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A Challenging Metatheory
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INTROBUCTION

I have pleasure in summing up the resulis and discussiens of the ISIC conler-
ence. What Tam trying to do is to show some general rrends in information needs
and seeking (INS) studies that have emerged {rom the papers and discussions
heard during the days in Tampere. Moreover, 1 will also relate the {indings (o
some key reviews on the status of INS studies in order to bring the trends into
the time perspective. [t might be that my conclusions are hiased by the selection
policy of the program committee of ISIC, which emphasized holism and process
orientation. However, [ would claim that the emerging trends in the papers are
generalizible beyond the conference. The selected papers (25 out of over 80
submiticd ones} offer a cross-section of current thinking in INS studies.

The papers of the the concerence provide promising views for future
research in INS studies. T think that we have good reason 1o look optimistically
to the futare of our field of research. Although there are some problems
shadowing our research community, I find the following trends brightening the
horizon of INS studies:

s 4 shift in metatheory from person-centered approach to persen in context/
situation oriented conception

« more varied and holistic theoretical approaches

+ growing embeddedness of information needs and seeking in the phenomena
they or are part of

« more process oricatation

= more longitudinal studics

. intensive use of theoretical and methodological ideas from other disciplines

« increased varicty of methods and use of multiple methods

« qualitative methods have gained a feading position

« research has professionalized in terms of seademic norms (maturity)

Although the studies have many positive leatures. they are not without
problems. Fthink that the following are the most crucial shortcomings of the INS
research:

« Lack of theoretical growth
< weak specification ol metatheories to unil (substantive) theories
« unspecific definitions of basic concepts and their relations
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= weak conceptual relationship to earlier studies

. concemration on individual level variables — (group), organizational B
or societal level usually missing

* information use is a seldom studied area

‘ A TRIPLE CHARACTERIZATION OF THEORY
Before !‘begin to argue for my claims, Thave to introduce Wagner’s and Berger’s
conception of the nature of theoretical activity and growth to support my
analvsis, )

’ “Wagnerand Berger (1985; cf Kuokkanen & Savolainen 1994, Vakkari 1994)
d11§erenti.ate between three kinds of theoretical contexts: orienting sirategies
unit theones, and theoretical research programs. Orienting strategi;s cc}mezer}
close 1o what are often called theoretical perspectives in sociclogy. Notions like !
strugm;al—i’unctionaiism, symbolic interactionism, social corzstrudc{ivism sense:.
making or cognitive viewpoint do not signify subsiantive iheorie!s. but
me-tathf?n?zies. Consisting of ontological, epistemological, and conccpmai pre-
Suppositions of a very general nature, they are not so much about prosesses bike
m.foz'mation seeking cccurring in the social world as they are about the ways of
ihfnkif&g and speaking about those processes. Wagnervané Berger call {hena :
orienting strategies because their cognitive function is to offer guideiines and
directives for actual theory construction. .

.An omengﬁion strategy may inchude the development of ontological and
ep1stgm@logxca§ arguments concerning the subject matter of the discipline in
guestion, the nature of the reality studied by the discipline, and the values and
goals of inquiry. It may also involve the articulation of the conceptual founda-
.t;on‘ employed in the description and analysis of studied phenomena. Finally, it
is likely 1o incorporate the formulation of directives for the selectior; ’of
theoretical problems of investigation and for the construction and evaluation of
proposed preblem solutions. (Wagner and Berger 1985, 700}

Wfigner and Berger (Wagner & Berger & Zeldith 1989, 31--35) include in the
domain of metatheories alse theories which are conceptualized in sach abstract
and general terms that can be applied to any kind of concrete social system.
Slemcntx like tasks, roles, information needs, information seeking can be found
in work places, families, work groups and other social systems. In order to
formulate these abstract concepts, the phenomena have been abstracted from
concrete setlings. Thus, metatheories are not about particular social structures,
ProCesses or groupings. Models presented in the papers by Bystrom, Leckie and
Pettigrew, and Wilson can be calied metatheories because of their general
rature, Especially Wilson’s diversified model fits well with the corzcejvt of a
metatheory. (In the following names of authors refer to their articles m this
proceedings.) \ h

