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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to investigate the information needs and
information seeking behaviours of small and medium-size enterprises managers
(SMEs) in Botswana’s high-profile manufacturing industry. As the business
environment becomes more complex and dynamic, it becomes increasingly vital for
top executives of small firms to utilise information from a variety of sources to make
consequential decisions about the survival and prosperity of their organisations. The
overall objective of the study is to better understand the information needs and
information seeking behaviours of this unique and unstudied group of users in a
developing nation socio-cultural country context. Specifically, the study addresses the
following research questions: (1) which types of information do SME managers need;
(2) how much information seeking is done by SME managers; (3) what types of
information are sought by managers; (4) which information sources are utilised by
managers; (J) which factors influence selection of information; and (6) in what ways
do managers use the acquired information?

The research design, which was developed to address the research i1ssues,
comprised both quantitative and qualitative research methods. The quantitative
research method was an exploratory mail survey (n=400) of Botswana's
manufacturing firms in eight industrial classifications. The survey was used to obtain
broad patterns and evidence concerning the information behaviour of SME managers.
The qualitative research method (follow-up face-to-face interviews) was explanatory
case-based research. A convenience sample (n=9) of SME managers drawn from each
sector provided rich descriptive information about their information needs and
information seeking behaviours, which were used to build case studies. The case
study research was used to confirm the survey results (a process of triangulation) and

more importantly, to explain the trends and patterns observed in survey results

analysis.

The key findings of the study indicate that: (1) SME managers consider
customer and competition information to be the most important types of information
to their firms; (2) SME managers devote a significant time to active information
seeking and on average, spend approximately 5 hours seeking information; (3) SME
managers spend time seeking customer and competition information; (4) they use both

personal (customer, business associates) and impersonal sources (newspapers,



broadcast media, and government publications); (5) information source sclection is
determined largely by accessibility and ease of use; and (6) managers utilise
information as they go about performing their routine day-to-day activities and
making important decisions.

It is concluded that in spite of their size and resource limitations, SMEs need
more information than ever before. Globalisation has heightened uncertainty and
therefore SME managers need external information to predict environmental changes
and their impact on the organisations. Accordingly, and as suggested by the evidence
from both data sets used in this study, SME managers are dynamic consumers of
information and information seeking is an activity intrinsic to SME managerial work.
Finally, information is not a homogeneous entity, that is what constitutes information

to one group of users is dependent upon the contextual and situational peculiarities of
a given setting.
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Definition terms

The field of information behaviour research is characterised by terminological
inconsistencies, where terms such as information, information need, information
seeking, etc. are often employed interchangeably or interpreted in multiple ways. The

resultant necessity is therefore to attempt to define terms in order to facilitate

understanding. For purposes of this study, the terms used here are defined as follows:

1. Information: dﬁta from the environment, i.e., external or business intelligence
or data pertaining to the six environmental sectors: competition, customers,
technology, economic conditions, sociocultural and regulatory (Boy and Fulk,
1996; Gilad, 1994; Daft et al., 1988).

2. Information need: is defined as any state of affairs characterised by the
possession of inadequate knowledge (gaps or lacks) needed to make decisions
or go through a new situation related to an SME manager’s job.

3. Information seeking: is defined as the process of identifying and choosing
among alternative sources of information (Rouse and Rouse, 1934) or a
process in which humans purposefully engage in order to change their state of
knowledge (Marchionin, 1995). That is, any activity or strategy such as asking
questions or visiting libraries or reading magazines, undertaken in an attempt
to resolve an information need 1i.e., 'gaps’ or ‘lacks’ or uncertainty' related to

one’s work. (Dervin, 1992).

4. Information behaviour: According to Wilson (1997), a respected authority

on user studies, information behaviour is preferred to other terms, such as

‘information seeking behaviour’ and’ user needs’, because it embraces a range

of behaviours, including seeking.

5. Environment: is defined as the totality of physical and social factors that are
taken into consideration in the decision-making behaviour of individuals in the
organisation (Duncan, 1972). It is also viewed as a source of information,

continually creating signals and messages that organisations should attend to
(Dill, 1962; Weick 1979).
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6. SME: in Botswana’s context is defined as a firm which has employees ranging

from 10 to 99 and annual turnover of between P60, 000 (US$10,800 and P8m
(US$1.44m) (SMME Task Force Report, 1998).

7. SME manager: is defined as either owner/or employed person entrusted with
responsibility to oversee the day-to-day operations of the firm (CPI, 1982).
Some writers prefer the term chief executive officer (CEO); others use terms
such as vice-president or director. For the sake of conformity with related

studies on small firms, we use both manager and CEO interchangeably

throughout this study.

8. Information source: an individual or media that originates or contains the
information. Following several writers (e.g., Aguilar, 1967; Keegan, 1974; El
Sawy, 1985; Choo, 1994; and Butcher, 1998), information sources are
classified into four categories: Internal, external, personal and impersonal. The
internal and external source categories relate to the location of the source, i.e.,
whether the source is from within or without the organisation. Personal
sources are those that communicate information personally to the manager
(use audio and visual channels) whereas impersonal sources are those that
communicate information to broad audiences or through formalised group

communication activities (see figure 1. below).

Fig. 1 Sources of managerial information on the external environment
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Chapter 1: Introduction and Background
1.1 Introduction

During the last four decades or so, firms have faced unprecedented change as a

result of several factors including: globalisation, political realignment, and rapid

advances of information technology (Kanter, 1991; Hammer and Champy, 1993).
Against this background, external information has quickly gained centre-stage status
as an extremely valuable corporate resource (Mintzberg, 1973; Reid, 1986; Taylor,
1986; Kalseth, 1991; Auster and Choo, 1991; Katzer and Fletcher, 1992; Caldwell,
1993; Drucker, 1993; Repka, 1993; Best, 1996; Chalmers, 1995; Choo, 1998;
Vaughn, 1998), and hence there is now a pervasive need to gather it. One of the main
roles executives have is monitoring information from a variety of sources about their
organisations and their environments (Mintzberg, 1973). As the business environment
becomes complex and dynamic, it becomes increasingly vital for top executives to
monitor the external environment to identify strategic threats and opportunities (El
Sawy, 1985; Milliken, 1990): the greater the change in the environment, the greater
the need for information gathering (Thompson, 1967; Galbraith, 1973; Daft et al.,
1988; Boyd and Fulk, 1996; Leonidou and Theodosiou, 2004). Guided by their social
context, culture, organisational norms, history, and power considerations, executives

select information to tell them where, when, and toward what their attention should be

directed to help formulate or define organisational problems (Mason and Mittroff,
1981; Swenk and Thomas, 1983).

