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INTRODUCTION: AN ILLUSTRATING EXAMPLE

ihe primary ambition with this paper is to discuss the fruitfulness of integrating
mstitetional perspectives in a model aiming at explaining information seeking-
viowr. We wilf be particularly preoccupied with institutionalised norms of
sppropriate behaviour. One recent example from Nerwegian mass media serves
ustrate the point

What kinds of information is it appropriate for members of a jurv o lake into
caorsideration?

During the spring of 1998, Norwegian mass media abounded with reports from a
miurder case. A young boy of 20 was charged with having murdered and
ually abused his vounger female cousin, There was no technical evidence
against the boy. After long police interrogations, however, the boy confessed to
have committed the crime. Lven the boy's lawver accepted the result of the
zolice investigation, and the case seemed 1o be solved. After a while, however.
the counsel for the defence identified what he believed to be major flaws in the

lice's chain of evidence and in the police investigation as a whole, On his own
inihative he withdrew his client's confession. The boy, on his part. maintained
ihat he had been pressed to confess and to believe that he suffered from a toss of
memory. {n the court word stood against word, witness against witness and
cxpert against expert. In the stipendiary magistrate’s court, the boy was
sentenced. One professor of taw from the Oslo University heavily criticised the
sentence, accusing the judges for basing their decision upon information that
they cannot fegally take into account. When the case came up before the crown
court, the professor once against warned the jury against taking inappropriate
nformation into account. The jury is supposed to evalvate the factual evidence.

67



RAGNAR AUDUNSON

i cannot fegally take more or less tacit information affecting the credibility of
the different participants or “gut-feelings’ into account, he maintained. The court
acquitted the boy of the charges. On the next day. however. the court decided in
a civil case brought against the boy by the murdered girl's parents. The court
sentenced the boy to pav the parents @ compensation for the murder, For many i
was difficult to understand how the court could acquit the boy of the charges in
one instance and sentence him 1o pay compensation for the crime in the next,
The judges’ answer is that in a civi] zase they can appropriately take other kinds
of information into consideration than in a criminal case and they are operating
under different norms of tolerahle uncertainty

The example demonsirates the impertance of norms when rejecting and
accepting  information. What degrees of intolerance can appropriately  he
accepted in the two decision-making situations? What types of information are
appropriate and inappropriate in different decision-making situationg?

GENERAL MODES OF EXPLANATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE

Research on information sceking behavior belongs to the social sciences, Modes
of explanation in the social sciences can be classified along several dimensions.
Two dmportant dimensions relate to the micro/macro dimension and  the
rational/Timited rationality or non-rational dimension, This is iHustrated in Table
 below,

Micro Macro
Economic models of Theories presupposing
Rational individual decision social and historical
making efficiency, e.g. marxism,
functional theorics
Limited rationality | Garbage can model of Mechanisms of historicist
Gr non-rationality decision making or
Institutional self replication

Table 1. Modes of explanation in social science

When meodeis aiming at explainiig behaviour focus upon the individual's
preference function we are dealing with explanations at a micro fevel. Models
viewing behaviour primarity as a function of social Structure, e.z., Marxist
explanations, or maodels focusing upon behaviour as functional or dysfunctional
in relation to functions which need to be fulfilled if society is 1o survive, e.g.,
society's need for a legitimate decision making process, belong to the macro
level. In rational models of behaviour actors are expected to choose between
different lines of action based on knowledge of the consequences each line of
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ion will have in relation to the actors preferences. If preferences are unclear to
ision-maker, if he does not know possible alternatives of actions or the

a oo

The rational decision-maker, however, with clarified preferences  and
splete information on possible courses of action as well as their CONSeqUences
t be regarded as an unrealistic construct. Human beings have a limited
Ay 1‘"0; retrieving and storing information. We do not have complete
rationality and Tollow satisficing procedures instead of maximising procedures.
O, 5%8: March. 1994). Information secking is governed by awareness. We
< information about those problems that we become aware of. What comes 1o
;:zf awareness may be accidental and behaviour might be seen as resulting from
otfier factors than even a limited rational caleulus, e.g.. affections. The garbage

e

.
can model of decision-making regards decisions as dependent upon the [empoml
wring of problems (leoking for selutions), solutions {looking for prob}ems_},
isfon-making  situations (for example the adoption of a budgety and
sarticipants with limited awareness. (March and Otsen, 1976). .