INFORMATION SEEKING IN CONTEXT

Metatheories should be specified into unit theories by placing them in
concrete social settings. One can say that a concept in a metatheory consisis of
a range of variation of meanings fixed by the definition of the concept. The
metatheory thus presents all the situations or “states of affairs” that can be
expressed within the logical possibilities by the conceptual apparatus of a
theory. Forming a unit theory from a metatheory means specification of its
general concepts tofitinto certain concrete settings which the researcher wishes
to study. (Wagner & Berger & 7eldith 1989, 32-35; Kuokkanen & Savelainen
1994, 356-360). Wagner and Berger also remind us that within a metatheoretical
framework one can construct a large number of different substantive theories for
a given domain.

Unit theories deal directly with social processes like information seeking.
The siructure of a unit theory includes a set of concepts and a set of asscrtions
relating those concepts in an acceunt of some social phenomena (Wagner &
Berger 1985, 703). They are intended as answers o specific research questions.
Durkheim’s theory of egoistic suicide and Merton’s theory of anomie are the
most celebrated exemplars of what Wagner and Berger understand by a unit
theory. In the [SIC presentations by Bystrom and Todd one can note most
features of & unit theory. In their models central concepts are clearty defined.
Assertions relating concepts to each others leave some room for stronger
specifications.

As opposed of orienting strategies, unit theories are empirica
the extent that such testing provides support for the unit theories, growth or
progress may be said to have occurred. However, the context of unit theories are
not sufficient for analysing theory growth: Accordiag to Wagner and Berger
(1985, 704) unit theoretical activity focuses almost exclusively on theory — data
linkages. To fuily describe and understand theory growth it is necessary to Jook
also at the reiations between unit theories, theory — theory finkages.

This observation feads to the introduction of theoretical rescarch programs,
es of interrelated unit theories. Thus, a theoretical research
have conceptual relations to each other,

iy testable, To

which are famili
program consists of unit theories which
Studies by Bystedm and Kuhlthau share partly a common theoretical structure
(concepts) in their interest in how task complexity correlates with infermation
seeking.

Wagner and Berger identify three basic theory relations occurring in theo-
retical research programs (Kuokkanen & Savolainen 1994, 347-348), Bach
relation represents a distinct mode of theory growth. The relations are elabora-
tion, proliferation, and competition. Elaboration comes very close to the tradi-
tional conception of the growth of knowledge as a cumulative process. Theory
elaboration occurs when a more recent theory T2 subsumes and adds something
{o the empirical domain of T1. Theory T2 is somehow more comprehensive,
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more general, or more specific, or has more empirical support than its predeces-
sor. T1 and T2 address a similar empirical problem and employ a similar
theoretical structure.

Proliferation differs radically from the empirically linear conception of
scientific progress. In this relation T2 says nothing about the problem area of T'1.
Their relationship is based solely on conceptual continuity. Proliferation takes
place when ideas from T1 are used by T2 to tackle an altogether different
problem domain. T2 is aproliferantof T1, if it is capable of pioneering a problem
area with the theoretical structure (i.c. conceptual machinery) of T1. An
example of this is the use of role theory by Leckie and Pettigrew in their study
of INS by professonals. They expand the scope of the role theory to the field of
info.rmation behavior, While elaboration increases depth of knowledge, prolif-
eration increases the breadth of knowledge by expanding the empirical domain
of the research program,

In direct polarity to proliferation, the competition relation is based uniquely
on the sharing of a problem area. T2 challenges to take over the explanatory
domain of T1 with an altcgether different conceptual machinery. The two
theories may even employ different orienting strategies.

