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INTRODUCTION

iibrary and infermation scientists have long been inlerested in how people go
about finding and using information in the course of their daily work. This long-
standing area of research evolved from a more generalized interdisciplinary
interest in the work of scientists and the nature of scientific communication,
senerating a large body of literature that dates from the 1940s--1960s. Parallel
1o this interest in science, nther carly studies focussed on the work of technical
experts, such as engineers, in an attempt (0 understand how information and
information seeking was involved in an individual’s work-life and personal
ctivity. More recent work s he scope of this investigation o
include scholars in a varie }' »§ discipiines, and other types of professionals,
including ministers, doctors, lawyers, computer scientists, administrators, and
social workers, to mention a few. Accordingly, in the last two decades, the
Hterature about information seeking aclivities has grown substantially, to the
point that Hewins (1990) noted that there were several hundred studies in just

the three vear period gm,wuu ¢ her review of the area.
Unfortunately, slthough they may be valuable in their own right, many of
i

& broadened

these studies remain uneonn aa;é by any larger framework or theoretica
perspective, With this in mind, we uadertook 2 review of the literature on the
information seeking of three professios }é;i graups {(engineers, health care profes-
Yoo determine whether there were common themes, find-
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ngs, of theorstical porsped
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hearing in mind the limitations of earlier
ormation seeking of professionals was

i%h.m s evident i the U
models, an az’égém‘ﬂ modal of
. Fecause the model hag arisen out of a careful considera-

wups of professionals, 1tis mtended
s, thus providing a platform for future
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FIGURE !
A model of the information secking of professional
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It is not the intent of this paper to present the mode] in great detail, since its
cvo]utxog and components are discussed at length elsewhere (Leckie ]E’;:tti reu;
& Sylvain, 1996). Nevertheless, a brief introduction o the mc;dei sfems
warrafl{ed. The purpose of this paper, therefore, is threefold: ! tﬁ provide an
overview of the major components of the model, (2) to demonstrate an applica-
ngn of the model through a case study of commu.n.éty health nurses, and (3) .to
discuss the linkages of the model with a role theoretic perspective.‘ N

A GENERAL MODEL OF THE INFORMATION SEEKING OF PROFESSIONALS

MODELLING THE INFORMATION SEEKING PROCESSES OF PROFESSIONALS

Even a cursory review of the literature reveals that attempts to model the
information seeking activities of various types of professionals are as diverse ag
the professions they represent. Some models consider the individual as the
starting point, others look at the organizational context, and yet others present
information seeking only as it relates to one or two key work activities, Yet
despite the incredible diversity in conceptual frameworks and graphic represen-
tations, certain common assumptions or themes are evident in many of these
models. What are these significant themes, and how might they be presented in
a generalized model of the information seeking or professionals?

First, the provision of various types of service or expertise to their clients is
the primary activity shared by all professionals. However, professionals work
within specific environments that differ greatly in organizational structure,
mission, goals and social culture. Thus, as Wilson and Streatfield (1977) noted
in their now famous study of a government department, in order 10 investigate
the information seeking behaviours of professionals, the broader working
context in which professional practice is conducted must be closely examined
and understood.

Second, a solid understanding the work milieu is not sufficient on its own,
To develop insights into a professional’s information seeking processes, the
details of that individual’s work must be examined in depth. The need for certain
kinds of information, the process of retrieving it, and the uses to which it is put
arise out of the ways in which professional practice is carried out on a daily
basis,

Third, related to the previous point, an examination of the detailed elements
of professional work reveals that professionals have complex responsibilities
and are expected to perform successfully in a number of dimensions (for
example, technically, managerially, interpersonally). These dimensions, or
roles, are often quite distinct and are further complicated by associated tasks that
must be carried out (for example, the managerial roie prompts a scheduling rask,
or an accounting task). Together, these roles and tasks generate information
needs which must be met in order to move the work ahead.