Marxist and functional secial theories are examples of macro-level theories
that can be described as rational. A certain behaviour can he explained as
wnal given the structure of class interests in society or as efficient or
‘uz]czianal in relation to some function in society, e.g., socialisation.

Differences in behaviour between southern and northern Lurope can be
agoribed to southern Europe being Catholic, whereas northern Lurope is
predominatly Protestant. Weber's analysis of the Protestant ethic is probably the
13”3 i‘anmu's picce of research within this tradition. In such 1 perspe.cti\«'e.

wiitutions and behaviour are shaped and replicated due to macro fevel variables
tare non-ralional. ‘
information seeking behaviour can be deduced from the different modes of
explanation:

In maodels based on individual rationality, individuals can be expected (o
seek information up to the point where expected marginal costs equals expec&?d
marginal returns. A rational student whose preference is in achieving a certain
';‘sdte in an examination, will stop studying that particular subject and turn to
sther tasks when he has read enough 1o reach thar goal,
® .Inrational models, presupposing actors pursuing their self-interests, sender
d receiver of information more often than not will have different interests.
Information, therefore, being one of the means at our disposal in our efforts to
realise our interests, will tend fo be misrepresented. Thus, it is imp@rtan't o
establish procedures securing the validity of %nf‘ormaiifa‘rz. Legal .regul‘azlol}s
committing the seller of used cars 1o information he gives for a certain period of
tme or making a bid comm itting for the person putting it forward are examples
it this respect.
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* Information seeking procedures might be rational f
even though they are not rational from an

systems  depend on legitimacy  for having
implemented. Information brocedures might enh
impression that decisions are well
Information gathering that is not rational from a strict

individual perspective,

might. therefore, be rational from a MACTo perspective
* I, when searching for information for t
the university who tutored me during my
library of my college. that might of course be
as well be using my information need to fuu
instance social needs or a need to inf
professional progress,

Insitutionalist theorists often call
and macro explanations. (See, for example, March & Olsen, 1989),

EXPLANATIONS IN INFORMATION SEEKING BEHAVIOUR
The approaches dominating the field of user studies seem to fall into the two left
celis in table one. Although we do find approaches integrating the meso-level
into  their explanatory mode, few if any macro-oriented approaches are
represented. 1f we are to summarise the approaches dominating user studies and
research on mformation seeking behaviour in relation to Table I'above, I believe
it is correct to do that in the following way:

I. Most information seeking research takes the individual
solves as its point of departure. Few, if any. take a macro perspective. Meso
elements are important in several explanatory and interpretative models,

2. Most information secking research is hased in a rationalist tradition (or
maybe it is more correct to Say an instrumentalist perspective),
consistent contribution in this respect is probabl
The perspective is the individual with certain preferences erncountering a
hindrance in his efforts to realize his preferences (or a hindrance in his
movement through time and space}. The problematic situation m ight lead to the
experience of an  ASK-sitwarion (Belkin, 1980}, to the recognition of an
ncongruency between actual and desired state of affairs {(Wersig and Windel,
1985) or the experience of a need 0 construct meaning to be ab
{Lrervia, 1977; Kuhlthau, 1991; Kuhlthau,

seeker or problem

The most
¥ van House (van House, 1983).

ke 1o move on
1993), to refer to concepts from a

i Ratianality is a term which, like mformation, has several meanings and connotations. 1t
i, 1o point at just two examples, used to deseribe decision m
certain criteria and to deseribe
pehaviour prediciable,

aking procedures fulfilling
a state of mental health {being sane) making a person’s
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rom a macro perspective
Political
their decisions accepted  and
ance legitimacy by creating the
tounded and based on fipm knowledge.
ly individual perspective

his paper. I contact the professor at
Ph.D. rescarch instead of using the
a rational strategy. But | might just
Al other needs, in this case for
lorm my former teacher about ny

for a meso perspective to supplement micro
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the most well knewn models in information seeking resear'ch. Information
a means to realize an end or overcome a problem. Dervin's 1-nflpvonam ,\.mrk
3; 1977 indicated & revolt against narrow rationalism and positivism. \Mlstl

