met its 
purposes and added the knowledge on user preferences in using references resources in the 
context of Malaysian universities students. 
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