Finally, many studies of diverse professional groups have conciuded that
frequently, professionals are frustrated in their search for relevant and necessary
information. Frustration results because a large number of complex and inter-
acting vartables may influence information seeking processes. As the informa-
tion neced arises, facters such as the corporate culture, individual habits,
availability of information systems and sources, commitment to professional
development etc. converge to affect the outcome. Although there are certain
variables that generally have been found to be critical (such as accessibility, and
ease with which retrieval can be accomplished), the ways in which these
variables come together is somewhat different from individual to individual,
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lending @ certain air of unpredictability to the information seeking behaviour
Thus successiul modelfing of information secking must incarporate enough
flexibility into the model o allow for the complexity and unpredictability of
information seeking processes.

A PROPOSED MODEL OF THE INFORMATION SEEKING OF PROFESSIONALS
Bearing in mind the previous points, the basic supposition of our modef {Figure
1} is that the roles and related tasks undertaken by professionals in the course of
daily practice prompt particular information needs, which in turn give rise 1o an
information seeking process. Existing empirical studies demonstrate that pro-
fessionals lead complicated work lives and must assume a multiplicity of roles
in the ¢course of their daily work. Five professional roles that are frequently
mentioned are: service provider, administrator ormanager, researcher, educator
{i.c. public relations or outreach), and student (ie. professional development).

Embedded within these roles are specific tasks (such as ussessment, counsel-
ling, supervising, report writing, public speaking), constituting the second laver
of the role/task component in the model. The research shows that information
seeking is highly refated 1o the enactment of a particular rele and its associated
tasks. Howaver, the characteristies aof eack information need are somewhat
different, being shaped by a number of intervening variables. These differences
can ultimately affect the information secking cutcome. Drawing from the
literature. some of the influences on the characier of professionals’ information
needs include: individual demagraphics lage, profession, specialization, career
stage, geographic location), context (situation specific need, internally or
externally prompted), frequency {recurring need, or new) and predictability
{anticipated need, or unexpected, ]

Beyond the nature of the need itself, the way in which information is sought
is also influenced by other mmportant factors. In the model the first constellation
of such factors has been labelled as sources. Professionals seek information
from an endless number of sources, such as colleagues, librartans, handbooks,
Journal articles, und their own personal knowledge and experience. These
sources of information can be broadly characierized by types of channels or
formats, including: formal (for example, a conference, a journal) or informal
{canversation), internal or external (source within organization or cutside), and
oral or written (i.e. written including paper copy and electronic text). The
sources available, and the individual's preference for certain channels, will
affect imformation seeking,

The second group of influential factors on information seeking has been
tabelled awareness. Director indirect knowledge of varions information sources
(whether a colleague, an online database or o handbook) and the perceptions
formed about the process, or about the information retrieved, play a crucial role
i the overail information secking process. Thus the individual's generak
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awareness about information sources and/or content‘can dgaermine the path that
information seeking will take. Based on a rcvit.wx.f of tk’m literature, some of the
important variables that are involved in an individual’s overall i‘evaa‘l ‘nf aware-
ness were found to be: accessibility (relative ease of ag:ess), familiarity and
prior success (results obtained from strategy or source}, timeliness (found when
3, and cost {relative cost-effectiveness).
Hee’?‘;(i)r’ei?zit of ingormation seeking has been labelled an outcome. An ou{com‘e
is be the end-point of the work-related requirement&‘l of specific roles anc{ tf’isksl.
The optimal outcome is that the informgtion nf:eci is met and the ‘profc;s%ona
accomplishes the task at hand, such as diagnosing an aiimem: or comp ct‘:(zilg a
technical report. Some of the common cutcomes qf‘ information seeking i en-
tified in the literature include: providing a service or pradu?t, comp%e}tmg
paperwork, realizing operaticnal goals, and achieving professional develop-
me?i Egsogj;sibke, however, that the outcome of the énfo.rma'téc}n scgking 18 thai
the need is not satisfied and further information seeking is reqmred: Thgs is
concepiualized as a feedback loop on the r‘nodeF..As a second roun_d of 1r11§orma—
tion seeking is undertaken, the configuration of factors that come mteip ay r?ay
alter. Whereas previously the individual may have sought m{orma{itmn'm or-{
mally, because this was perceived to be ttmely., through ieedbac‘kk]‘i fvas
discovered that the information gathered, was, in .fac.:t, not very accurate.
Therefore, in the next round of information seeking, it is likely that a completely
different mix of source and awareness factors will be mvolv;d. _
The feedback loop also illustrates that an information seeking outcome is not
a ope-dimensional event. It 1s possible that an outcome from one tésk associated
with a particular role {such as advising clients n the counsekhng r()ife} ma}{
unexpectedty benefit the professional in ano'ther roie‘(such as }_Jllannmg orEnevcvi
services in the managerial role). Information seeking actw_mes and re ate
outcomes, therefore, may have a much broader impact on professional practice
: s been recognized. _
{hdillnh{?:dz:z test tie model, data from a small pilot stgdy of cgmmumty health
nurses was used. The study is described in the following sections.