fines his own and Dervin’s contribution as belonging to a ph.cmmeno‘loglsf
tradivion {Wilson, 1994}, Kuhlthau includes af‘fect%v‘e and .cmoponal var[ab(les.;
aa:;“;f;i models the information secker as a constructor. of meaning. {Kulthau, 1991;
K 1994, But the means-end thinking  dominates. . Also  the
phengmenologists and constructivists have, as | re‘ad them, an instrumental
rspective. Their point of departure is that if only rational elements are ‘ali{)wcd
inie cur models, they wilt be too restricted to allow us to d_evelep etficient im_d
real problem-solving information systems. Given the close links ‘b_ei_wcen‘ 1_,-E$'as
seientific undertaking and the practical world of developing efficient libraries

trimental use and value. It has, for instance. been observed thqt managers and
or decision-makers frequently ask for information without using it, six}llwthcy
< for more information. (March & Olsen, 1989, Such phenomena are difficult
1o grasp within an instrumental perspective. ) -
3. In spite of what has been said above, what | define as meso perspectives
nave been important models of information seeking. The concept of the invisible
cotlege {Price, 1963) is important in this respect. A field of research ca:m be seen
A ;e';zﬁmzmicaiion system that structures the way researchers be%oqgmg to thal
field search for information. Research to identify the %nﬁ)rma‘tson isee}?zlzg
fes of professional groups such as engineers, scicslti;t.s, sociai :%cmntlsts,
physicians, and lawyers eic., has been important in LIS, This b.ul.k of research
ss 15t rest on a premise that not only characteristics of the ix‘zdmdual and lhe
provlem in question play a role in deciding information be.havmu.r, Membership
i a professional group contributes in deciding and strucn‘}rmg x_i-'hlcﬁ sources are
osen, which channels, the amount of time spent on information seeking and -
sumption ete. _ ) )
The model proposed by Wilson in his frequently cited artfcic from 1981,
sed in 1996, also integrates the meso level in the form of WQrk. role and
ciizracteristics of the organization of which the information seeker is a mem.be-r.
(Wilson. 1981; 1996), A work role is a system of norms and .expfzctat.z{ms
cturing how a persen occupying a given position in the organization is to
ehave, As such it belongs to the meso level. Wilson's model, howexfer,_ls a
comprehensive one. It is both possible and probably necessary to concreu_ze- it by
2oing into its different elements, e.g., the work role, and specify m; rele ufthat. .
;éa:m;m. Iinterpret the contribution of Leckie. Pettigrew _and Syivaﬂm an'é Leckie
and Pettigrew as an effort in this direction. (Leckie, Pettigrew & _-Sylvam? 1966,
Leckie & Pettigrew, 1997). In their mode! the professional role is decomposed
O e.g., Service provider; manager, researcher, counsellor, educatoer and student.
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Likewise they introduce awareness and source as independent clements in the
model. Leckie also demonstrates the fruitfulness of an institutionalist perspective

in her analysis of gender as an institution in agricuiture structuring what kind of

information femaie farmers has access to. (Leckie, 1996}

THE NEED FOR A REVISED MODEL,

In spite of critiques of positivism and the inclusion of phenomenclogical and
affective variables in models of information seeking and use, information use as
an instrument (o solve g probiem or make a decision is a dominating perspective
in the dominating models and approaches. But when observing information
seeking and use. one finds anomalies that cannot be explained within such
models. According 1o Feldman and March, the main deviation from that which
should be expected if information were used as a rational instrument when
making choices, is a conspicuous overconsumption of information, Decision-
makers ask for reports without ever reading them. Then they ask for new reports.
Expensive cost benefit analvses are being performed without being used,
Information is being gathered after the decision has been made, not before etc,
{(Feldman & March, 1981).

Institutional theory as a possible point of departure

Institutionalism is not a unified and coherent perspective. There are important
differences between the insitutitonalist theory of Philip Selznick and the so-
called “new institutionalism’ coming to the forefront by the end of the seventies.
What all insitutionalists have in common, however, is the importance aitached 0
Meaning or value and sceplicism to rational ity. According to Selznick to
insitutionaiize is to ‘infuse with vaiue bevond the technical requirements of the
task at hand’ (Selznick, 1983: 133%). A given practice of information gathering
can be more than an instrumental means to sotve a problem. It might be “infused
with value’ and therefore meaningful in itself Probably we do find suci value-
infused practices of information seeking within the scientific community,
Researchers practice ways of extensive information gathering which are hardly
used by any other groups. To outsiders our extensive use of references might
casily stand forth as namedropping which does not contribute 1o ingreased
meaning or improved probiem-solving. To researchers, however, the practice is
meaningful. It is a rule that we take for granted without questioning jt.
Traditional institutionalism focuses apon the uniqueness of organizations. To the
extent different professions develop and practice different ways of information
seeking and use, traditional institutionalism offers g promising interpretative
tool,

CAN INSTITUTIONAL THEORY CONTRIBUTE?