FIGURE 1
Wagner—Berger system of theory relations: main types

Type of relation

Elaboration Proliferation Competition
Theoretical
Structure Similar Similar Different
Problem Area Similar Different Similar
Nature of Growth Lincar cumulation Branching cumulation Refutation

Svurce: Kuokkanen & Savolainen 1994, 348

' When comparing unit theories it is crucial to explicate what is meant by
stmilar theoretical structures. A unit theory consists of a set of concepts and;l
set of relations interconnecting those concepts. Two aspects can be identified in
the similarity of the structures of unit theories. First, the similarity presupposes
that the sets of primitive {(main) concepts of theories are identical. This can be
called the conceptual aspect of the similarity. Second, given that the theory
satisfies this first condition, the similarity of the theories can be determined by
comparing the sets of relations which interconnect the concepts in each theory.
Let us call this the factual aspect of the similarity. (Kuokkanen & Savolainen
1994, 350--351)
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A SHIFT IN METATHEORY FROM PERSON-CENTERED TO PERSON IN SITUATION
ORIENTED APPROACH

Ten years ago Dervin & Nilan (1986) in their widely-known article criticized
heavily the dominating orienting strategy or “the conceptualizations that drive
research” (p. 3) as they call itin INS studies. The basic line of argument was that
the research has been system-centered instead of being user or person-centered.
They criticized studies for treating persens as mechanistic, passive users,
conceptualizing information as objective phenomenon, which has constant
meaning and absolute correspondence with reality. A common bias in studies
has been concentration on the external behavior of actors instead of infernal
cognitions. Moreover, they clame that studies have focused their attention on
user hehavior at the point of intersection with the information system, and have
attempted to predict information behavior according to static, across time-space
models, that apply across situations. The prevailing method was the use of
sophisticated quantitative techniques.

‘The Tampere conference has shown that the metatheory of INS studies has
changed decisively to the direction formulated by Dervin and Nilan abandoning
the system-centered paradigm. One can claim that the prevaiting metatheory
includes today nearly all the directives and elements put forward ten vears ago
by the authors. Some other reviews of INS studies (Hewins 1990} have also
arrived at a similar conclusion.

Although we share a new metatheory, it is by no means a homogenous one.
It includes various elements which are not always consistent, at least if we do
ot scrutinize them on a very general level. I think that the articie by Dervin and
Nilan reflected the more general anii-positivistic rend in social sciences al that
time, and the anti-system-centered trend within our field of study. These
features are also the key presuppositions of the new metatheory.

A sign of the inconsistency of the new metatheory is the discourse analylic
approach (o probiems of INS studies presented by Talja and partiy by Tuominen
and Savolainen. The discourse analytic viewpoint is basically a theory about the
production of knowledge trough language. The viewpoint abandons the indi-
vidual as the basic unit of analysis, and shifts the focus to a more general level:
to the variability of knowledge formations. It is interested in the resources the
language provides for its speakers to conceptualize topics in a certain way. Itis
inspired by Foucault and British discourse analytic movement,