Without relevant external information, executives would be unable to
reactively, and proactively, adapt their organisations to environmental changes in
order to survive and prosper. Given proper problem formulatibn, information helps
executives establish options and select courses of action (Mintzberg et al., 1976;
Simon, 1965). Information can also help stimuilate creativity and generate scenarios
(McCaskey, 1982), determine environmental key trends, changes, issues and events of
current or potential importance to the organisation (Specht, 1987), and monitor
performance and control activities (Gorry and Scott-Morton, 1971). Furthermore,
information is the fuel for planning and ‘strategising’, i.e. formulating and

implementing important decisions toward the vision of the organisation’s future



(Mintzberg, 1981). Moreover, other writers suggest a direct link between information
and 1mproved performance or bottom line. Prusak (quoted in Butcher, 1998: 64), in a
survey of top Japanese companies showed that ‘they spent much time collecting,
processing and disseminating business intelligence’. He described them as having a
‘preoccupation with the actions of their competitors’ and suggested that it was the use
of information that helped them maintain their competitive position. Similarly, Daft et
al. (1988) found that chief executive officers (CEOs) in high performing firms made
more and better use of information. Conversely, failure to scan has been associated
with corporate decline and failure (Starbuck et al., 1978).

Effectively then, without information, executives simply cannot function
smoothly, and the rapid proliferation of electronic management information systems
such as decision support system (DSS), electronic data interchange (EDI), group
decision support systems (GDSS), executive information systems (EIS) and expert
systems all epitomise the perceived value of information to firms. In a similar way,
the plethora of various discipline-specific literatures and overlapping terms such as
business intelligence, corporate intelligence, competitive intelligence, environmental
intelligence, market intelligence, external intelligence, and environmental information

all signify the value of information to many of today’s corporations.

1.2 Rationale for study

While there is considerable agreement among scholars on the importance of
external information to the survival and performance of today’s business

organisations, and also on the need for top managers to continually search for

information, the literature reveals two apparent limitations. First, much research on

the information behaviour of executives has focused on large firms, to the extent that
some critics argue that it suffers from a malady called “big business syndrome”
(Specht, 1987). However, small firms are intrinsically different from their larger firm
counterparts (Welsh and White, 1981; Bergeron, 2000; Burns, 2001). Welsh and
White (1981:234) aptly express this important distinction in the following way:
“smaller businesses are not smaller versions of big businesses”. Small and medium-

sized firms differ fundamentally from larger firms in ownership, resources,

capabilities, organisational structures and processes as well as management systems



(Jarillo, 1989; Obviatt and McDougall, 1994; Lu and Beamish, 2001). To corroborate
the notion of differences between small and large firms, researchers specialising on
SMEs have demonstrated that one cannot assume that what holds true for large
organisations can be transferred to SMEs. It might be, and it is often different
(Bergeron, 2000). Similarly, the information needs, and information seeking
behaviour, of SME managers cannot be inferred from those of the behaviour
managers of larger firms nor can the information behaviour of managers in large
organisations be superimposed on to SME managers. In fact, Choo (1998) eftectively
stresses this point, while he cautions, making another important point about a
misperception regarding SMEs information needs: “SMEs need to know about their
external environment as much, if not more, than their larger counterparts” (Choo,

1998: 203).

Clearly, for SMEs, in contrast to their larger firm counterparts, the task of
acquiring external information presents a particularly big challenge. SMEs are unique.
They operate in a very competitive global environment where competition for
resources and markets are a major consideration, but because of their size, SMEs
cannot afford the luxury of strategic planning staffs and personnel that larger firms
possess. Also, senior management in SMEs frequently means one individual, and not
a group or a team of managers. Furthermore, SMEs have limited financial resources,
and thus can ill-afford hiring the services of an expert for information searching
(Welsh and White, 1981; Barrier, 1994; Kinni, 1995) As a result, they are confronted
with a net situation where they are doing more with less.

Second, the sparse literature on managerial information needs, and of
information seeking behaviour of managers of SMEs, is dominated exclusively by
studies that were conducted in developed nations such as the United States of
America, United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and Norway. To date,
no studies have been uncovered that focus on a developing country context. However,
considerable relevant research on business management in developing countries
suggests that the two contexts are radically different (Fubara, 1986; Mrema, 1987,
Sawyerr, 1993; Yavas, Kaynak and Dibe, 1985; Elenkov, 1997). On the one hand,
financial limitations, low educational levels, highly unstable political and economic
environments, low technology adoption, poor infrastructure and training facilities
afflict the social context of a developing country. On the other hand, the social context

of a developed country (Western industrialised countries) is a well-endowed one,

3



characterised by general resource munificence. In brief, it is the opposite of the former

(Sawyerr, 1993; Odedra-Straub, 1993). Consequently, the findings of a study

conducted in one geographic and social context have limited applicability in another
context because of significant differences in the contexts. Likewise, the information
behaviour of SME managers in a developed country context could not be generalised
to a developing country context, and vice versa.

Researchers specialising in the sub-field of information seeking in context
(ISIC) pinpoint the importance of the social context in influencing the information
behaviour of a given group (Belkin, 1980; Wilson, 1981, 1994; Taylor, 1986, 1991;
Katzer and Fletcher, 1992; Kuhlthau, 1993; Ingwersen, 1996; Dervin, 1997, 1999,
Savolainen, 1997; Pettigrew, 1999; Sonnenwald, 1999). To these writers, and a
spectrum of others, context is fundamental as the source of meaning, and two

statements aptly capture their shared view. Taylor (1991:243) who defines context, or

the information use environment (IUEs), as the set of those elements that: (a) affect
the flow and use of information messages into, within, and out of any definable entity;
and (b) determine the criteria by which the value of information messages will be
judged, regards users as “purposive actors who do not live in a vacuum but in the
midst of social contexts”, In other words, the final determiner of information value is
the user who sits in a particular context and develops criteria of information value
from that context (see section 2.1.7 of chapter two for a fuller discussion). In a similar
vein, Kuhlthau (1993:10) cautions ‘to neglect context is to ignore the basic
motivations and impetus that drive the user’s information seeking process’. Thus,
context plays a deterministic role in shaping which elements affect information value
and information behaviour (information needs and information seeking patterns). In
essence, human information behaviour is a socially embedded and context-dependent,

which is to say that, it is affected by both individual and contextual (abstract and
concrete) characteristics.

Taken together, these shortcomings lie at the heart of repeated calls for: (1)

research into actual ways in which managers of SMEs obtain information (Streatfield,

1983; Roberts and Clifford, 1986; Roberts and Clarke; 1988); (2) context specific
studies (Taylor, 1986, 1991; Katzer and Fletcher, 1992; Kuhlthau, 1993; Wilson,
1994; Dervin, 1997; Bergeron, 2000). Clearly, the empirical literature review on

information needs and information seeking behaviour reveals a dearth of studies on



the information behaviour of SME managers in the developing country social context.

It 1s this gap that is the focus of this research.

In order, therefore, to identify the information needs and information seeking

behaviours of SME managers, we address the following research questions developed

from a review of related literature:

Which types of information do SME managers consider important?
. How much seeking of external information do managers do?

What types of information do managers seek?

Which information sources are utilised by managers?

Which factors influence information source selection?

AN A o

In what ways do SME managers use the acquired information?

Our research questions highlight the SME managers’ real-life concerns. That is, work
related 1ssues. In the following sub-sections, and based on previous pertinent research,

we separately provide theoretical foundations for each research question.

