INFORMATION ENCOUNTERING

pformation. For example, the elements of information pehavior are: users’
information acquisition, organization, use, dissemination,
havior not only involves users’ observable actions, but also

prmation needs,
1o Information be

fsers’ thoughts and feelings.
ip the information science literature, information behavior 18 primarily

ved in the context of active, probiem—drivan pursuit of information. For
he Anomalous State of Knowledge (ASK) hypothesis suggests that
profilems make users realize that their states of knowledge are inadequate, and
fhat vsers’ needs 10 collect information arise from a need to improve their
knowledge about the problem. (Belkin et al. 19823 The literature also suggesis
that mformation seeking 18 a goat-driven activity (Brown 1991), that it is
- governed by users’ problems of task requirements (Mick et al. 1980). and that
it is a part of a broader process of active decision making, problem golving, Or

cspurce allocation. {Reouse & Rouse 1984)
Some eatly user studies, however, recognized that users approach informa-
arly study on information

tion with different strategies. For example, in an ¢

Lehavior of scientists, Voigt (1961) identified current, everyday, and exhaustive

approaches to information, each with different information-seeking strategies.
There 15 also an understanding that psers’ information hehavior may bave
different levels of focus of problem specificity. Childers (1975) explained how
Linetic and potential needs relate 10 problem»specif‘ic and non-probiem specific
information seeking. Likewise, Kirkelas {1983) differentiated between prob-
len-specific and ncnmprobiemrspeciﬁc information gathering. Some other in-
formation science authors also guestion whether information-seeking 1e ally has
% clear purpose (Rouse & Rouse 19%4), whether it is a rational intetiectual
activity (Roberts 1982), and suggested that in many contexis it may be better
presented by 2 "‘berrypicking/cvolvéng model” then by the clagsic, linear
del. Bates (1989) However, despile an awarencss that
lem specific, there is sl
hat involves alter-
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Two types of information acquisition aie in the literature commonty associ-
ated with non-focused, and not-pr(}blem-specific information behavior: brows-
ing and environmental scanning. Historically, information and library science
researchers have addressed browsing as form of semi-directed of seml-
structured information-seeking. (Ellis 1989) that is often pejoratively described
as "ckm’iwknow~what~i—wan{ hehavior” (Bates 1989}, Recently, however, the
hang and Rice {1993) identified “browsing as a rich and fundamen-
behavior” (p. 263) {hat s crucial for 2 complete under-
n secking. The typologies of browsing provided in the
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(Beheshti 1992), semi-deterministic (Levine 1969), discriminatory (Vicke
1977}, or specific (Apted 1971) is in many ways similar to information-seekin
It assumes that users have a specific intent or aim to get information, but na
knowledge about how o get it. (Herner 1970) Another type of browsing:
described as undirected (Herner 1970), random (Levine 1969; Beheshei 1997
and recreational. {(Vickery 1977) Its main characteristic is that it is casual ap
unsystematic; users donot have definite goals, and their success is serendipitous;

Environmental seanning is a type of information acquisition that involves
various information activities performed commonly by business managers i
order to keep abreast of developments in their business envirenments. Francis
Aguilar in his seminal book Scanning the Business Environment, (1967) recogs
nized that environmental scanning may invelve different modes of information
exposure and perception, ranging from deliberate o accidental information
gathering. Deliberate environmental scanning could be performed as an infor
mal or formal search. Less directed modes of environmental scanning are:
conditioned viewing and undirected viewing that involve direct or general:
exposure (o information, According to Aguilar, wndirected viewing is the least :
deliberate mode of environmental scanning and it provides the opportunities for
accidental information gathering. Users are generally exposed to information
but there is no specific purpose, only a desire to explore.

In summary, the analysis of typologies of browsing and environmental
suggests that information encountering is already identified as a distinctive type
of information acquisition which oceurs within random browsing and environ-
mental scanning (undirected viewing), However, mainly because of the infor-
mation science emphasis on directed and focused information seeking, little is
known about information encountering itself, and how it relates to users®
information behavior,

METHODOLOGY
The study used an exploratory research design to address a research topic that
is new and not well researched. Data on informalion-encountering experiences
were collected from a sample of students and employees in an academic setting.
The study data consisted of users’ recollections of their specific information-
encountering situations and users’ perceptions of their everall information-
encountering experiences,

Data were collected by the application of two qualitative data collection
methods: a survey and in-depth interviewing. The survey provided data on
individual inf’()rmat'ion-encoun{cring experiences and involved primarily open-
ended questions to ensure the preservation of original users’ expressions of
information encountering. The survey questionnajres were self-administered in
group settings and completed by 132 respondents. The method of in-depth
tnterviewing provided a rich study data that was necessary because of the
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est-related”. Problem-related information was usefyl and applicable to some
identifiable problem area, Respondents had often sought that information:
before or had a plan to do so. Interest-related Information addressed some are
of general interest or concern, its usefulness was vague or described as potentiai,i
and respondents did not have prior secking experience related to that informa-.