This approach is not so much interested in information needs and informa-
tion as such, but constitution of information and information needs in dig-
courses. A discourse is a set of statements, which provide alanguage for talking
about particular kind of knowledge about & topic. A discourse, like a theory,
makes if possible to construct the topic in a certain way, and Himits other ways
of speaking about it. The approach tries to bridge the gap belween the user-
oriented and system-oriented approaches by claiming that they both can share
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acommon discourse. It is equally important to study the socio-cultural aspé
and ideological nature of information systems, as itis to study the secio-cultura]
aspects of the users. This is done by studying how these phenomaﬂa'af ..
construed in language in discourses. Talja emphasizes thatif the focus is s-hifié:
to the study of knowledge formations in discourses, information seekiﬁ
.research need not to be either user-centered or system-centred. She is chai%eﬁ g
ing the current approahes in INS studies, e.g. the cognitive viewpoint ts'ag
metatheoretical debate. ‘
We can pick from the presentations nouns for the various dimensions of the,
new mctlatheory: social constructionism, discourse analysis, sense making ﬂs-'é
f)[‘i.(il‘ztal}(_)?‘l, naturalistic paradigm, grounded theory and cognitive véeW'po;nt,-I
is interesting to note, that the buzz words at the CoLIS1 conference in Tampere
five years ago {Vakkart & Cronin 1992}, hermeneutics and phenomenoiogy, afé:
not included in the metatheoretical vocabulary of ISIC96. One can n!cv{-e :
l’zoweva;zr, that implicitly a kind of a social version of phenomenology in tﬁéz
t‘achutz_mn sense forms the basis of most of the inteHectval movements exypresse'
in th(}tqc nouns. This phenomenological tradition emphasizes analysing persons
experiences in different segments of their life worlds. Methodelogically ¢
n‘nph?s concentration on actors’ own understanding and description of the
situations studied in natural settings. The approach is in favour of qualitative’
methods. |
~ The‘impEiciL metatheoretical stands of many papers in the [SIC reflect this
kind of social phenomenology. However, the stands are often vaguely ex-
p{esi‘}ed} and they represent different varianis of the movement. Many of the
stU{.hcs presented in this confereace can be classified under the umbrella of
social constructionism at least in a broad sense of the term. By sccial
cepstructionism I understand that people live tn a common reality which they
ma‘miy‘sham with the help of language. Language provides people with vocabu-
laries, .. concepls and categories for use in different situations. This vocabu-
lary varies according to the discourses they are participating in. By using the
vocabulary people construct meanings or make sense in their lives. On a general
level,‘ thg whole society and ifs organizations are socially consirued-, their
meaning is not given hut construed. There are two main p{){nis in this concep-
tion. fsrst‘ the vocabulary is intersubjective and shared, providing a commaon
base f(Or.individual consiruction of meaning or sense-making. Seco;(ﬂy there is
a variation in individual construction of meaning. People can in{eréra{ and
}mderstand differently the same situations and the same messages, By combin-
ing these premises we get a paradox: Individual sense—makinsis hound by-' an
1§ter§t‘zbjc:ctive. and in that sense objective, vocabulary, or kni}wlédgc forma-
tion, if you wish. As Wittgenstein put it, “the limits of my language are the ]iﬁwit&
of my world™. ST

INFORMATION SEEKING IN CONTEXY

[ think that Brenda Dervin has today the most marked metatheoretical
influence on the studies of INS, Many of the writers refer to her metatheoretical
coniribution, Dervin’s communitarianism, as a point of departure in their
research. The basic assumptionof communitarianism is that knowing is processual
negotiation of meaning between people. “It assumes that knowing is made and
remade, reified and maintained, challenged and destroyed in communication: in
dialogue, contest and negotiation” (Dervin 1994, 377). Thus information is seen
as a commaunicative construct which is produced in a social context. Although
she is not explicitly refering to social constractionism when presenting her own
approach, one can see COmmoen {eatures between the two. In that sense, sense-
making represents social constructionism, and iis advocates are members of this
broader schoo of thought. However, itis interesting to note that the second point
of social consiructionism is emphasized in some studies which claim to apply
her approach, although Dervin seems to reach for seeing communicating as a
link between the two dimensions of social constructionism, social and indi-
vidual. The main implication of her keynote address in the ISIC was that we all
must to learn to walk in between different positions.

GROWING EMBEDDEDNESS OF INFORMATION NEEDS AND SEEKING

IN THE PHENOMENA THEY SUPPORT OR ARE PART OF
abeling metatheoretical elements and take a closer look at the
¢ a shift in focus from information to the process for
ght and used. Information needs and seeking are no
mselves, but they are secn as embedded in the actions,
ither do the actors always describe

If we stop |
presentations, we can not
which information is sou
more studied as endsin the
tasks and situations they are supporting. Ne
their actions or tasks as information containing activities, Methodically “infor-
mation needs” and “seeking” are only analytical differentiations for the purpose
of analysis. Methodoelogically they will be treated as functions of a broader task
or problem situation Lo be coped with.

[nformation is seen as one dimension in completing a task or action. Thus
information needs and seeking are subordinate to the action they form a part of.
As a consequence studies usually start with an analysis of action or task to be
fulifilled, and continue with anaiysis of information behavior connected with
the task. Tom Wilson has in his studies been an early advocate of this approach
(Wilson 1981). This perspective could also be called the action centered
perspective.