Which types of information do SME managers regard as important?
The importance of information to managers has been stressed by so many authors
(e.g. Mintzberg, 1973; Porter and Miller, 1985; Smeltzer et al., 1988: Fann and
Smeltzer, 1989; Vaughn et al., 1996; Vaughn, 1998; 1999). Because the business
environment that SMEs inhabit is the source of opportunities and threats, and SMEs
managers need different types of environmental information, depending on the

industry context and other circumstances. Thus, the types of information managers

need relate to the external environment, that is, the total of outside factors which
influence, or may influence, ariy aspect of the organisation (e.g. goals, structure, size,
plans, prdcedure:s, operations, input, output, human relations) (Ansoff, 1965:10).
However, while managers of SMEs seek a range of information, some of the
information is regarded as more importhant than the rest. A logical starting point in our
enquiry i1s therefore to uncover which types of information SME managers regard as

most impoﬁrtant for their businesses. Accordingly, we adapted Daft et al.’s (1988) six

environmental sectors into six types of potential information that managers in this



study could need. The main reason for this decision was that using the environmental

sectors comprehensively captures the broad range of areas or exogenous factors from

which external information is generated.

How much seeking of external information do managers do?
The extent to which managers seek information depends on a range of several factors.
For example, the turbulence (rapid rate of change) in the business environment (Boyd
and Fulk, 1996); the manager’s predisposition to information gathering and
processing (Miller and Friesen, 1978), and the context or IUEs in which the manager

is situated (Taylor, 1986, 1991). Given the well-documented resource limitations of

small firms (Welsh and White, 1981; Barrier, 1994; and Kinni, 1995; Burns, 2001),

the relentless pace of managerial work, and the rampant information overload of
today’s era, 1t would be instructive to examine how much time SME managers
actually devote to information seeking. Germane extant empirical literature has tended
to concentrate on information needs and sources, overlooking this important link 1n

the human information acquisition and use process.

- Which types of information do SME managers seek?
Whether SME managers seek the types of information that they consider to be
important or their information searching is dedicated to other types of information, 1s
a logical and vital question to pose in order to gain a more accurate picture of the
information behaviour of these executives. By using the same list information types
adapted from Daft et al. (1988) as in Research Question 1, we sought to uncover any

correspondence between the types of information rated important and the type of

information sought frequently.

Which information sources do SME managers utilise?
The work  of managers is information intensive (Mintzberg, 1973; Katzer and
Fletcher, 1992; Choo, 1998). By virtue of their positions and the roles they play,
managers are exposed to information about the external environment flowing from a
wide range of sources inside and outside the organisation. Confronted with this wide
array of potential sources, we need to have a better understanding of which
information sources are actually utilised by SME managers. To generate a contextual

picture of the sources that managers utilise, both information science and
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environmental scanning literatures were very useful. Extant studies commonly
classify sources of information according to whether they are internal or external to
the organisation and whether they are personal or impersonal. The internal and
external source categories merit no explanation as they are about location. Following
the classification adopted by Aguilar (1967) and Keegan (1974), personal sources are
those that communicate information to broad audiences or through formalized, group-
communication activities (see figure 1). Impersonal sources would include
publications, conferences, libraries and on-line databases. Thus, the information
sources in this study represent all the four categories: external internal personal and

impersonal. However, our list of questions has been adapted to suit the SME manager

context. For example, sources such as conferences, meetings, observational tours,

trips, circulars, internal memos, and company libraries were dropped as they were

deemed to suit managers of larger firms.

What factors influence information source selection?
The choice of an information source is far from being a haphazard activity: a range of
personal, situational, and task factors may affect the selection and utilisation of
information sources. Previous information behaviour research has investigated the
determinants of source usage by several user groups, among them scientists and
technologists. In most of these studies, it has been concluded that accessibility is a

strong predictor of source selection and use (Rosenberg, 1967; Gertsberger and Allen,
1968; Allen 1977). In past user studies, accessibility was operationalised as the
physical proximity of the source, as well as the time and effort needed to access it. As
for perceived source quality, the research of Zmud (1978), Taylor (1986) and Halpern
and Nilan (1988) suggests that the most important information quality dimensions
would include: relevance, reliability and accuracy. Given the study’s unique social
context, it was thought instructive to find out from a modified pool of factors, which
ones influenced the selection of information sources among SME managers. To be
more specific, we -concentrated on: accessibility (easy to obtain), reliability

(dependable/trustworthy), ease of use: (free of effort), and-relevance (perceived

usefulness to your firm).



What use is made of the external information acquired from the array of
sources?

The acquisition of information from sources is not an end in itself (Hardy, 1986). On
the contrary, information is acquired from the sources in order to be used for the
benefit of the firm. According to Mintzberg (1973), one important role that managers
have 1s to monitor information from a myriad of sources about their organisational
environments. In a similar vein, Swenk and Thomas (1983) suggest that executives
select information to tell them where, when, and toward what their attention should
directed and to help them define organisational problems. In brief, extant management
research suggests that managers use such information for a range of specific purposes:
(1) as a key decision tool or as input in decision making; (2) for environmental
scanning, an information acquisition tactic that is considered a necessary antecedent

to the development of goals or primary strategies; (3) and organisational learning

(Dess, 1987). However, much of the focus of this research was on larger firms.
Consequently, we know very little about the exact uses to which SME managers put
this information. Decision-making, corporate planning and environmental scanning
are complex and intricately related issues that span several disciplines and have a
plethora of theories that purport to explain them. As a result, they are beyond the
scope of this study. As our intention is to investigate the information behaviour of
managers, we only probe learning about the outside environment and decision-making

at an exploratory level, as possible uses to which SME managers put the external

information.

Taken as whole, these research questions capture the information behaviour

(IB) of SME managers; that is, the information needs and information seeking

behaviour of men and women who preside over SMEs.

1.3 Nature of the study

The study reported here has some features that merit explanation in order to

avold misunderstanding. The work parallels the vast majority of user studies
focussing on various categories of user groups such as engineers, scientists, scholars,

chemists, and many others. However, this research project was conceptualised as an

information-seeking-in-context (ISIC) study falling into the general ‘Alternative



paradigm’ (refer to 2.1.2) as described by the following classical studies: Belkin’s
(1980) ASK theory, Dervin and Nilan (1986) in their landmark review of user studies,
Taylor’s pioneering work (1986, 1991) on information use environments, and
Kuhlthau’s (1993) seminal study on uncertainty concept. Ever since the publication of
the work by Dervin and Nilan (1986), there have been numerous calls for situation-
specific studies (Taylor, 1986, 1991; Kuhlthau, 1993; Wilson, 1994; Dervin, 1997;
Bergeron, 2000). Unsurprisingly, in recent years, there has been a growing interest in
ISIC studies, as testified by the holding of three dedicated conferences on the topic in
Tampere, Finland in August 1996 (I1SIC1), Sheffield, United Kingdom (UK) (I1SIC2)
and Gothenburg, Sweden in August 2000 (ISIC3). Consequently, there are many
excellent exemplars of this sort of research in context, including Marcella’s (2001)
and Marcella and Baxter’s (1999, 2000) seminal investigations of the citizenship
information needs of the UK public, and Keane’s (1999) study on the information
behaviour of senior executives and Spink et al. (1999) study on information seeking
behaviours of low-income African Americans. Some other previous studies have
investigated the information seeking behaviour of cattle ranchers (Spink and Hicks,
1996), battered women (Harris, 1988/1989), students and library users (Kuhlthau,
1991), the information poor (Chatman, 1997), university researchers (Ellis, Cox and
Hall, 1993), seniors (Pettigrew, 1999) and everyday life information seeking (ELIS)
by citizens (Savolainen, 1996). Essentially, the important study of information needs

and information seeking in context is an emerging and hot area of interdisciplinary

information science research.