Another issue addressed within the information dimension was what hap
pened with the information since it was encountered, especially, if and how that |
information was “applied”. Less than 20% of information encountered by the
study respondents had not been used since the time it was encountered. The
information that was reported as used had been applied in some specific action
or accomplishment (e.g., to complete a paper, to buy a book) or to address some
more general need (e.g., for “expansion of knowledge™}. Interestingly. a number
of respondents also stated that their “use” of information involved sharing it
with other interested individuals or some “information management” activity
(e.g., filing, saving, or recording information for future use).

The analysis of information need dimension of information encountered
suggested that information encountered related to needs with different currency.
The majority of needs were “present” ~ the type of needs that were on
respondents’ “to-do” list, but were not pursued at the time of information
encountering. Only several information encountering experiences addressing
future information needs were reported (L., needs that respondents planned to
attend Lo in some specific time in the future). Finally, the study sampie did not
provide situations with past information needs (t.e., those needs that were
current some time in the past),

The study also addressed the relationship between information encountering
and respondents overall information behavior, especially from the perspective
of respendents’ information acquisition and their information needs. The
study’s findings indicated that information encountering was an integral ele-
ment of browsing and information-secking activities performed by the study
respondents. The interviews revealed that information encountering brought
satisfaction 1o respondents’ browsing activities, and that in turn further rein-
forced their browsing habits. Also, when information encountering occured
within the context of information seeking it appeared 1o change the “mono-
dimensionality” of respondents search behavior. Through the events of informa-
tion encountering the respondents were “shifted” to other dimensions of their
information needs, e.g., different time-frames. parallel problem and subject
areas. Several interview respondents specifically stated that information en-
countering enabled them to see their information needs from adifferent perspec-
tive,

INFORMATION ENCOUNTERING
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& Nilan 1986), while Taylor (1986) Suggests that users’ perception of their
problems change as they move through the time dimension. However, while in
the case of Dervin and Taylor dynamism is seen as a long-term process and
within one problem area, the study findings revealed that information encoun-
tering provides the users a vehicle for incidents of short-term movement
“across” time in different problem areas,

The study supported iterative and haphazard aspects ot information behavior
that are recognized in Bates’ (19893 “berrypicking” model. This model suggests
that, in contrast to the classical, linear model of information retrieval, real life
information seeking is a “bit-at-a-time retrieval™ that changes over a period of
time. {p. 410}, However. the Bates® model describes, again, users’ information
seeking in the context of one evolving problem/solution brocess. This study's
findings suggested that, by encountering information, respondenis also
“berrypicked” across different probiem areas,

The identification of the problem and interest type of information in re-
spondents’ experiences of information encountering could he compared with
similar categorizations provided in the literature. For example, Childers (1975
and Krikelas (1983} identified thar information seeking (gathering) can be
problem specific and aon-problem specific. The findings of this study contrib-
uted an additional fayer of compléxity to this simpfified categorization, The
both types of information seeking (problem specific and non-probiem specific)

are methods within which users can experience information encountering. Such
information encountering, in furn, can result in preblem-specific (problem iype;
and non-problem specific {interest type) imformarion,

The type of information encountered could aiso be addressed i the context
of Taylor's (1962 early work on the process of asking questions and the four
tevels of information needs: visceral. conscinus, formalized, and comproraised.
[t appears that information encountering addresses all four types of needs.
Interest-type informarion would address visceral {unexpressed, unarticulated}
needs, as well as conscious {but not vet formalized needs). Both kinds of needs
have not vet been expressed as a formal statement and presented to an informa-
tion sysiem, The problem tvpe of information addresses formalized (thut not yet
expressed) and compromised needs (needs presented to information sysiems),

Emplications
Two groups of implications could he drawn from this stdy:
L Implications for the information users: and

2. Implications for the information svster design,
- [l

The siudy findings mav inform information users about the existence of
different practical approaches o acquisition of information. For example, for
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that was praised by the super-encounterers in the study, It is, therefore;
tant that information systems developers become aware of information g
tering and other metheds of users’ real life information acquisilion
making decisions on information presentation and accessibility.

CONCLUSION e
The study provided an iitial understanding of the characteristics and funcfi
of a type of information acquisition that does not involve directed and focuse
mformation seeking. The recognition of information encouniering ~ espect
how it shifls users across time, parallel problem areas, and different su
areas - may contribute to the creation of models of infornmnation behavior:
resemble actual user information behavior. However, more research is neede
to explore some aspects of information encountering that were brought up ingh
study — for example, the specific characteristics of information encounterin
the information saturated electronic environment. Due to the nature of:i
information encountering phenomenon, the success of future research effor
would require a high level of respondents’ cooperation. The interesl am
excitement many respondents expressed while participating in the reported
study promises that it would be possible to attain such intensive cooperation
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