If the studies accepted
tion behavior is seen as aprocess in a
increased the process orientation in t
longitudinal studies (e.g. Barry, Kuhltha
are occutring in time, it is necessary 1o fo

the previous conception, it is no wonder that informa-
larger process of task completion, This has
he studies, and, naturally, also led to
4. Solomon, Wang). Because processes
flow the phases of the process at
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INTENSIVE USE OF THEORETICAL AND METHODOLOGICAL IDEAS
. ) ‘ FROM OTHER DISCIPLINES =
‘nfo.rmz.nmrz science studies in general (Small 1981, Vakkari 1994 and:1
siudl.es in particular have been subject to claims that they are sé!f—;:ontained. 1
passive in fldopting ideas from other disciplines. There has been also evid ﬂﬂ
of th;.s {Wlison & Walsh 1996). However, the papers psm.ented m ISIC-%?Q
asmmshmg’réch in theoretical and methodological ideas E‘::om other fieid‘a:r
f'esearch: It is not aquestion of cosmetic references, but the ideas have hee 5
into use in the studies. They have heen used as theoretical mode}q One can o
Fhat ihez."c has occured a proliferation of theories to INS studies Méthodoi ) 'S* .
mnovations have also been sought elswhere. The most C{)mmi;l; SoUrce f‘or(}'gc;iud?i
has ‘bcenm organizational and management studies (7 cases), ;;ommunic;tfj
stué;u §> cases), social psychology (4 cases), and psychology (3 i:ases‘}--ﬁéi
g‘hfutaﬁ is constant with the paradigmatic model for INS ;Ud;é% whmh o
information behavior of professionals in compieting a task iﬁ an o;éanisaiio;

INCREASED VARIETY OF METHODS

It seems that all the broad spectrum of methods have been used in INS studies
Bath quantitative and qualitative techniques are applied although {;ualitahtive:i‘
maore populfzr. atfeast in the ISIC papers. Multiple research lechﬁiques have Ism :
been c?mbmcci in many studies across both methodological (radiiiam {d ;
Baf?'y, Bysirim, Solomon, Sonnenwald and Lievrouw, Wahéa) Que@tiom;’ :g
sc‘:zmsfr'ﬁcmreé interviews and observation are typical C(m;b'inaii(;m {)fcz; C}:
niques in some studies, [t is obvious that multiple methods in a study \;véil ravb‘ ;
a more vzz'r;ed and valid picture of the research object. o - 3
The growing popularity of qualitative methods is connected to the success of |
gr{)u.ucied\theory and naturalistic inguiry in INS studies. As znamio;)ued aKIS' ;
i?{c': rise of social phenomenology with its interest in the experienced lifefv T I]ii{j-
of people has been the main factor behind the popularity of these movem(é;{:

N _ LACK OF THEORETICAL CONTINUITY AND GROWTH

The preserzt'ai.;(mf«; at this conference provide convincing evidence of the
mglazheamizczz! and methodological maturing of our resea;éh field Pmblemz
arise when me't&ﬁjmorerécai principles and especially created znetag.}—}e.aric;'; are
put mio practice in creating substantive theories. We can find m:m / WL I
models of interest in the presentations. The basic elements .()f tha‘%;gvbie{i
E}een i;}rcse;sieiﬁ in very abstract and general concepts. They pmv;r}e {he 62”:%
'zjiearcnfiz‘ m‘g,;h many options for interpretating the concepts for their con"rcté
research settings. We can call this activity the sp&:ci.{ésaéioé ofa mcm{hcsr;imo

INFORMATION SEEKING IN CONTEXT

a unit theary. The necessary condition for the specification is that the general
fevel concepts have been defined so exactly that the researcher can infer the
concepts he/she is using in the unit theory. It is obvicus that the definitions of
concepls in metatheories remain on a general level and cannot be quite exact in
order to include all the necessary phenomena and processes that could be
instances or intended application of the metatheory. The crucial step is specifi-
¢cation of concepts for the field of intended application, i.e. the formulation of
the unit theory. Without it there will be a gap between a metatheory and

substantive {unit) theories,

UNSPECIFIC DEFINITIONS OF BASIC CONCEPTS AND THEIR RELATIONS
Although there are many exceptions in the papers, the major problem in the
studies is insufficient definition of basic concepts and especially their relations
within a unit theory. I do not think that a claim of the nature of grounded theory
research as a theory building process can be a counter argument against this
stand. Although it usually begins with loose or working definitions ol the
phenomenon under scrutiny, it should end up with 2 presentation of a theory. 1
think that my observations hold for most of the results based on the grounded
theory approach.