Consistent with many previous ISIC studies, this study is an enquiry into the
information needs and information seeking behaviours of SME managers in the
manufacturing industry of the Republic of Botswana. Thus, the study investigates the
information behaviour of managers operating in a developing country context as
opposed to a developed-nation situation. Several writers including Kuhlthau (1993)
and Chatman (1996) observe that library and information science (LIS) is at theory
building phase. Recognising this important stage, and responding to pleas for context
studies and to contribute to LIS theory building, our study is largely exploratory
(Kerlinger, 1986). That is, the objective is to become more familiar with the topic.
Malhotra and Grover (1998) suggest that exploratory research appears to be most

suitable when the certainty with respect to knowledge of a particular phenomenon is

low. As the certainty with respect to knowledge of the particular phenomenon
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Increases, explanatory or hypothesis based survey research can be applied. De Vaus
(1991:1) backs this view by suggesting that ‘descriptive research is fundamental to the
research enterprise and it has added immeasurably to our knowledge of the shape and
nature of our society’. Thus as a first step in theory building, we sought to generate a
foundation of empirically grounded evidence on contextual information needs and
information seeking behaviours of SME managers with the objective of broadening

our understanding of executive information behaviour from an under-appreciated

context.

Also, this study, in contrast with many mainstream user studies, focuses on a

single industry, the manufacturing industry, which is a high-profile constituent part of

the country’s industrial landscape. This distinction is a crucial one, and is informed by
empirical evidence (Dess and Beard 1984). A salient limitation that pervades some
extant studies investigating phenomena in firms that inhabit different industries is the
tendency to disregard the inherent heterogeneity of the business environments in
which organisations operate and managers make strategic decisions. For example, this
shortcoming could, in concrete terms, manifest itself when researchers investigating
firms from the microcomputer and forest products industries, treat them as if they
faced a homogeneous environment and similar strategic problems. The former
industry, also called “high-velocity” industry (Bourgeois and Eisenhardt, 1988), is
characterised by an extreme rate of change, so that information is often of
questionable accuracy and obsolete, whereas the latter is relatively stable. As a result,
the findings could be prone to industry confound. In other words, the specific
industry-effects peculiar to each industry could cloud the overall results thereby
giving us an inflated or coloured picture of reality, because hostile environments tend
to generate more demand for information. Following the recommendation by Dess
and Beard (1984), we focussed on a single industry (non-diversified firms) to control
for possible extraneous variations found in multiple industries. Another consideration
was the preponderance of small firms in the manufacturing sector owing to its history
and status as a vehicle of economic diversification (engine of growth) in Botswana’s
economy. Further, with substantial incentives and financial schemes targeting this
industry, greater environmental changes and competitive pressures have thus been

generated, thereby making the industry an ideal one in which to investigate

information behaviour of managers.
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Finally, our study employed two forms of triangulation: methodological and
interdisciplinary. On the methodological front, triangulation research design involved
the use of both quantitative and qualitative research methods. The quantitative
research method was an exploratory postal survey (n=400) of Botswana’s
manufacturing firms in eight industrial classifications. The survey was used to obtain
data (evidence) on broad patterns of the information behaviour of SME managers. The
qualitative research, on the other hand, was an explanatory case-based research,
consisting of follow-up face-to-face interviews, which incorporated the critical
incident technique of Flanagan (1954). A convenience sample (n=9) of SME
managers drawn from each sampled sector provided rich descriptive data about their
information needs and information seeking behaviour-in-context, on which case
studies were then built. Methodology is a primary concern for researchers in ISIC
studies (Dervin, 1999) and recently the importance of applying multiple methods in
this field of information seeking has been emphasised by Fidel (1993) and Vakkari
(1997). Reinforcing this point, Pettigrew (1999: 808) notes that ‘context studies

support the need for open-ended methodologies and special instruments such as
Dervin’s (1992) time-line interview technique and Flanagan’s (1954) critical incident
technique’.

Interdisciplinary triangulation, as described by Janesick (1994), has the main
virtue of enriching and broadening our understanding of the substance under review,
Defined simply as using other literatures and theoretical concepts from other
disciplines (Janesick, 1994:215), interdisciplinary triangulation, also referred to as
multi-disciplinarity by Hale (1986), has long been recognised as useful for theoretical
insights into traditional user studies (Hale, 1986; Hewins, 1990), and more recently in
ISIC studies (Wilson, 1997; Sonnenwald, 1999). To this end, our research draws
extensively on a wide range of the rich heritage of literatures from related
comparative disciplines: communication studies, management, entrepreneurship,
(business management), management information systems, and organisational
behaviour, For example, we borrowed the “open systems” approach from
organisational theory to inform our understanding of the firm’s environment. The
environmental perspective, as it is also called, is particularly relevant as it explicitly
connects the firm with the external environment. This connection, while very
important in providing novel insights, is rarely made in mainstream user studies. By

invoking different disciplinary orientations, we break somewhat with mainstream
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information behaviour research that has heavily focused on a single perspective. Also,

the literature from related fields provides us with a strong and broad baseline for

understanding the information behaviour of managers.

1.4 Contributions of the research

The field of user studies boasts an admirable four-decade history during which

it has been a fertile ground for researchers seeking to better understand information
behaviours of various groups of users. Since 1963, many empirical studies including
some notable classics have been conducted (Menzel, 1966; Paisley, 1968; and Lipetz,
1970). However, although the impressive contributions of these studies are self-
evident in the literature, few studies focussed on SMEs and none are known to

concentrate on a developing country’s geographic and social context. Consequently,

we know very little about the information needs and information seeking patterns of

SME managers in these contexts. Dervin (1997) expresses this point passionately,
writing that:

There are many contexts still to be explored in sufficient depths
for us to achieve a thorough understanding of their significance
and while we continue to explore these specific contexts we add
to our knowledge holistically. Context helps us both to understand
that which 1s situation-specific and those aspects of information

seeking and use that represent general characteristics of behaviour
(Dervin, 1997:23).

By concentrating on a somewhat marginalised group in a different context,
this study extends the existing empirical literature on information seeking in context
studies. Specifically, the study provides (1) an illuminative picture of situational
information needs and information seeking behaviours of managers from a developing
country, thus enriching and expanding the empirical literature with a grounded
perspective of executive information behaviour in this context; (2) a body of data for
the development of theoretical models of information needs and information seeking
patterns of SME managers. Taylor (1991) specifically calls for descriptions of
information and situation-specific studies. ‘It is from these studies that we can
gradually build up a body of theories and testable hypotheses about information use

environments’ (Taylor, 1991: 225). Similarly, Kuhlthau (1999: 18) complements and

reinforces this notion by suggesting that:
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“The patterns and concepts emerging from within contexts

are important for building theoretical frameworks for

information science’’ (Taylor, 1991: 225).