The institutionalism of Selznick can be inFcrpreicd 1n'str1jm‘§ntztl¥ryr;d1;]1;;
sible to read his contribution as an arsenal of‘ methodsi dlmgmo_ns a o and
stes which the wise leader ought to %ake. o c'onsu:ieratx(}n 1f1 orb er1
.starzd his role properly. The so-cailed new msmutnﬂona];sn? see?}‘séo & ::
tizal and more interpretative. (March & Olsen, 1983; 1989; 1994 r;nsst ,
f 19940: Brunsson & Olsen. 1990 Oisen, 19971 F992: Mever &ow&ni
DiMaggio & Poweli, 1991a; 1991b: Scont & Mever, ‘1994). Ol“gdﬂl;dfilf)‘l‘lay
. ion s tube: large extent seen as symbolic and cremon;gi. IBSIc’(‘ld o ieting.j
ording to rational norms, ie., choosing thg altemgtweV:}]_axn{rzszzr:jg @i
L;f‘i*rzgés‘ we are acling according to codes of .appzzorlaﬁéﬂeés. WhaF ‘ f)g ;
wian, a lawyer. a physician etc. do in a given situation. Through omfdaionr
¢ pay heed 1o a sef of common norms, standards fzmd values ~an(i con §fm Otl
, ‘myth’ is often used 1o describe the socially const‘rucic.d
':.{\: constituted by ghe norms, standards and values we are acting in
rdance with (Meyer & Rowan. 1977}, o
‘-a.?;f'(}i](s;;els\zi?détion};ﬂ instifutionalism stresses t?lc un iq‘uen‘css_ of , o.r‘gam‘s?m:;::?
and systems, isomorphy is an important concept in new mstl%utzonah?mi_ig.,[} i
- gi:;mv that organizations and actors imitate -cach other and beco:m}a i f :t;
il s;'stelzl. e.g. the community of scientists, some actors hm'u-,_a s?n; L
:sz%aedand a more central place than the rest. The more perlp%e‘ral lzmt'atbtl 2: Z&}.e
(56(] e be central and successful actors. Or‘}e cxamp%c‘\islprc;bjl ?t 1;—»5
ractice of peer reviewing. It has been an esta}bhshed pr'zlciuf' bm tu..{ nj 1ﬂ:c
sences for decades and s now usual also in the socaaAI. sucnces ;i:t e
humanities. (Gleditsch, 1998). The result is the growth of similarities betwee
disciplines ¢ €8510ns. .
ﬁE%;'2igiz:nzilgr(l}\{laz'sch refate the seemingly irrational information use to the

folowine causes:
::Eﬂ)}jl;?«ic;ﬁli;anzing. e.g.. a traditional division of }abgur bc%w?en sornr:on.t‘T
responsible for gathering information which someone elge is supposed to use, is
at incentive to gather information above that which 1s‘rat10na!. Hance mode fhan
s It seems as if information more ofien is gathered in a suveillance mode th

in a decision mode, . ‘
= . Information is subject 1o strategic misrepresentation. N -
¢ Through the gathering of extensive informaﬂpﬂ we pay heed{ to ‘gl:ni;);zh
al arzdbcuitumi norms, ¢.g., the norm of rationality. (Feldman .

(981 182 S . ' o
The first and last point above are clearly institutionalist, whereas the second

guestions the common assumption in LiS that a ])."Ob[c‘f!ff which Fhe 1§1;;)rm?iloxf
"'Lcker shall decide upon or make a choice in refation to is the point of epa tcjirgl
. ¢ i ; oy mode
of information secking. In the next paragraph we will try to develop a mo
based on institutional thinking.
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TOWARDS A GENERAL MODEL OF INFORMATION-SEEKING
BEHAVIOUR )

In Figure 1 below we have tried to illustrate a possible model integrating

institutionalised, information- relevant norms.