My assessment may sound exaggerated, because the studies do include
rigorious definitions and really fruitful differentiations and-categorisations of
the elements of information behavior, As examples can be mentioned classifi-
cations of tasks, steps, activities in information hehavior by Algon, of task
complexity and information types by Bystrom, of boundary spanning roles by
Sonnenwald and Lievrouw, and of knowledge structures by Todd. However, this
is not adequate, if the relations between the central concepts have not been
shown accurately enough. This part of the theory construction 18 as necessary as
the definitional rigorousness. It tells us how the various dimensions of the
research object relate to each other. At the same time explication of the relations
between concepts brings added definitional accuracy to the theory. They specify
the meaning of the chosen terms in the model. Thus the construed unit theory is
able to give a more detailed and precise picture of the social setting it aims to
explore.

The relative lack of specification of conceptual relations might be due to the
fact that the use of qualitative research strategy has not wsually aimed at
explanations. In explanations one has to make specific assertions about the
relations of explanans and explanandum. The qualitative strategy often aims at
understanding the behavior and actions of the individuals. It is understood to be
more descriptive, and to ity to capture the ways people experience their realities,
ie. constructing meaning in their actions. However, 1 think that it does not
exclude a research question like “how do these constructs in different phases of
information behavior relate to each other or how are they related Lo some other
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construets of phenomena in which the behavior is embedded”. [ would argue thy
this problem formulation will specify conditions of information seeking and
use. I 13 one way to produce theoretical growth in INS studjes in the sense o
theory elaboration. .
One of the striking features in many studies was the use of the centra
concepts, like information, knowledge, information need, seeking, and use as
primitive concepts, i.e. without definition, The terms situation and context were:
also most commonly used without taking much trouble in seeking their mean:
ing, and not s0 scldom concepts which were not aimed to be used as primitives
were also left open. Although the actual use of the concepts will unfold their
meaning, at least parfly in each case, the specificity and interpretation of the
results left room for discussion. :
The common use of central concepts as primitives implies that most of the
research comimunity take their meaning as given. This sounds paradoxical,
because most of the community agrees that their meaning is quite vague. In some
way this habit reflects that information needs, seeking and use has been
understood at feast imphicitly as a uniform research object. The factis, however,
that information behavior is a complex and multidimensional phenomenon. .
Luckily, this is confirmed by the conceptually innovative studies ai the confer-
ence. Basic concepts were defined, and a usual tactic in these studies was
differentiation of a concept into subcategories. The concept acquires added
meaning from the definitions of the subcategories. Heavy borrowing of theoreti-
cal and methodological ideas from other disciplines was also characteristic of
these projects. To mention some cases, studies of teams (e.g. Solomon,
Sonnenwald & Lievrouw) and task related projects (e.g. Algon, Bystrom)
introduced productive ideas from other fields, and included Inferesting concep-
tnal differentiations of information behavior and related phenomena. Different
categorizations of tasks or types of information presented at this conference are
already contributing fruitfully to the theoretical growth in our field of research.

INFORMATION USE IS A SELDOM STUDIED AREA

By naming the conference “Information needs, secking and vse in context” our
aim was to emphasize the processual and social nature of information behavior.
Our intention was to encourage papers analysing the research object as a Process
and on varicus social levels. If we differentiate information behavior into need,
seeking and use phases, and classify variables used in the studies according to
the sacial level, into individual, organizational {incl. group} and sociefal level,
we get the following picture of the dimensions of the papers. Table 1 is an
abstraction of a classification of papers according to the dimensions.

