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Common Examples of 
Information Behavior

Information-seeking must be one of our most fundamental methods for
coping with our environment.The strategies we learn to use in gathering
information may turn out to be far more important in the long run than
specific pieces of knowledge we may pick up in our formal education and
then soon forget as we go about wrestling with our day-to-day problems.

Lewis Donohew, Leonard Tipton, and Roger Haney (1978, p. 31)

Blood donors often ask, “Will I faint?” Cancer patients ask, “Will I die?”
citizens facing everyday situations ask,“How long will it take me to handle
this?”

Brenda Dervin (1992, p. 75)
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In this chapter we will make the case that searching for information is an
important part of being human, and it is something that we do on a regular
basis. Out of necessity we will encounter concepts and terminology that will be
explained fully in later chapters of this book.Consider this chapter to be a preview
of what is to come.

Every day of our lives we engage in some activity that might be called
information seeking, though we may not think of it that way at the time. From
the moment of our birth we are prompted by our environment and our moti-
vations to seek out information that will help us meet our needs.

This chapter will consider five common situations in which information
seeking behaviors are in full swing.That is, these are scenarios that face millions
of people (at least in developed nations) each year, in which decisions and
choices are made that require a great deal of data, information, and understanding.
Each will underscore the complexity of information seeking and the strategies
we use to make it simpler.

All of the stories here involve not only the search for information but the
choice of which data to retain and consider. Four of the tales can be characterized
as decision making as well, a narrower type of behavior that is studied in its own
right and is not always considered in studies of information seeking.

Let’s first consider a very familiar type of activity: shopping.

2.1

Five Information Seeking Scenarios

2.1.1 Buying Products

Few decisions are more common in developed societies than choosing
to purchase a product. In our role as consumer we may buy thousands of items
a year, mostly foodstuffs, but also intangibles like services and many hundreds
of household items. Of the latter, only a few may be considered major 
purchase decisions: houses, cars, boats, furniture, and large appliances, among
others.

From the consumer’s perspective it is the expensive, infrequently pur-
chased items that tend to garner the most thought. However, it is important to
recognize that many small purchases over the course of a lifetime — such as
toothpaste or soft drinks — also amount to large expenditures. The fact that
even our most minor needs eventually amount to a great deal of money accounts
for the attention paid to the purchase decision from two different perspectives:
market research (intended to aid the producers of goods) and product 
evaluations (intended to aid the consumers of goods).
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On the production side, a great deal of thought goes into the design 
and especially the advertising of items for sale.Advertising is intended to present
(and sometimes inundate) the consumer with reminders of the product’s 
existence and with persuasive information about it. Hence, the marketing of
products attempts to minimize the effort a consumer expends to search for
information.

Indeed, from the marketer’s perspective, the information that is put out in
print, on radio and television, on the Internet, and on billboards would result
ideally in an entirely knee-jerk reaction: the consumer sees the ads, the con-
sumer sees the product, and the consumer buys the product. For those who
make and sell products, it is better that the consumer does not engage in a
lengthy search for information, but simply buys the product as quickly as pos-
sible. Except for those few truly and obviously superior products, the producers
are likely to prefer that the consumer does not compare brands at all.

Research on these questions is accomplished by a variety of scientists
working in industry and in universities; most have training in psychology or
business (or both). When their reports are not proprietary, they may be pub-
lished in the Journal of Consumer Research, the Journal of Marketing Research, the
Journal of Advertising Research, or in more general publications.

Product makers are not the only ones who do research.There are other
organizations that, for both profit and public service, provide the research and
testing that the consumers do not (and indeed often cannot) do for themselves.
In North America the prototypical example is the monthly magazine Consumer
Reports, published by Consumers Union. A nonprofit organization founded in
1936, Consumers Union reviews goods and services and publishes investigative
reports intended to help consumers make intelligent purchase decisions.
Consumers Union reinforces its independence (unlike some other “consumer
guides”) by not accepting advertising and not allowing their published opinions
to be used in advertising. Other publications of this type include Consumer
Digest and Consumers’ Research Magazine, neither of which undertake the exten-
sive testing programs of Consumer Reports.