—

information seeki
Role \‘F tion seeking norms —1
* standards for tolerating
gncertainty
Degrees of ¢ sources
role freedom [™—————*s  channels
*  time
Decision L
mode:
talking vs.
action
Problem/ Perceived Compromised Information
pr?bfezn_latic inconguity, information seeking
situation ASK, gap need behaviour

Figure 1. A general model of information seeking behaviour with information-
refevant norms as an intermediate category of variables

The cen}ra! line of the modet is in harmony with that which can be described ag
tf?c main logic in all models of information secking behaviour developed
h}lhe{t@: A potentiaf user js confronting a problem. or a decision-making
sifuation, or a gap needing to be bridged to move on. Confronting the pr(}blsmc
he seeks his own internal knowledge resources for ways and means to handle [hl;
problem, make a decision or bridge the gap. If his ;)wn mentai resources and
storage of knowledge are deemed to be relevant and satisfactory, everything is in
.{)rder: he can happily handie the situation and move on, If natt he ﬁgids himself
it problematic situation, an ASK-situation (or an inconcruency or a gap), thus
an mfgrmatéon need exists, The existence of an information need mightbor might
not t.rzgger information seeking behaviour depending upon the prei’crcr?ce
function of the individual in question. He might also decide non-action
strategy. The problem is not important enough to defend the investment of
rveso‘urces in information seeking and use, or he does not know how to go about
finding relevant information. The individual might also decide to accep?and act
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under a high degree of uncertainty, a strategy which also will block further
imformation seeking and use.

in this perspective the individual's information need can be described,
revealed and identified. That is exactly what the librarian does in a reference
interview. One might discuss how such interviews can be performed most
rently, e.g., neutral questioning ws. other modes of inerviewing, the
nportance of taking the stage in the problem-solving process into consideration
anid the modelling of the user as a decision maker vs. a constructor of reaning,
portance as these differences are, they do not affect the fact that in principle
an iformation need can be identified,

ingtitutionalized norms of infermation seeking as an intermediate category
of variables

I'hat which is new in my model is the inclusion of norms. My perspective is that
information sceking, like most if not all of human behaviour, to a large extent is
wrm driven. My introductory example iltustrates that clearly. When deciding in
the murder case and the compensation case respectively, the court was acting
ander two different norms as for the appropriateness of accepting uncertainty. In
rinal cases, guilt has to be proven beyond reasonable doubt, i.e. it has to be
peoven with a probability exceeding 90% that the defendant is guilty. In a civil
case it suffices that the probability is substantially more than 50% to pass a
judgement that the victims are entitled 1o compensation.

inrelation the information seeking, the following categories of
institutionalized norms are relevant;

Norms of certainty. The role plaved by that norm is illustrated above, Such
norms are relevant in several situations and they are often instutionalized. In
research, slack is low: conclusions and references are supposed to be verified. In
drawing conclusions from a statistical table. one is expected to calcufare and
sent the probability. In some instances legal regulations make certain forms
information seeking compulsory in order to reduce uncertainty  before
particularly dramatic public decisions are made. The Norwegian faw on planning
containg such regulations..

Sources. Leckie, Pettigrew and Sylvain are preoccupied with the awareness
sources, an element that raturally is important. But there are also norms about
the sources one can turn to and expect to receive credible information. Again, we
can use our criminal case as an example. When the case was approaching its end,
there were many reports in the newspapers on an alleged report from a female
police officer pointing out another possible murderer. The report had been put
away in a drawer without any investigative steps being taken on the basis of it.
When the police commisioner in charge informed the public that the report was
not written by an officer but by a female secretary at his office, the case died
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away. In this respect, the secretary was irrefevant as 4 source and there was no
need to go into the content of her report.

To lawyers, decisions in the Supreme Court have 4 particularly high status as
an information source. Students will in some instances, due to institutional
factors, rely upon and turn to their professors as sources. In other instances their
fellow students are appropriate as source..

Channels. Probably there are also norms as for the selection of channels,
Researchers po to the fibrary or to conferences ro estabiish contact with sources,
Cther people who might need information on exactly the same topic would
regard it as a highly inappropriate use of resources to travel to conferences, They
will use quite other channels to get in touch with sources that can inform them.

Time. Not all participants in an organization or another social collective can
iegitimately invest the same amount of time on information seeking. Probably
there are also differing norms as to how much time can be used on which
channel or source. Person A might use a lot of time seeking information via the
telephone without anyone raising an evebrow, Should he, on the contrary, spend
@ great part of his working hours reading in the tibrary, people might start
wondering. For person B it might be exactly the other way reund.