PILOT STUDY: BACKGROUND ‘
We used the general model to analyse datg froma rece.nt pilot stud)\/ iroi thehr'eiv.e
of visiting nurses in linking the elderly with community reS(:urcc?‘s._ i."he o _]BL;
tives of the pilot study were; (1) to learn about the work wc>r1.d of visifing nufse}
and the different work roles the nurses play, (2} to determine whether ondc 6
those work roles is linking elderly patients with local resources by priw mg
community information, and, if so, (3) to explore how thc nurses race_d,‘su,kr, an
use this in‘formation‘ Community information was defined as any ma‘oﬂrmatf‘m;
about community resources relating, for example, to health care, financia
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assistance, housing, transportation, education, and recreation that the nurses use
to help an elderly patient cope with day-to-day problems, It was hypothesized
that visiting nurses, that js, community health nurses who provide care to their
patients in the patients’ own homes, do need and use community information.
Visiting nurses see their elderly patients frequently over a fixed period and these
patients often have little contact with other people. Thus, these nurses are in a
key position to provide their elderly patients with community information and
to link them with community services. Visiting nurses were chosen for study
because little research has focused on how they need, seek and use information,
The few studies of nurses have centred around their clinical information needs
(see, for example, Blythe & Royle, 1993: Urguhart & Crane, 1994) and virtually
noresearch has addressed visiting nurses’ needs for community information or
their role in linking the elderly with community resources.

METHODOLOGY
Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) grounded theory approach and Flanagan’s (1954)
critical incident technique were used to conduct in-depth interviews with ninc
visiting nurses employed by a not-for-profit health care agency in southwestern
Ontario. The interviews were audio-recorded and lasted for thirty minutes. After
4 nurse responded to general questions about the nature of her work she was
asked to recount a recent incident in which she used community information as
she cared for an elderly patient. The incident was defined as a situation in which
the nurse needed to link a patient with sources of help that her agency did not
provide. Since a literature review indicated that the term “community informa-
tion” is not used in the nursing field, terms such as “help” and “linking™ were
used instead. Additional methods of data collection included a field diary for
recording observations and contexts when interacting with the participants, and
a theory notebook for generating propositional statements to explajn phenom-
ena as used by Chatman (1992). Following the grounded theory approach, data
was analysed as it was collected, and coding was combined with the generation
of theoretical ideas (Strauss, 1987). A rich, detailed picture of the participants’
work environment and how they need, seek and use community information
emerged from the data that lends strong support to the general model and to the

applicability of role theory for understanding professionals’ information seek-
ing.

FINDINGS: WORK ROLES, TASKS AND INFORMATION NEEDS
To learn about the nurses’ work environment and their different work roles each
participant was asked “How long have you worked for youragency?” and “What
dovoudoasa visiting nurse?’ On average the nurses worked for their agency
for 8.8 years with responses ranging from three years to twenty-two. Answers
to the second question indicated that the nurses do work in several capacities,
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As one nurse said “[You're] kind of a jack ot: all trades a:}d xilaster of 3(9)1;20&;{))2
do a little bit of everything and not a lot of any one thglg {P’OSi L - . r
Another nurse explained, “Sometimes I'm a nurse, sometimes [ m dr;}(:um{;sfs :
It’s a very wide gamut of services that we provide {I?OL’,_L?;SﬁS’F). ;::12;(5 "
major work role is providing direct pat:em.care, wh‘lch 1nv0Eve? sucl ko s
handling IVs, taking blood pressures, changx_ng dressings and per ordmlf}g{ ealt
assessments. Other roles include that of adm;mstrato?, counsellor, ;: uu‘ikc; ,mc
student. The participants talked about thc.se. roles in terms &chti e \if‘l;.é ho\z
associated with each, For example, as administrators thfa nur'b‘es escri ;,e how
they schedule patients, write up patien.t charts and \.fvrz?e c1‘1§cl?a§gelp T:;{h&
counsellors they said they helped patients an'd thf:ir famthasidea tw h
psycho-social probiems usually associated Wltf-l illness. As e uca‘ortiinmy
described how they teach patients and comm‘um{y groups abouihma;‘;‘l‘cd meg
healthy lifestyles and public health matters. Fmallly, as S{ugﬁlftsé ey :Tif o tz
take courses and attend workshops to u?.grigde their academic credentials