'On a practical level, the results of this study will provide evidence-based data
to LIS professionals intent upon designing and delivering appropriate information
systems. An understanding of the information behaviours and information perceptions

of managers 1s fundamental to an attempt to construct a picture of an organisation’s

information needs. In addition, the SME community and its decision takers will also

find the results useful. The study provides a valuable foundational data set on the

information behaviour of SME managers that can be used as a basis for policies or

programmes tailored for SME:s.

Furthermore, responding to several calls for methodological plurality, (Hale,
1986, Rohde, 1986; Wilson, 1981, 1994; Hewins, 1990), our study adopted a multi-
method design (methodological triangulation) embracing both qualitative and
quantitative methods. From a methodological standpoint, this research contributes to
the literature of information needs and seeking behaviour, by demonstrating the power
of using two methods to address the same research questions, and using different data
sets. Few studies have employed this approach on SME studies of information
behaviour. While each of the methods has advantages and disadvantages, the
convergence of findings from both methods suggests that our results may be more
plausible than those obtained from either method (Brewer and Hunter, 1989).

Finally, this study makes an important theoretical contribution via
interdisciplinary triangulation (Janesick, 1994). Departing from the vast majority of
mainstream user studies and some ISIC studies, which tend to propagate a unitary and
static perspective of information behaviour, this study adopted a multi-perspective
approach by invoking theoretical insights from cognate disciplines. The approach
adopted offers a unique and insightful lens through which we can understand
executive information needs and information seeking behaviour in contexts. Few
studies have integrated parallel and complementary streams of research (e.g.
competitor intelligence stream exemplified by Porter (1980) and Boyd and Fulk
(1996) among others, and the environmental scanning and organisational theory

streams) on managerial information behaviour. To illustrate this point, by invoking
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the environmental perspective from organisational theory, we see the environment not
only as the ‘totality of the physical and social factors that are taken directly into
consideration in decision making behaviour of individuals in the organisations’
(Duncan, 1972), but also as a ‘source of information, continually creating signals that
organisations should attend’ (Dill, 1962; Weick, 1979). In other words, we argue that
a singular reliance on a single perspective, or excluding the environmental
perspective, in studying executive information behaviour in unstable environments
does not offer a complete picture because SMEs do not enjoy the luxury of operating

in stable environments.

In summary, this research contributes to the literature by empirically
addressing a lacuna in context studies of SMEs, theoretically by arguing for the
adoption of multt-perspective approaches instead of relying on mono-perspectives,
which tend to yield fractionated views of phenomena probed, and methodologically

employing both survey and interview methods to obtain convergent results.

1.5 Structure of the thesis

This thesis consists of eight main chapters. Chapter one presents the
introduction and rationale for the research. In chapter two both conceptual and
empirical literatures on information needs, and information seeking behaviour
research are discussed in detail. Chapter three describes the geographical, social, and
economic characteristics of the Botswana setting. Data collection methods and
conduct of the study are the subject of chapter four, wherein discussion centres,
among other 1issues, on the main methods used in gathering data in managerial
information research.

In chapter five, a presentation of questionnaire data is made, and this is

followed by related presentation of interview data, in chapter six. The penultimate

chapter seven is devoted to a discussion that synthesises data from questionnaires,
interviews, and extant empirical research. Finally, the thesis ends with a brief chapter

eight that presents summary, conclusions, limitations, and recommendations.
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review

2.0 Introduction

In"the preceding chapter, the rationale, objectives, research questions, nature
of study, contributions and structure of the theses have been introduced. This chapter
aims at providing a detailed review of both conceptual and empirical literatures
germane to this research. The objective of this review is fourfold: (1) to provide a
robust theoretical grounding for the study; (2) to position the study in its related
milieu; (3) to identify the main issues that have been studied; and (4) to expose the
key findings of previous studies and reveal salient gaps in extant literature. Given the
size and diversity of the literature, a comprehensive review is beyond the scope of this

chapter. Instead, our review is purposefully selective, integrated and interdisciplinary.

Two reasons explain this approach. First, the subject of information needs and

information seeking behaviours of managers has, in a general sense, been studied by a

number of disparate comparative disciplines (e.g., business administration,
management, management information systems (MIS), communication studies,
organisational behaviour). These disciplines have in the process generated
distinguished traditions, streams of research and literatures and this therefore dictates
that we trace these literatures not only for their useful insights but also to provide a
strong baseline for understanding the information behaviours of managers. Second,
contemporary thinking among library and information scholars in the subfield of
information behaviour research strongly favours the integration of interdisciplinary
approaches (Wilson, 1981, 1994, 1996, 1997, 1999; Hale, 1986; Hewins, 1990; Fidel,
1993; Savolainen, 1993; Vakkari, 1996: Westbrook, 1993; Dervin, 1997; Kuhlthau,
1999). At the heart of their reasoning is the rationale that we need to appreciate the
links across disciplinary perspectives so as to take advantage of ideas produced in
other areas rather than simply rediscover what is known already.

This chapter is divided into two major parts. The first part comprising
sections 2.1 through 2.2.3.3 deals with conceptual literatures, while the second part,

consisting of sections 2.3. to 2.3.5 concentrates on empirical studies. We conclude the

chapter with a synthetic summary.
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2.1 Conceptual models in Information behaviour research

Wilson (1999:250) defines a conceptual model as a ‘framework for thinking
about a problem and may evolve into a statement of relationships among theoretical
propositions’. That is, it attempts to describe and capture the core elements of the
phenomenon being probed. For example, an attempt could be made to describe
information seeking (abstract phenomenon) in the form of diagrams with a view to
concretise it.

Information needs and information seeking behaviour research is part of
studies of users, use and uses that form one of the most extensive and amorphous
areas of research in LIS (Rodhe, 1986). According to a leading authority on user
studies (Wilson, 1981, 1994, 1999), research in information behaviour has occupied
information scientists since before the term ‘information science’ was coined. Wilson
(1999) further states that the origins of the latter date back to the Royal Society

Scientific Information Conference of 1948, when a number of papers on the
information behaviour of scientists and technologists were presented. Although the

term information behaviour was not used in the papers, which were generally about
document and library use, the origins were evident. This was seven years before Chris
Hanson of Aslib coined the term ‘information science’ and ten years before the
establishment of the Institute of Information Scientists in the UK, the first
professional body devoted to the field (Wilson, 1999: 250).