The studies concentrate heavily on information needs and seeking of indi-
viduals leaving information use and organizational or societal factors in many

INFORMATION SEEKING IN CONTEXT

cases aside. T shall comment first upon the papers’ concentration on information
needs and seeking, and after that on those also studying information use.

TABLE 1
The priority areas in INS studies according to the phase
of process and level of variables

Leve! of variables Phase of the process in information behavior

Needs Seeking Use o
- .
individual XXX XXX
- ;

organizational X X
{incl. group}

i ]
societal o 0

legend: xxx = high priority, xx = medium priority. x = Jow priority, o = very jow priofity

Information behavior is operationally understood in nmany studies as mfor—f
mation need and seeking process which includes identification and ch@ce‘ 0
information sources guided by information needs.Research has explored infor-

as an endpoint. On the other hand, T have to underline thatin the

mation sceking _ _
‘ : ctive to include the use

papers there are many signs of the stretching oftbe perspe . o theuse
side of the process. Although many of the studies .coacenirate on the ¢ UO;S}BD
of sources, they do include at least in interpretation of the resuttg dxscuss:.cm
about the use of the information obtained from the sources. There is a growing
interest in relating information needs and seeking to the outcomes of thevwork
roles or tasks. In most of the cases the use process is not analysed in detail, but
its contibution to the cutcome is described in bread and general terms. Thf: gap
between seeking and use is bridged by bringing e.\-'idf:ncc from data w%uc.h is nf){
directly aimed at answering use questions, In an indirect way these studies also
introduce information use. o ' -
The ISIC papers which also analyse the use of u?éorr?nauon, canbe c]as§1f.1e!{{
into three categories. The first group of papers are mlspzred b;y Brenda Dervin’s
sense making methodology On the bases of her siuézes’;’Dervm i}as ;!eveiloped a
categorization of “helps”. These papers use her “helps” categorization as 'fueol
for describing the ways in which information has been used to make sense in the

gap situations (e.g., Julien). It1s applied in the studies as a conceptual machinery
gap s

in explaining the findings. - . ' ‘ e
The secoend group is inspired by the cognitive viewpoint. In‘these papers the
focus is not actually on how the information is used in producing a solution to
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a problem or fulfifling a task, but how the information changes the concé;
structure of the individuals (Todd, Wang). What is crucial is how the undersi- i
ing changes, not so much how the information or changed understandin,
contributes to the problem solution. Those studies continue the great lin
created by Bertram Brookes by contributing to sclving his famous equation
Having not so much evidence at hand I would say as an educated guessi
in information science the cognitive viewpoint as a metatheory and is applica
tions have been quite strongly driven by the presuppositions and interest
information retrieval (IR} research. The description of texts is commonly mad
by condensing it into main concepts with the help of indexing language. It
quite obvious that an approach with the focus on human conceptual structure
is of interest 10 IR research. By this I do not ¢laim that there is use for th
cognitive viewpoint only in IR. On the contrary, I think that it is necessary-ta.
know how individuals conceptualize the situation they are facing. It
conceptualization is one part of its sense-making. However, from the pointof:
view of information behavior, there are still steps from conceptualizing an issue
in a situation to what to do with a new conceptual structure. 1 think that this’
argument, among others, suggests that it is time to gather information seeking?
and information retrieval research commaunities together to address common:
problems. :
The third category of studies also including information use consists of those
focusing on groups (Algon, Barnes & Spink & Yeatts, Limberg, Solomon,
Sonnenwald & Lievrouw). They are studying 1o varying ¢xtents how group:
members utilise the information thev seek. Their reasons for following the:
information behaviour process to ifs use side can be traced to their theoretical
sources, which are borrowed from other disciplines like management science,
social psychology and communication studies. The theoretical ideas also in-
clude utilization of information. An additional factor in some studies is that their
problem formulations include efficiency or performance of the groups. It s
guite obvious thal information use 1n the groups is one central factor contribut-
ing to their effectivity and performance.