Leckie, Pettigrew and Syivain maintain that *_to understand the information
secking behavior of professionals, the broader working context in which
prefessional practice s conducted must be clesely examined and understood’
{Leckie. Pettigrew & Sylvain, 1996: 179, Identifying and understanding inform-
ation relevant norms in which their practice is embedded is an important task in
this respect.

Role, role freedom and decision making mode as role determinants

Norms, however, have an origin. The next level in our model deals with the
elements that are assumed to affect the shaping of information relevant norms.
Three categories of variables are important here: Role, degrees of role freedom
and decision mode.

Role. Role is a sociological key concept. Rele makes it possible 1o predict the
Way a person occupying a certain social POsition is going to behave, We are able
to make such predictions not because of our thorough knowledge of the person
in question. but because of the predefined system of behavioura! norms tha
make up and define the role.

Wilson was among the first to include the role concept both theoretically and
emipically in studies of information use. (Wilson & Streatficld, 1977; 1979-
Wilson, 1981). In the study on the information needs of local government social
services departments, role was a category of variables. Partly Wilson and
colleagues observed and identified roies in the Mintzbergian sense {leader,
entrepeaeur, spokesman, negotiator etc), partly they operationalized role as
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formal position, e.g., specialist, line-manager, socia'} waorker. It can, howizver, bc
tained that Wilson and colleagues moved directly frf)m rc]c defn?e-d as
oying 4 certain position or role, to observed behaviour. Fhey did aot
ity the information-relevant norms attached to the different roles. In‘ 1988
! ;\xm et af. in a Norwegian project analysed the information nf:eds gé local
cvernment politicians in a Norwegian county. f‘hc were GCCHPiCd(WiIh L}?c
ﬁ‘.?,i’éés;'mfil'ig power of role dimensions such as del‘mu?g vourself as a gcne;ra{%
politiclan vs. a sector politician, defining yourself' a reprcs?nFallvc of. a
Z(}i’;f;ééii%@ﬂ(:}" or a specific organisation, ¢.g., a trade union, v.s'.’fje'f'mmg yourself
eneral politician representing the interests of the whole. Ehyzs study was an
to go beyond position and identify some of the often conﬂ;f:tmg
g?ﬁcfaii{):;&i and norms that make up a role and see if thcg are r?fcvant as far as
wimation seeking 1s concerned. One of the main findings of 1_i1at study was
being a socialist or a non-socialist dominated over other possible Irole:? alse
ar asbinforma{ion norms are concerned, z finding whichk this writer found
ewhat llogical if information secking is related 1o mstrumental. problem
selving. (Audunson e of, 1988). Leckie, Pettigrew arzfi Syivain, when
decomposing the professional role into that of a service prov:xgier, A manager, a
archer an educator and a student they also go beyond position or formal role
inio the real flesh and blood-norms and expectations making # role, _
Roles represent powerful institutions when it comes to strﬂct.urmg‘oyr
iour. This is most probably so also when it comes to the Shapmg of the
18 structuring our information seeking behaviour. 'I"ine.author of this paper
ectures in planning and management and frequently runs into pl:obilems whllch
are very simifar to those the head of our department struggles with in practice.
EHEN vjerv seldom run into her or other representatives from the management
when | nfv to solve my information problems in the library.  We are under

different normative regimes as far as the use of sources, channels, time, etc., is

a3

concerned, \ ' )

Degrees of role freedom. As shown in the example f'!'(‘)lTl the Norweg;gn
stndy on the information needs of local government politicians and Leckic.
Eﬁsiigﬁrex\' and Sylvains decomposition of the role concept, roles are nol_
é*“dﬂnensio%l. Merton has introduced the concept role sef to catch the set. GH
‘pectations. norms and duties atrached to a role. Take a YOURg person moving
from - secondary  school to university or college. That movement means
simuftaneously 2 change of role from that of a pupil o tha‘% of a'st\udent.. A
university student is expected to be more independent as far as m?‘ermatmn
seeking is concerned than a secondary school su%dent Is, Buf the mlerof a student
is not always clear and well defined. It contains contrad;ctgry elements, e.g.
pupil-like elements. The fresh student can choose tg aggranfijse thosfc eiemc.nts
of the student role and, at leat for a while, continue his usual information secking

:
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habits. A degree of freedom in role shaping exists which has consequences for
information seeking, )

The extent to which differences in information secking hetween individuals
occupying identical roles and dealing with similar problems can he interpreted as
resuiting from differences in the shaping of the role, is underutilised in LIS,