The publications of Consumer Reports offer a prime example of what the
consumer needs to know to make an informed purchase.The magazine con-
ducts comparative tests of many brands and styles of a product, presenting the
results in simplified tables with accompanying text. No matter whether the cost
of the purchase is small (e.g., peanut butter) or large (e.g., a new car), the goal
is to reduce the often massive amount of salient information into a few key fac-
tors, rated or described in the simplest way possible.

Let’s consider a hypothetical review of passenger cars (Table 2.1).
Imagine a consumer (we’ll call her Julie) is shopping for a new car. Like 

many consumers, she already has some background information regarding cars:
their makes, models, styles, cost, popularity, and perhaps a sense of their 
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mechanical reliability. She has seen the models that interest her driving about
town, and she has shared opinions about them with friends and relatives.

Having two children and a husband to transport, Julie wants a car of inter-
mediate size and good quality.Three sedans made by Mercedes,Volvo, and Lexus
interest her, because she has had at least one friend who owned each one of
these models and was pleased with them.

Of course, to completely evaluate a car, one needs to drive it. However,
from past experience Julie is wary of dealerships and salespeople, and has
decided to go to them only after doing some background research. In fact, she
thinks she might ultimately buy the car through a broker, making the deal over
the telephone or the Internet after visiting the dealers to test-drive the models.

Julie starts her quest for facts with a review from a consumer magazine.
Like many such publications, it contains color pictures of the various models,
charts with dozens of facts on each model (e.g., dimensions, fuel consumption,
features, prices), comparisons of cars by type (e.g., the best luxury vehicles), and
subject ratings and recommendations.What draws Julie to this particular publi-
cation is its reputation for objectivity and frequency-of-repair charts, based on
hundreds of thousands of reports from owners of the vehicles reviewed and
unique to this magazine.

Julie learns several facts from the magazine that help her differentiate the
three cars.The first thing she notices is that the price range for the Mercedes is
several thousand dollars more than the other two, apparently because of the
manufacturer’s prestige and reputation in North America. Acceleration is con-
siderably slower with the Volvo, as it has a smaller engine than the other two.
Fuel economy is the same among the three models, yet only the Volvo can use
lower-octane fuel — making it cheaper to operate.The Mercedes and Lexus are
rated better for braking ability than the Volvo, while the Lexus and Volvo score
better on dashboard design.Turning to the frequency-of-repair charts, Julie sees
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Table 2.1
Comparison of Passenger Cars

Test results for sedans Mercedes E350 Volvo S80 Lexus ES330

Acceleration, 0 to 60 mph 7.0 seconds 8.0 seconds 7.4 seconds

Braking •••• ••• ••••

Ride •••• ••• •••

Comfort ••• ••• ••••

Controls/displays •• •• •••

Likely reliability ••• ••• ••••

Required fuel type Premium Regular Premium

Fuel economy 19 mpg 21 mpg 21 mpg



different patterns among the fourteen “trouble spots” (electrical, brakes, transmis-
sion, etc.) but concludes that the Lexus may be more reliable than the other two.
Julie concludes that, in matters other than the above, the three cars are similar.

Julie is leaning toward the purchase of the Volvo, reasoning that its use of
ordinary fuel means a lower cost of operation; compounding those savings over
many years of ownership makes the Volvo the least expensive of these higher end
sedans.Yet she retains some doubt as to whether the Volvo is truly equivalent in
features to the other two. She knows she can get basic price information —
dealer costs, sticker price, and the costs of major options — from a variety of
sources.

In her office one evening after work, Julie locates the Web site for Kelley
Blue Book. Here she is able to get price quotes for the three cars with similar
options; the Mercedes is considerably more expensive than the other two cars
in price, yet the engine (3.5 liters) is only slightly larger than that of the Lexus
(3.3 liters). Does the engine size really matter so much, Julie asks herself?
Probably not, she concludes.