CONCENTRATION ON INBIVIDUAL LEVEL VARIABLES

Although we can see more and more studies in which information needs and
seeking are embedded in the phenomena they support or are part of, the
embeddedness seldom includes other than individual level variables. As Table
| shows, organisational or societal ievel variables are seldom used. We are
speaking about the situationality or contextuality of information behavior, but
do not so often conceptualize it as a part of the social milieu in which it oceurs.
Thig was also stressed by Wilson (1981} when he suggested that the scope of the
studies should include also work environment of the users.

INFORMATION SEEKING IN CONTEXT

I think that in many studies the situation is understood asa pmblgm sﬁufmon
of an individual in a narrow sense. On the other hand (o include in one st;}dy
variables from all the levels and scratinize the whole process yvou?d implv a
research design which would be too complicated to be completed. In ox;idewr. to
avoid oo complicated research designs, [ would suggest that we shmitd ’ es,1Ighn
studies which will concentraie more on coratextga} factors, and then combm.e.t e
results with results from studies using more individual level factqrs. Comb‘;z%ﬁi
the results from both types of studies is theorctécaiymk, wilnci.l aims at bux}] 11:1?
theoretical research programmes including social and individual levels o

informati zhavior.

*ﬁf‘?;;m;;:;if; i:;:lzs the structure and culre of‘ihe organizations vffhe;."ehthcz
experls are solving problems or performing their tasks has b?en}eft lw;,tv G,‘f
attention. However, it is evident that the structure of an orgamzzfno‘n, et’s s;]y
in the form of its supply of information resources, of 1ts cglturff: in (.shapmig{t e
roles and tasks of its servants, is an important .fact‘er directing meorénva I{(;Ii
hehavior. Also the studies about information seeking in groups presented i the

are confirming this assumpiion. ' A ‘

ESKS:,;:;;;:(?; the irjf(}rmation kehavior of groups represent w.mds'pi' c..‘.hzfmge 1;
this respect (Algon, Barnes & Spink & Yeatts, S(lmlomon, Sonnew_ald & I(;}.et:r:h;
They do include at least variables which describe group bt:ifavlor, ,dﬁ ! mgam.mm
cases also variables refering to the structural a.nd cultural fcgtures 0 ‘orz, § :
tions. If we wish a more versatile understanding of th{: social and‘u}me.;xé?d‘
nature of information seeking and use, we should also include those variables

in our studies and import ideas from other disciplines for its support.

CONCLUSION o
Although I cannot see s0 much theoretical comir{uity ig the ?NS‘ studliesém ii:;
sense of interrelated unit theories presented at this confer.cme, LomPa‘rg 1:;%‘
earlier reviews {Dervin & Nilan 1986, Hewin.s lf)‘)O.lWxIs;(m & W\d]s '; ; }
however, metatheoretical approaches and SEﬂdl?S inspired by them sh[}‘w t}u\;
retical and methodelogical progress in our field. The 01(_1 system-u?r‘at;rc;n
approach is metaphorically speaking water under t‘hc brzdig.e. !A ;;:152 o
situation or action-centered metatheory has repEa.c:sd it. In that way ‘ e ) ;r »
tives put forward in the articte by Dervin and Nilan ten years agc» i}av; ﬁea:
realized. Information behavior 1s more and more understood asa ?ro;e;
containing elements {rom needs to use _{:mbedded ina broadfzr ;;:oan:s 0 ‘:()r:;f
it is a part. Information is seen as a s0c1‘al cgnstmci crcatsd in the 1;1 cgm ion of
people and messages. The research objegt i$ f;(mceptuahz,cd mcirt'%nﬁéza; d;d
a social phenomenon feading to the use.ot vanabl@ fmm.the- orgdm:a: onal and
societal level. An encouraging feature 1s also %heﬁxm‘portmg of 1éuas rom o o
disciplines to INS studies. The results of the 1SIC conference are opening
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promising and challenging horizon of expectation for our field of research. Fam
convinced that they will function as a lens through which the research com
nity will evaluate the future development in the fizld.
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