Over the intervening decades since the Royal Society Conference, well over
1500 papers, articles and research reports have been produced on user needs,
information needs, and information seeking behaviour (see, for example, the eleven
comprehensive reviews published by the Annual Review of Information Science and
Technology: Menzel, 1966; Herner and Herner, 1967; Paisley, 1968; Lipetz, 1970;
Crane, 1971; Lin and Garvey, 1972; Martyn, 1974; Crawford, 1978; Dervin and
Nilan, 1986; Rhode, 1986; Hewins, 1990). Throughout the period, the one singular
constant complaint of some critics has been that researchers have not built upon prior
research in such a way as to cumulate into a significant body of theory and empirical

findings that may serve as a starting point for further research (Menzel, 1966; Rhode,
1986; Westbrook, 1993; Gorman, 1995).
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A number of reasons have been proffered for this state of affairs. First, in the
then dominant positivist tradition, quantitative research methods were adopted that
were inappropriate for the study of human behaviour (Wilson, 1999). Many things
were counted, from the number of visits to libraries, to the number of personal
subscriptions to journals and the number of items cited in papers. However, very little
of this counting revealed insights of value to the development of theory or indeed,
practice. Second, researchers in the field of information science have tended to ignore
allied work in related areas that might offer more robust theoretical models on human
information behaviour (Wilson, 1997). Third, it is only in the last fifteen to twenty
years that general models of information behaviour have begun to emerge, and to
attract the attention of researchers. -

The situation is now changing. Notwithstanding persistent methodological
shortcomings outlined by Sandstrom and Sandstrom (1995) and Wang (1999), the
general adoption of qualitative methods since the early 1970s has resulted in work that
is in the wider tradition of the enquiry into human behaviour and which therefore, 1s
more likely to find theories and models in the social sciences that can be applied to
the study of information behaviour (Wilson, 1999). Also, at the same time, models
and theories proposed by certain researchers (e.g. Tom Wilson, Brenda Dervin, Carol
Kuhlthau, Nicholas Belkin, and David Ellis) have gained strength as other scholars
have adopted them as the basis for further research.

Overall, as shown above, there is at present no grand theory or theoretical
paradigm in the literature from the library and information science research
community to singly predict the act of information seeking or explain the motivation
surrounding information needs and information seeking behaviours. There has been,
however, the development of a number of conceptual frameworks that attempt to

explain information seeking behaviours and information needs. For the purposes of
this investigation, we chose to build on the ideas and conceptual approaches of Dervin
(Dervin, 1983; 1992), Ellis (Ellis, 1989; 1993), Kuhlthau (Kuhlthau (1991; 1994)
Belkin (Belkin, 1978; 1980; 1982), Taylor (Taylor, 1986; 1991), Katzer and Fletcher
(Katzer and Fletcher, 1992) and Wilson (Wilson, 1981; 1996; 1999). Also, and
consistent with our interdisciplinary approach, we borrow from organisation theory
the environmental perspective. or the “open systems” approach, as it is sometimes
called (Jain, 1984). We use ideas emanating from both sets of models as the basis of

our approach to the description and characterisation of information needs and
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information seeking behaviours of managers. In our view, the models that we invoke
provide us, as we shall see, with the total managerial information environment. That
1, library and information science models give us the constructivist perspective of the
‘Alternative’ paradigm while the organisation theory injects the often overlooked but
vital environment or context in which information needs episodes occur. Further, both
models also confer upon us a rich array of useful interdisciplinary concepts. This

section describes each of the models above. However, we precede our discussion with

an examination of the ‘Alternative’ paradigm in order to set the context in which these

models should be seen.

2.1.1 The Alternative paradigm

In order to present an accurate account of the genesis of the sense-making
approach, it is necessary first to describe the “Alternative” paradigm that is almost
synonymous with the sense-making model itself, Since 1966, the prestigious Annual
Review of Information Science and Technology (ARIST) has provided eleven
comprehensive reviews of literature on information needs and uses. In ten of these
reviews, (1966-1978), a concern for conceptual impoverishment of the information
needs and uses literature has run through past ARIST chapters like a “thin but obvious
thread of many colours” (Dervin and Nilan, 1986). This concern has manifested itself
as calls to (1) to take advantage of theory from social sciences (Menzel, 1966); (2) to
develop theories and conceptual frameworks (Paisley, 1968; Crane, 1971; Lin and
Garvey, 1972; Crawford, 1978); and (3) to improve the predictive value of theory

(Lipetz, 1970). The quotations below express the strongest statements from prior
ARIST chapters:

there is a growing realization of the lack of and a need for

conceptual framework within which the amount of data... can be

meaningfully integrated (Lin and Garvey, 1972:6).

Information is a human asset that can be exploited for the improvement
of the human condition. In order to exploit this resource, fully, a change
1n the attitudes of the whole (i.e. the information science community) of

of the scale of a social revolution is required (Martyn, 1974:21).

18



The predictive value of theory in this field is still very poor. But it seems

clear that at least for the next few years, the prevailing path to information

system development will continue to be through only enlightened trail and
error (Lipetz, 1970: 26).

Aside from explicit calls for conceptual frameworks, there was also tension in
the literature (Dervin and Nilan, 1986). Specifically, a number of detailed critical
essays emerged calling for fundamental reassessments of what information needs and
uses research was all about. The essays led by Belkin (1978), Belkin et al. (1982),
Dervin (1983), Wersig and Windel (1985) and Wilson (1981, 1984) addressed 1n

particular a concern for conceptualisation.

Partly in response to these criticisms and several other factors, research in
user studies began to shift, resulting in clearly definable new characteristics which
were aptly captured by Dervin and Nilan (1986) in their widely cited review article. In
short, these developments ushered in the ‘Alternative’ paradigm. According to Dervin
and Nilan, the portrait of the new or ‘Alternative’ paradigm is as follows:

In contrast to the ‘Traditional’ paradigm, the °‘Alternative’ paradigm views
information as something constructed by human beings. Users are seen as beings that
are constantly constructing, as beings that are free (within the constraints of the
system) to create from the system whatever they choose (Dervin, 1992). In addition,
the ‘Alternative’ paradigm focuses on how people construct sense, searching for
universal dimensions of sense-making. Here, the thrust is on understanding
information use in particular situations and concern is with ‘what leads up to and what
follows intersections with systems”. In essence, the user is the prime focus and the
system is examined only in so far as it is seen by the user. Finally, a study conducted
within the ‘Alternative’ paradigm context asks many “how questions’ (e.g. how do
people define needs in different situations, how do they present these needs to the

system) (Dervin and Nilan, 1986: 16). Put differently, it asks construction and user-

oriented questions.

2.1.2 The sense-making approach

The preceding section has briefly sketched the context that led to the

emergence of the ‘alternative’ paradigm. In this section, we seek to examine the
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Sense-making approach; one of the most influential models currently being used 1in
information needs research.

The development of sense-making theory is very closely associated with the
research of Brenda Dervin since the early seventies. The theory, often 1dentitied with
Dervin, has its strongest roots in American Communication Research (Savolainen,
1993). It has also, however, stimulated discussions within other disciplines (e.g. LIS,
especially in the subfield of information needs and use).

Sense-making theory provides a set of research examples in the area of library
and information science (i.e., some 40 empirical case studies with a variety of
populations and organisations, (Dervin, 1992). Dervin and her colleagues have
studied, for example, the information needs of Californians to elaborate ways 1n
which libraries could help with these needs. The information needs were 1nvestigated
by asking people to indicate what questions they had in the most recent troublesome
situation, what strategies they used to get answers, what kind of help, and the answers
helped. In another of the studies, ways were sought to entice infrequent library users
into a public library. Accordingly, the sense-making project focused on users of the
audio-visual services and asked them what happened that brought them to the library,
what they obtained there, and how the video-tapes they borrowed helped them in
everyday life. The results of library studies have been instrumental in the organisation
of training workshops for librarians; in addition, the results of the user-centred studies
have been utilised in library services redesign (Savolainen, 1993:15). We also find
numerous studies of information seeking and use conducted in non-library contexts,
such as everyday life, education and healthcare. These studies focus on various groups
of people, for example, preschool children, doctoral students, immigrants, blood
donors and cancer patients, to name a few.