A crucial factor here is the degrees of freedom, which the oceupant of a roje
has in shaping that role. To what extent can a given professional and educational
background survive in a burcaucratic context and still structure information
seeking? A study was undertaken in the Norwegian Ministry of the Environment
where that was one of the questions, The miristry is a bureaucratic organization
with its own cufture. which also containg i;ﬁbrmaréon-sceking norms. The
bureaucracy is made up of bureaucrats with different professional and
educational backgrounds: political scientists, lawyers, biclogists, architects etc.
We know from several studies that these groups have their distinet information
seeking profiles. To what extent can the role as 3 bureaucrat be defined n ways
making it possible to survive as architects, political scientists, lawyers, biologists
etc also with respect to information seeking? (Audunson & Westerheim, 1989,
The general conclusion of the study was that the bureaucratic culture and norns

dominated. The architects, however, seemed to have a need to survive as g
professional group. and that need was 1o g large extent fulfilled through
profession-specific information seeking. Information seeking was a way of
Keeping in touch with practising and creative architecture.

Strength of rules and the cohesion and degree of sacial control from a centre
will probably decide the extent 1o which one can choose irztbrmation-secking
nOrms at one's own discretion. Egeberg er af . found that 31 per cent of the
burcaucrats in Norwegian ministries experienced rules and established practice
s defining and structuring their daily work in a definjte way, whereas 35 per
cent experienced considerable discretion, (Fgeberg eral, 19890 64). It is
feasonable to hypothesise that such differences in ruje structuring vs. discretion
alse will affect the bureaucrat's role as information seekers.

Decision mode: Action vs. talking. The Swedish rescarcher Nils Brunsson
has been precccupied with the dimension acting vy, talking in organisational
decision making and behaviour. (Brunsson, 1989 1990). Some organizations are
action oriented. In such organisations members are recruited on the basis of
support for and agreement with that which the organisation stands for. Since the
primary goal is to act and produce, one cannot scrutinise every alternative. In an
organisation oriented towards tatking, toferance for disagreement is higher. In
the pure case, .8, a political body or a university, disagreement and pluralism s
the basis for bemng recruited. Socialists, conservatjves and liberals are supposed
t disagree. If not, they are not doing their job. But al| organisations have forums
and staff members taking care of the talking, while other organs take care of the
acting. The balance between talking and acting might shift from situation 10
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en and from phase to phase. Within a ia!kérzg mode of dcc151fnj-r:::]]:rir\1}g§
/E;EV[OUF. one can scrutinise every ahernatzv? and p’ez'forfri mor; :;dm e
tion seeking than within an action mode of bchavm'ur.. I r()]l“_ﬂ. (Ll ‘ \ies;(:e
". Such was the illustrating title of a re‘cem thesis I;l‘p{} ét}lCdf {;:e nee
mxaévsén; the political process on the bmlc}mg of a lu:}agll fgf;ﬂ;?tmmpgﬁ
f went ;arts of Oslo which wili be espcmaély.hard h_{t v the 1 ,,n(;egs Pt
new Oslo Airport. (Fosseng, 1998). One is moving ,{hmi,li] c’ { ‘éemmﬁy
wmformation seeking and t‘a%kiag. 1”eld‘man anc[{) ijz;rssr;:)c:)\z a:?e;;i,-ng ;‘rgm
irrational over-consumption ofmfof‘mauon can be od as ld s from
vl c e of behaviour instead of a decision-making mode. ‘ '
. EL‘;;LI?:}: ;z;z{)(,{)i;;ﬂ:*—rhe gathering of ir'ni‘oa‘ma‘tion seems to ‘l}‘eilz?ss S\H;\;; k;\;
siniy about the conseguences of specific action alh‘:mat{nvc% ;gm 3

/ ab&uz how to talk about the world” {March & Olsen, 1989: 48),

clarity

a

g

f{?g,‘;{%?‘ié

CONCLUSION

. ”
nfi i cki <hibi that cannot be understood i
Realb-world information seeking exhibit traits g

gaps. A model has been elai}c}rated‘ which include‘s in;tig:n:onz?s;i
's:ation refevant norms as an intermediate cate-gpry 91‘ varia e:‘. e
retical level the model seems to have some po@;t;al of gmcimgkrtst
fruitful directions. Empirical testing of the model waits (o be undertaken.
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