Armed with this information, Julie heads to the Mercedes and Volvo deal-
ers for test-drives, deciding against any further consideration of the Lexus. She
likes the Volvo but finds the salespeople at that dealership to be too persistently
aggressive.At the Mercedes dealer, in contrast, the salesman subjects her to less
talk, and puts her in a positive mood for her spin in the car; she immediately
falls in love with the Mercedes she drives, but realizes that it has many more
options than the basic version that she has been considering.

As the week goes by, Julie discusses the purchase with several friends and
family members. One friend cautions her strongly against the Mercedes on the
basis of maintenance problems she encountered with her own Mercedes, an
anecdote that Julie finds persuasive. On the other hand, her husband, who up
until now has remained silent on the topic, argues strongly for the Mercedes on
the basis of its larger engine capacity. “What if we want to tow a trailer some
day?” he asks.That is a scenario that Julie hadn’t even thought of, and it causes
her to go back to the Internet to find the costs of towing packages for each car.
While still convinced that the Volvo would be the more sensible choice, Julie
ends up buying a Mercedes through a nationwide car broker. And besides,
it came in more attractive colors!

Three common anomalies of information seeking are worth pointing out
in this scenario. One, the mysterious influence we call “taste” has a powerful role
in the decision process.Two, personal contacts have strong influence, whether
they compel agreement (e.g., the advice of a friend or loved one), or disagree-
ment (an overbearing salesperson). Drawing upon basic human emotions, these
two influences can overwhelm any collection of facts, no matter how large or
persuasive, as noted in the Chapter 1 comments regarding the fallacy of rational
decision making.Three, it is useful to keep in mind that affluence and education
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can make a great difference in both the sources of information available to
people and their inclination to pay attention to that information. In this scenario,
an affluent (and probably well-educated) shopper both knows about and has
easy access to channels of information that a poorer or less-educated person
may not be aware of or inclined to use.

2.1.2 Finding Information in a Library

In the widespread literature that could be included under the rubric of
information seeking, there is a genre of empirical work that is larger than any
other: studies of people finding information in libraries. Most of the publica-
tions in this genre focus on “information as a thing” (Buckland, 1991a), that is,
use of books, journals, and other “packages” of information.

So let us imagine another information seeker, this one called Leslie. Leslie
is writing a paper for her history class on the 1898 war between Spain and the
United States. She has gone to the library to gather background data on the role
of the United States president,William McKinley, in the decision to declare war
on Cuba.Among her questions are these: Had McKinley favored war from the
beginnings of his presidential campaign in 1896? Was McKinley reasonably well
informed of the facts regarding unrest in Cuba and Spanish military weakness
there and on the high seas? Who were McKinley’s closest advisors and what was
their advice to him regarding intervention? So Leslie has gone to a university
library to find answers to these questions.The particular library she has chosen
contains roughly 3 million books and subscribes to more than 4000 printed
journals and has electronic access to many more.

Before we begin following Leslie’s search, let us consider some tendencies
of libraries and their users. First, it is important to recognize that all but the
smallest libraries can be complex and intimidating. Although libraries make
every attempt to place materials on similar topics in close approximation, this
goal is elusive. For one thing it is hard to decide what any one document is
“about”; for another, library materials are divided into a multitude of forms —
books, journals, computer files (often on CD-ROM), audio recordings (on
CDs, tape, or LPs), and loose materials (in file cabinets or special boxes) to name
the major categories.

As if it were not difficult enough to classify the content of these different
forms of media, sometimes information on the same topic and medium might
still be found in different places; background material on international conflicts
could be found on the shelves of the main collection, on nearby shelves reserved
for oversized books, in the collection that serves the reference desk, or perhaps
in a special collection or archive. For example, biographies of American presidents
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will be found on the main shelves of a library, but the personal documents to
which they refer are likely to be held in the archives of a distant library.

Once one considers the various interactions of (intellectual) content with
(physical) form, it can be seen why libraries become difficult places to search
systematically, even with experience. Many visitors to a library end their search
prematurely when faced with a large building full of millions of items and the
imperfect tool of the electronic catalog.