Sense-making theory can be characterised as a piece of programmatic
research, which focuses on the development of alternative approaches to the study of
human use information and information systems. The theory’s philosophical
foundations rest on constructivist assumptions, and it has absorbed elements from
several conceptions and theories in various disciplines. Most of these contributions
stress the importance of the individual actor, adopting a critical stance towards
objectivism and positivism. Dervin acknowledges her debt to a number of scholars; 1n

particular Richard Carter and Jerome Bruner (Dervin, 1983; Dervin and Nilan 1986).
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In LIS research, Dervin reviews favourably among others, the user-centred

contributions of N.J Belkin and Robert S. Taylor (Savolainen, 1993).

Sense-making consists of a set of conceptual and theoretical premises and a
set of methodologies for assessing how people make sense of their world and how
they use information and other resources in the process (Dervin, 1983; 1992; Dervin
and Nilan, 1986; Savolainen, 1993). According to Dervin and Nilan (1986), the sense-
making approach is one of the approaches in the field of communication that
implements aspects of the ‘Alternative’ paradigm for studying communication

behaviour, and is the only one of these approaches that has been applied to library and

information science

The key intent of the approach is to yield data that are directly useful for
information and communication practice. In particular, it rests heavily on the posited
discontinuity condition (discussed later) as presenting a mandate for humans to take
steps to construct sense in constantly changing life situations. In this way, Dervin
emphasises the mandate for step taking as an ‘organising focus for conceptualising’
(Dervin and Nilan, 1986: 21). Dervin posits an information need situation as one in
which the individuals’ internal sense has ‘run out’ and the person must “create new
sense”’. The sense-making approach is a three-part model that stresses the “essences”
of information-need, which is a sense-making situation. The model is also known
variously as ‘Situation-Gap-Use’. The sense-maker is stopped in a situation.
Movement is prevented by some gap (operationalised for information need situations
as a question or question set). The Sense-maker is seen as making some kind of use of
whatever bridge is built across the ‘gap’ the user faces (Dervin and Nilan, 1986).

For the model to be actualized, the respondent describes movements when
they were stopped, how they saw themselves stopped, what questions, they had in
mind (i.e. what cognitive ‘gaps’ they faced), what strategies they found useful for
answering these questions (i.e. building bridges across the ‘gaps’) and how they used

the cognitive bridges once they built them (i.e. how information helps) Dervin and
Nilan, 1986:21).

- ‘Gaps’ are operationalised as questions that can be coded into categories,
tapping what are considered to be some universal elements of the ideas humans need

to guide their movements. Questions can be coded into attempts to bridge gaps

relating to the timing and location of events, understanding causes, projecting

outcomes and identifying characteristics of self, others, events and objects.
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Likewise, ‘uses’, also called ‘helps’, have been conceptualised as the ways 1n
which people put answers to questions to work. Uses have been coded into: got
picture, ideas, understanding, found direction; gained skills, got started or kept going,
got connected to others, got support/reassurance, got rest/ relaxation, got happiness/
pleasure, and reached goal.

According to Dervin (1992), the assumption of a discontinuity condition lies at
the heart of sense-making’s philosophical foundations. This assumption proposes that
discontinuity is a fundamental aspect of reality. It is assumed that ‘there are
discontinuities in all existence, between entities (living or otherwise), between times
and between spaces’. For example, the discontinuity condition exists between human
one at time one and human two at time one. In essence, the discontinuity condition is
an assumed constant of nature generally and the human condition specifically. As
such, it should be invoked in the study of information behaviour (Dervin, 1992: 62).
The following example clarifies this point. At a specific moment in time-space, an
individual who defines herself/himself as facing a ‘gap’ of a particular kind may use
communicating tactics of a particular kind. In a different moment, facing a ditferent
‘eap’, she/he may use a different tactic. She/he may in fact be very rigid, but the
rigidity may be of the kind, which says given this ‘gap, this is the tactic. Or the
individual may be very flexible or entirely capricious. The essential point though is
that by focusing on the ‘gap-defining’ and ‘gap-bridging’, we are able to examine
human flexibilities and rigidities and allow the possibility that both are amenable to

systematic analysis.

Sense-making studies have their earliest roots in a genre called ‘everyday

citizen information need studies’. The first such study was completed in 1973 by
Warner et al. (1973; cited in Dervin and Nilan, 1986: 23) and described the kinds of
everyday need situations of citizens (e.g. housing, family, employment and welfare),
the sources used by citizens, and success in ‘situation-facing’. Other examples include
studies by Chen and her colleagues (Chen, et al., 1976; quoted in Dervin and Nilan,
1986: 24). In these studies, the information need is a topically defined situation (e.g.
housing), and the remaining emphasis is placed on source use and on library use 1n
particular. Overall, the key contribution of these studies is that they go outside the

bounds of the system intersection to assess need situations.

To sum up, the sense-making model represents a revolutionary development in

information needs research as it wrestles with the quest of better understanding the
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elusive user. The approach is driven by the ‘Alternative’ paradigmatic assumptions. It
is focussed on holistic process of situationality and cognition. It subscribes to non-
objective information assumptions and assumes that there are systematic fundamental
underlying dimensions to what was considered ‘chaotic individuality’. It posits human
beings as actively constructing rather than passively processing information and
points to different ways of assessing user needs. Above all, as a result of its attributes,
many researchers find that it offers a promising roadmap toward productive
information behaviour research.

For the study reported here, the sense-making theory has several useful

implications: (1) by debunking the notion of constancy and highlighting the

assumption discontinuity, sense-making draws our attention to the need for context-

specific definitions of information; (2) it facilitates the framing of research questions
that are user-centred, i.e., construction questions; (3) it brings to the fore the need to

examine users in specific situations or contexts because as Dervin (1992:69) notes,

‘the individual is situated at cultural and historical moments in time/space and that
culture, history and institutions define much of the world in which the individual

lives’; (4) it calls for the integration of qualitative and quantitative methods; the two

are not seen as apposite but complementary; and (5) exposes some of the limitations

of the ‘Traditional’ paradigm. What follows in the next section is a discussion of the

information seeking strategies model (ISS) by David Ellis and his colleagues.

2.1.3 Ellis’s model

First articulated in 1989, David Ellis’s model is the product of the doctoral
research that he completed at the University of Sheffield (Ellis, 1989). Also, the

model belongs to the constructive paradigm that pervades much of post-1986 user

studies research. In this model, Ellis (1989), employing the widely cited Glaser and
Strauss (1967) grounded theory approach, derived six generic characteristics of the
information seeking patterns of social scientists: (1) starting; (2) chaining; (3)
browsing; (4) differentiating; (5) monitoring; and (6) extracting. This work was
extended to physicists and chemists in studies that found that the original model fits

behaviour in the fields with very little modification, the principal change being the

addition of the categories (7) verifying and (8) ending (Ellis, 1989, Ellis, Cox and
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Hall, 1993). The features, which constitute the heart of the model, are briefly defined

below:’

o Starting: the means employed by the user to commence seeking information,

for example, asking some knowledgeable colleague.

e Chaining: following footnotes and citations in known materials or forward

chaining from known items through citation indexes.

e Browsing: semi directed or semi structured searching (Ellis, 1989:187).

e Differentiating: using known differences in information sources as a way of

filtering the amount of information obtained.
¢ Monitoring: keeping up-to-date or current awareness searching.
o Extracting: selectively identifying relevant material in an information source.

o Verifying: checking the accuracy of the information.

e Ending: which may be defined as tying up loose ends through a final search.