: evelopments in their field. .
keeg\ ?{E:ye?isntdci}i ; from fhe study was that the nurses do need qnd use commug;g;
information because of tasks that arise frorr} i_hefr roEe§ as direct c;re prot\.flms
and counsellor. The nurses said they used this mtormat:on‘to hei;g; eir ;1);1 ;stal
cope with many different types of medical and psych{.)-soc:alvpro emzers With,
the nurses identified twenty-two different community service provi

whom they linked their elderly patients. Examples of the different types of help

they diagnosed their patients as necding.incmde homemakmgdscrtv%c::s, ;:z:;
portation, counselling services, meal delivery programs, aFten atr: c,?h . man-
cial assistance/advisory, and advocacy. The nurses explfsined t at( {':;ts fen
refer elderly patients to more than onie service bec%‘gu?f: Ithes;1 p; za s are
typically treated for more than one medical or psycho-socia pmm:e ind cach
problem may require different types of help. For cx.am;_)le, one‘n deseribed
how she linked an elderly man in bereayemem with a peer suppo}t; Ig o Ekm
volunteer counselling service, and a public reference librarian who he ;: g him.
find educational material recommended by the nurse. Anqther ;?ar ;:Lalzm
described how she linked an elderly gci)}ma; s:u‘ffen_nég1 iriiir;ibfifgiii:zs;m;es c}gf
3 enopause, depression, and back pain with six different
;::bi:) Ii?f:i:?iingi paratra:lljsit service and the Cafaad1an Hearing focn;i:dis :;;Z
found in our general review of the research literature Dn‘PltOdESbE (m; e
information needs of the nurses in our study cpgid be classified according
urgency, complexity, and as recurring or unanticipated.

SOURCES OF COMMUNITY INFORMATION . ied
We used the general model to group the sources from which the§ nugse;:) ::r::t
obtaining community information according t{} type ‘of chgn;e :nres Whigﬁ
Formal sources included community rescurce directories and brochu



GLORIA I LECKIE AND KAREN E. PETTIGREW

the nurses said they carry in their medical bags or cars, telephone books, and
Inservicing which is when focal service providers give presentations o the
nurses about their programs and services. Informal sources included conversa-
tion with colleagues, nurse managers, and other seniors. For example, a nurse
who needed to know where a meal delivery service could be obtained said she
asked another elderly patient whom she knew was receiving it. These sources
could also be grouped as occurring within or outside the agency, and as oral or
written, Other important sources cited by the nurses were their dayplanners,
personal experience and their own knowledge All participants said they used a
section in their dayplanner for recording the names, addresses, phone numbers,
and personal contacts of service providers with whem they often referred their
patients. Drawing upon their own professional knowledge and that acquired
through experience was also mentioned by several nurses, As ofle nurse re-
marked “If you had an expertence, been there or seen something in action, then
it stays in your mind and you say [to yourself] that {what] was good for one
person may be good for another” (P03, L796-801). A different nurse explained
how “Some of it is natural, I’s something you get from years of being a nurse
[and] it’s just naturally here. You don’t have to think about it oo much” (PO7.
L906-912). A third nurse, while pointing to her own head, said “I guess you just
get used to it [making referrals]. You pick up a little at a time and then you
compute it away” (P04, L489-492). The nurses also described this keeping of
information in their heads as “having vour own knowledge base” (P03).