Leslie begins by consulting the electronic catalog, a tool she has used
before. Being a regular visitor to this library, she is aware that if she chooses to
consider journal articles she will need to consult at least one other electronic
index to obtain the specific titles of articles that contain relevant information.
She decides to restrict herself to books about the war and McKinley.

First Leslie tries “TITLE = MCKINLEY” and is rewarded with a listing
of 12 books. Looking at the book titles, however, she is dismayed to see that few
of them are about the former president; rather, they are books that begin with
the name “McKinley,” whether that is the name of a county or a person. Next
she receives a list of four books by typing “TITLE = WILLIAM MCKINLEY.”
Even though that seems like very little material to browse through, she heads
for the shelves. Checking the books in the “E711” section of the Library of
Congress system, Leslie immediately sees that there are many more books on
her topic than were retrieved in her search — dozens more, in fact. Based on 
the titles alone, Leslie’s first insight is that most of these books are about the life
and/or presidency of McKinley, and are likely to contain only brief descriptions
of the war with Spain in 1898.

After browsing a while and picking up two books about the McKinley
administration and one biography of the president, she heads to the reference
department of the library.There she asks why her search of the electronic cata-
log was so incomplete. The reference librarian shows her that there are such
things as subject headings in the catalog records. Returning to a terminal for the
online catalog, Leslie enters “SUBJECT = MCKINLEY, WILLIAM”. This
time, 25 books on McKinley are retrieved, even those that do not have his name
in the title (Figure 2.1).

Leslie starts to examine the 25 listings, one at a time.The most promising
title appears to be The Spanish–American War and President McKinley, a book that
she just missed because it was at E715. She makes note of several other
McKinley books she missed in her browsing session at the shelf, seeing also that
two of the more relevant ones are already checked out.

Now that she knows about subject headings, Leslie sees one that could be
useful:“Spanish–American War.” Searching that phrase as a subject heading gives
her 127 titles. Intimidated by the size of this new list, Leslie slowly pages down
through the titles until she just can’t read any more. She has jotted down the
call numbers of the most promising books, most of which are in the E711–715
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range of the Library of Congress system, and a bibliography at Z8561 on the
top floor of the library.

Still carrying her initial three selections, Leslie goes back to the E shelves
and an hour later has examined 15 other books, selecting just two highly relevant
ones to check out from the library and leaving behind all three of the first books
she chose. She knows that the bibliography in the Z shelves would help her deter-
mine whether she has missed anything—this library does not own everything—
but the bibliography is two floors above her and she is tired.“This is enough to
finish my paper,” Leslie says to herself as she heads to the circulation desk.

In this scenario several lessons about information seeking can be observed.
Although perhaps two-thirds of adults in the United States and Canada make
some use of libraries in a given year, relatively few (mostly students in universi-
ties) search library collections in any degree of depth. Leslie is an untypical user
in that she knows how to use a librarian and a catalog; the reluctance of even
regular users of libraries to consult these resources is well documented (for e.g.,
commentaries by Borgman, 1996; Hancock-Beaulieu, 1990; Saracevic, Shaw, &
Kantor, 1977).

Leslie is, however, typical in her nonlinear search pattern; her search is not
a neat one that moves swiftly from catalog to shelf to circulation desk; rather,
there is a back-and-forth movement between the catalog and the shelf, with
considerable time taken to examine works and reconsider her query.Typical of
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SearchRequest: S = MCKINLEY, WILLIAM University Online Catalog
Search Results: 25 Entries Found Subject Index

MCKINLEY, WILLIAM 1843–1901 
 1 COMPLETE LIFE OF WILLIAM MCKINLEY AND STORY OF HIS . . . [1901]
 2 DICKEN TROUTMAN BALKE FAMILY PAPERS [1816] archive-mss
 3 EDWARD HENRY HOBSON PAPERS [1857] archive-mss
 4 FROM MCKINLEY TO HARDING PERSON RECOLLECTIONS OF . . . [1923]
 5 ILLUSTRIOUS LIFE OF WILLIAM MCKINLEY OUR MARTYRED . . . [1901]
 6 IN THE DAYS OF MCKINLEY [1959]
 7 LIFE OF WILLIAM MCKINLEY [1916]
 8 LIFE OF WILLIAM MCKINLEY SOLDIER LAWYER STATESMAN [1896]
 9 MAN WHO SHOT MCKINLEY [1970]
 10 MCKINLEY MEMORIAL IN PHILADELPHIA HISTORY OF THE . . . [1909]

   CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE 

Click on entry to display full record 

Figure 2.1
Portion of an online catalog listing.



library users, Leslie takes some shortcuts (choosing to consider only books, not
journal articles), reverses some of her early decisions (leaving behind the initial
choices of books), and ultimately ends the search process prematurely by not
fetching the bibliography and checking that (presumably comprehensive) guide
against her search results.

2.1.3 Betting on Race Horses

As in the previous scenario, for horse races the seeker makes a choice.
Despite the prevalence of horse-racing language in politics (e.g.,“the dark horse
candidate” and “backing the right horse” in an election), there are some differ-
ences between choosing a candidate and picking a horse. Rather than choosing
one candidate from among two or three, in a typical horse race several choices
might be made from among roughly 5 to 12 horses, and the type of bet that
might be made on the horse(s) multiplies the number of possibilities many
times over.

The complexity of horse racing leads to a common, sheepish admission
at the tracks: “I choose horses based on their name.” That is, if a name like
“Gambling Everything” makes one laugh and seems to capture the moment,
why not bet on that horse? Infrequent visitors to the race course, attending more
for fun than the hope of profit, freely admit the unscientific basis for their choices;
if the name is especially clever, reminds them of a friend or circumstance in
their lives, then that is a sign to bet on the horse. It is not the only simplified
system for betting. Some bet on an animal’s color, with the gray horse in a race
likely to create odds more favorable than the horse’s reputation deserves.
Occasionally the gender of a horse will determine many bets, especially in a
race in which a talented filly vies with stallions. Races that draw horses from
other countries may elicit bets based on nationality. Some wager not on the
horse but on the record, gender, or nationality of the jockey (and so on).

Why is properly picking a horse so complicated that people will resort 
to simple strategies like the above? First, it must be obvious that no matter how
much data are considered, horse racing itself is not a science and offers many
unexpected surprises. The most dramatic example of this is when a highly
ranked horse stumbles in a race, or bumps an opponent in such a way as to be
disqualified. Even in the most mundane race, the horse most favored by the bet-
tors wins only one-third of the time (Ainslie, 1986, p. 49).

Serious bettors who gather and use as much information as possible about
the horse, the jockey, the trainer, and the track (among other things) are called
“handicappers.” Handicappers firmly believe that, given enough information,
they can swing the odds to their favor in an enterprise where the average bettor

2.1. Five Information Seeking Scenarios 25



loses about 20 cents on the dollar. Not surprisingly, a large publishing industry
has grown to serve the information needs of handicappers.

The publications on horse racing are many. Most people who have been
to a track are familiar with the racing program sold at the track itself, important
for its listings of information about the horses and races to be held on that day
at that track. However, a track’s own program is just the tip of the iceberg of
information about horses. Whatever data a North American track distributes
about its own races, that information is overwhelmed by what can be found in
the Daily Racing Form (published by Triangle Publications, Inc.), which is pub-
lished every racing day and distributed internationally.The Daily Racing Form is
in turn dwarfed by the American Racing Manual, an encyclopedic by-product of
the Form that covers an entire year. In addition, there are several (mostly weekly)
magazines devoted to racing.Among them are American Turf Monthly (advice for
handicappers),The Blood-Horse (the inside story on horse breeding), and Turf and
Sport Digest (news for the horsing industry as well as the frequent bettor).