Ellis (1989) notes that the detailed interrelations or interactions of the features
of any information seeking pattern will depend on the unique circumstances of the
information seeking activities of the person concerned at that particular point (Ellis,
1989: 178). This point is important, as it seems to suggest that contextual factors do
play a part in determining the information seeking patterns.

The key strength of Ellis’s model is not only that it has generated important
generic information seekin*g! patterns comparable to those found in studies by
Kuhlthau (1991), Palmer (1991) and Westbrook (1993) but that it is based on
empirical evidence, having been tested in several subsequent studies and most
recently, in the context of an engineering company (Ellis and Haughn, 1997). In this
vein, the general behavioural model can be considered quite robust in relation to the
information seeking patterns of scientists, engineers and social scientists in both

academic and industrial research environments over a period of time, which has seen

accelerating changes in the information environment itself.

2.1.4 Kuhlthau’s model of stages of information seeking (ISP)

Kuhlthau’s (1991, 1994) model of six stages of information searching is one of

the prominent approaches of the few human information behaviour models that seem
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relevant to our enquiry. Like the sense-making theory, Kuhlthau’s six stages model
belongs to the user-centred paradigm as articulated by Dervin and Nilan (1986). The
heart of the model is the notion that information searching can be viewed as a
‘dynamic, constructive and complex’ process comprising six stages (discussed later).
Developed against the backdrop of the bibliographic paradigm, Kuhlthau’s model
draws heavily on the literature describing the constructive process (Bruner, 1986;
Dewey, 1933; Kelly, 1933; cited in Kuhlthau, 1994: 58). Running through the theory
of construction are two basic themes. One is that individuals construct their own
personal worlds and the other is that construction involves the total person,
incorporating thinking, feeling and acting in a dynamic process of learning. The
constructive process 1s not a comfortable, smooth transition but rather an ‘odyssey of

unsettling and sometimes threatening experiences’ (Kuhlthau, 1994: 58).

The personal construct theory propounded by Kelly (1963; cited in Kuhlthau,

1994: 57) identifies common patterns in construction. He describes a constructive
process as evolving through a series of phases that involve the emotions as well as the
intellect at the first encounter with a new experience or idea. The typical one is
confused and anxious and this state of uncertainty increases until the person reaches a
threshold of choice where the quest of finding meaning is either abandoned or a
hypothesis is formed that moves the process along to confirm or reject the new
construct (Bannister, 1977; cited from Kuhlthau, 1994). This view of construction
provides an anchor or frame of reference in the six stages of Kuhlthau (1991).
As'mentioned earlier, the model consists of six stages: Initiation, Selection,
Exploration, Formulation, Collection and Preparation. In the first stage is the
commencement of the search process. If we take the example of a student assignment,
it begins with announcement of the research assignment, which frequently causes
students to express feelings of uncertainty and apprehension: Their thoughts centre on
completing the assignment and comprehending their task. The second stage of the
search process 1s characterised by research topic selection. Students frequently feel
uncertain until they have made their choices and then express a brief elation after their
selection (Kuhlthau, 1991). Their thoughts involve weighing possible topics against
the criteria of personal interest, the assignment requirement and the time allocated for
the project. Ranges of possible outcomes are predicted and the topics selected are

those that show most potential for success. Among the actions that students undertake

are: continuing to talk to other people, in particular their teacher, class mates, and
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family members; making preliminary search of the library; and using references
sources to gain an overview of the topics under consideration (Kuhlthau, 1994).

In the third stage, students explore information to learn about their topics.
According to Kuhlthau (1994), this stage is the most difficult. As the process of
seeking information progresses, students are likely to become increasingly confused
by the inconsistency and incompatibility they encounter among different sources and
their own perceived notions. Feelings of doubt concerning their topics are prevalent as
well as doubt in their ability to do the assignment well and in the library to have the
information they need. The actions of the students involve locating information and

evaluating relevance, reading to become informed and reflecting on new information.

Taking notes should consist of listing interesting facts and ideas rather than copying

long passages from texts. Tolerating uncertainty while intentionally seeking a focus is

helpful for students during the exploration stage.

The fourth stage, when the students form a focus from information on the
general topic, is the critical point in the search process according to the architect of
the model. The focus is a personal perspective, an angle or hypothesis, which is
developed from reading and reflecting on information gathered about a general topic.
As a focus 1s formed, feelings shift from confusion and doubt to optimism and
confidence. When students do not form a focus during the search process, they often
experience difficulty throughout the remainder of the assignment that may result in
writing blocks. -

In the penultimate stage, students gather information on their focused view of
the topic rather than on all aspects of the topic in general. Although they appreciate
the constderable amount of work ahead at this point, they have more confidence, a
_ sense; direction, and frequently experience an increased interest in their projects
(Kuhlthau, 1994: 60). The focus serves as an anchor or controlling idea, for gathering
information and directing the searching. Kuhlthau maintains that students find it
useful to seek information to define and extend their focused topics, taking detailed
notes only on that which is germane to their chosen focus and not on the topic in
general. It is in this stage that a comprehensive search of the library collection and use
of a wide rage of sources is helpful.

In the final stage of preparation, students prepare to write. As closure nears,
they draw the search process to an end, frequently noting diminishing relevance in the

sources of information they encounter. They encounter feelings of relief as well as
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satisfaction and occasionally disappointment, depending on the success of their
search. Strategies that students find helpful are returning to the library for a final

search before beginning to write and to outline in order to organise their ideas for
writing.

To conclude, the six stages model can be summarised in this way: the
information search process is a user’s constructive activity of finding meaning from
information in order to extend his or her state of knowledge on a particular problem or
topic. It incorporates a series of encounters with information within a space of time
rather than a single reference incident. Uncertainty and anxiety are an integral part of

the process particularly in the beginning stages. In this vein, information seeking is

viewed as a process of “sense-making” in which an individual is forming a personal
view-point (Dervin, 1983). The individual is actively engaged in finding meaning that
fits with what she or he already knows, which is not necessarily the same answer for
all, but sense-making with a personal frame of reference. Information from various
sources is assimilated into what is already known through a series of choices. Formal
organised sources from information systems interact with informal sources from
everyday life experiences. In a nutshell, Kuhlthau’s model captures cognitive
affective, social and environmental factors related to a person’s tasks, goals and
intentions, which generate information seeking incidents.

While the model described above is not dedicated to managerial information,
it is nonetheless relevant to our enquiry. It explains some of the generic stages that
information seekers go through in pursuit of information regardless of their function.
For example, the stance of the model is that information seeking is a complex,
constructive and processual activity involving searching from a mosaic of sources
which may contain irrelevant information. In our context, on<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>