EFFECT OF WORK ENVIRONMENT ON NURSES’ INFORMATION SEEKING

An underlying supposition of our maudel is that a professional’s work environ-
ment affects his or her information seeking, Besides shaping the professional’s
information needs, the work environment largely determines the array of
sources from which the professional may seek information and it contains
factors that will affect whether and how the professional seeks needed informa-
tion, Thus, to interpret the pilot study data according to the model component
“awareness of information” it is necessary to have an accurate picture of the
participants” work world.

Every day each nurse travels across a vast urban/rural area in her agency car
to visit between nine and twelve patients. Her car also serves as a “portable
office” which she uses to carry medical equipment and supplies and to write up
patient charts and perform other administrative tasks between visits, But her car
is not equipped with a cellular phone. If she needs to contact someone at the
office or elsewhere she must use a pay phone, drop into the office between visits,
wait unti] after office hours or her next monthly office meeting, or use a patient’s

telephone. Furthermore, every nurse has to be flexible because their schedules
change with little notice.
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ROLE THEORY THROUGH THE BACK DOOR?

Our reading of the literature, subsequent work in developing the model and the
pilot study suggest very strongly that professional roles are an extremely (and
perhaps the most) influential factor in information sceking. In retrospect, the
linkages 10 role theory seem glaring, but surprisingly few studies in our
discipline have chosen to use this theoretical perspective 1o examine informa-
tion seeking. Viewed in this light, it does appear that the domain of role theory
has been entered “through the back door.” In other words, the applicability of
role theory becomes evident only after the fact, instead of providing a central
focus for the research undertaken, Perhaps the lack of interest in role theory has
arisen because of an unfamiliarity with it, or from difficulties inherent in
attempting to apply it to our field. It is worthwhile, therefore, to examine briefly
some of the basic tenets of the role theoretic perspective,

Role theory has evolved primarily from the work of sociologists and
psychologists interested in explanations of human behaviour in different con-
texts. The greatest period of theoretical development was the two decades after
World War 11, as reflected in the volume edited by Biddle and Thomas {1966,
It was during this time that major theoretical concepts and ideas of the role
perspective were put forward.

At that time, a “role” was typically defined as a behaviour enacted by a
person in a specific social position {or status), and governed by a set of social
expectations, The role was thus viewed as a linkage between individual behav-
tours and social structures, This conceptualization of role led to a cluster of
related ideas, many of which are stilj in common use today, including role
norms, role status, rofe conformity, role specialization, and role conflict, Cutof
this work emerged other important concepts which have greatly influenced
entire disciplines. An excellent example of this is “sex roles,” a notion that
continues to be of great importance in psychology, sociology and anthropology.

The definition as outlined above hag been heavily criticized, however.
Helena Lopata suggests that a primary problem with such a definition is that the
role is dependent upon a social position and is “bounded by, or limited to, the
person. This is unrealistic.” (1991, 1). Zopata has chosen to use a symbolic
interactionist approach to roles, where the individual is regarded as part of a
system of social interrelationships. As she notes, “the role cannot be limited to
one person’s behaviour, but must include the behaviour of others which provides
the rights enabling those actions™ (1991, 1). As an cxample, Lopata describes
how the physician “not only acts, but interacts with patients, nurses, specialists
and others who are active participants in the role” (1991, 1). Lopata sees this as
a much more dynamic approach to the understanding of roles.

Despite the new perspectives brought by Lopata and others, it is stilf fair to
say that much of the recent work using some aspect of the role theoretic
perspective concentrates on individuals and their socio-personal roles. So, for
instance, one can easily find studies of roles having to do with social institutions
{parenting, the family, friendship, gender, courtship and marriage), or with role
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issues that arise for individuals in those contexts (such as stress,‘c:orifilllctj
;}:z;'l%)iﬂuily). It is rather more difficult to find 1_ri—depth resear{:h thf};umm ers
r{:%escén relation to the world of work, despite its pbvpus appllcgbr ity h
‘ Fortunately, into this gap have stepped organizational theonst.s 'whop ave
taken a role perspective in their own research about the corporate milieu. nmesz
) 3 " - 2
ameng these theorists is Henry Mintzberg, whose landmark study of mana{geirn
; M 4 s ~
has Eé& to a far greater understanding of the importance Qf role concep sll
distinguishing what managers actually do (1973, .1989). Mmtzbf_:r% origzga a};
posited three major types of roles for managers: m{erpersoz?ai, n orm.a 10r;c
and decisional. These role categories were then brokezvl down 1{1t9 more 5pe{c£: 16
roles. For instance, the interpersonal category was h}{thﬁ:r dlvs.dedfmto hr:::d
mies - the manager as figurchead, as leader and as liaison. In ‘Ehe. 1gur;:f. e.:%l
role, as an example, certain lasks were required, sugh as signing © 15m
doc(zments and presiding over official events, Orzefa}}‘1 the mos{t‘ mtgrf\iizﬁ
! is hi i i . ction betwe
5 5 i ' k is his strong articulation of the conne
aspects of Mintzberg's wor g : connection between
i inf ion. In fact, Mintzberg actually de
managerial work and information. _ » M : 5 X
manaieria] roles that have to do with information — the manager as monitor, as
disseminator, and as spokesman. S o .
Despite ii; importance, there are limitations cf role theory as c;mu.pu:ahzzd
' ’ . . - . e a e
izati i the role-task relationship is often not m ’
by organizational theorists. First, : : onshij olten not made
icit, ev it is clearly evident in many of the case stu ‘
explicit, even though it is c ‘ | the case studies citec in
anizati ch. This may stem from the fact that the te ‘
organizational research. T : . S e
i izatl ists different manner from social-psy
defined by organizational theorists ina cholo
¢ se the term task fo refer to
1818 1 1973} and Drucker (1974} use the k 10
gists. Both Mintzberg ( o term task to refes 1o
anizati s that the manager must achieve, .
large-scale organizational goals tha ‘ 1 ; chis ch
ﬂngerstzmdingcof the term task that is evident in most library and information
science literature. o ; »
A second limitation is that information is often portr:gyed ?hs b‘;;?‘i lrtc;(i;;t(;(;
in manageri This undoubtedly stems from the defli
only to certain managerial roles. ‘ (he delimon o
i i S @8 ic re ‘e which the manager gathers and diss
information as a strategic resource w | disseminates
§ 1zat erations. This approach, however, tends to
to benefit organizational operations : /e, tends to overlook
i ce of inf ion in the manager’s other roles, as Choo 3
the importance of information in g 1 s Choo anc
(I99%)phave noted, Choo and Auster comment that Inf(}rmcstmn is Ltﬂtl"al to
evcr)_r facet of managerial work” (p. 279). Thus, library and 1tnf0t;m;1t:;2;:i:z§§
; asligh : erspective, and demonstrates that i T
research takes a slightly broader persp ’ _ rates that 1o
is sought and used in all of a professionals’ multiple roles, to a greater or lesser
extent, ' o elivels
The possibilitics held out by arole theoretic pcrspcctlfvc, seem 1o 12; rei;:(\;:i
i i i s are a ke stor in underst g
L ag 18 ent in our model, roles are a key fac ;
untapped. I, as is eviden : ke facion in undersianding
sionals dot cir work, and thus in gaining insig g g
what professionals do in their work, . pmsight lnfo the seeing
inf i 2 s exploring other role-relate pts. \
and use of information, then perhaps : : o
:m role siress or role conflict, would further enhance our understanding of
ir;formati(m seeking and use in the work environment.
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From this brief overview. it does seem that role theory has considerable
potential to provide a conceptoal framework for the understanding of the
information seeking activities of professionals. In conclusion, we suggest that
a general purpose model of information seeking, grounded in a role theoretic
approach, could provide a platform for future empirical work, and could lead to
greater theoretical refinements and insights in the study of information secking
and use,

NOTES

1 Foramore detailed report of this study see; Pettigrew, K. E. [Forthcoming]. “Nurses”
perceptions of their needs for commumnity information: Resuits of an exploratory
study in southwestern Ontario.” Journal aof Education for Library and Information
Science (1o appear in January/February 1697 issue). The proposal for this study won
the 1995 Jane Anne Hannigan Research Award sponsored by the Association for
Library and Information Science Education,

2 Forquotations taken directly from the transcripts, the participant is identified by her
number [P01-->09] and the quoted section by the line numbers [L} within which it

occurred,
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