Just what information could merit so many publications? Considering
only information about the horse and jockey, there are many items of data to
consider.The key category of information is the horse’s recent record of racing
(the Form usually lists the last nine races) and sometimes one to three workouts
(trials that were not races).Regarding each race, there are approximately 25 items
of information (all on a single line), including the date, length, type, timing, and
top three placers of the race, along with the jockey, odds, and weights carried
by the horse, and often ending with a subjective evaluation of the horse’s per-
formance (e.g.,“tired” or “failed to menace”). Elsewhere on the page are sum-
maries of the horse’s lifetime earnings by year, and the names of the sire, dam,
owner, breeder, and trainer.Altogether, the Form typically offers about 250 dis-
crete data items regarding each horse — and there are typically 5 to 12 horses
in each race! Even without considering the other relevant information contained
in the form about the race itself (e.g., what types of horses can race and how
much they can win) and the track (top times for each of up to 16 different
lengths that races can run), we can see that each race offers the potential for
consideration of several thousand data items.

But humans do not want to digest several thousand items of information
and often simply do not have the time to do so. Therefore each handicapper
relies on a selection system that eliminates most of this information; typically
they focus on just a few dozen data items about each race and sometimes con-
siderably fewer. Less successful but a lot less work are the systems described
above, such as “Always bet on the prettiest horse!”

Let us consider the case of an occasional bettor who would like to become
a regular handicapper, a common enough circumstance. Joe, our bettor, goes to
the track and buys a copy of the Racing Form, along with a program of the day’s
races. It is his first time with the Form, and he is at first overwhelmed by the
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scope and depth of information he finds there.With the first race just an hour
a way, he settles into a comfortable spot and starts making notes on what he
reads.

Joe has a few rules of thumb in mind to guide his reading. Looking at the
listing for the first race, he notes the “morning line” (projected) odds for each
of the nine horses that will start that day. Joe can see right away that three of
the horses are expected to run at much better odds than the other six; horses
one and two are likely to pay $3 for every $1 bet (i.e., odds of 3:1), whereas
horse three is expected to run at 4:1. All of the other horses have odds of 8:1
or worse, with one poor horse paying 50:1 for a win. For a moment Joe pon-
ders what he could do with $50 for every dollar he bets, then shakes himself
back to reality with a reminder that such horses very rarely win; he also reminds
himself that he has to check the TV monitors at race time to see how much the
odds have changed as bets are wagered; in parimutuel betting the odds are based
on the actual pattern of bets made, rather than the estimates of the Racing Form’s
handicappers.

Joe decides to concentrate on what are clearly the best three horses in the
race and on just three types of information: the horse’s performance in recent
races, the jockey’s record, and something called the “speed rating.” He notes that
horse one, Entropy, won one of his last nine races, and has placed second (i.e.,
“placed”) in three others. Horse two, Uncertainty, has also won one of his last
nine races, and has placed second in two others.The number three horse, Signal,
has not won a single race, yet has managed to come in second three times, and
has come in third (i.e.,“showed”) two times as well; furthermore, all of Signal’s
second-places were in the last three races, indicating an improving performance.

Not seeing a clear pattern in these data, Joe decides to look more closely
at each race for further clues. He considers an important question: has the horse
won at this distance before? Joe knows that distance is an important factor and
that an earlier win at the same distance is a strong indicator of potential success
today. Races can be a variety of different distances, and many horses excel at the
shorter or the longer distances, but not both; in addition, some races are run on
the turf (i.e., the grass strip inside of the dirt track), and some horses specialize
in such a surface. From the top of the Racing Form Joe sees that this is a 1-mile
race on the dirt track, and recalls that it has not rained this week; a track muddy
from recent rains would require consideration of yet other factors, and Joe feels
like he has too much to think about already.

Our bettor happily reads that Uncertainty’s win and places have all taken
place on the turf, and that may well allow him to eliminate that horse from con-
sideration. His comfort is lessened when he realizes that Entropy’s victory was
in a race of 6 furlongs (three-fourths of a mile) whereas Signal’s near-misses have
all been in races of 1 mile. So neither horse has won at this race before, but Signal
looks better prepared for this long race.
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Next Joe considers the speed rating, which is an objective metric that
compares the horse’s performance with a rating of 100, meaning that the horse’s
running time (in a particular race) equaled the track record for that particular
distance. Entropy, Joe sees, has a speed rating of 80 for his winning race, indicat-
ing a performance 4 seconds slower than the track’s record; his places earned
similar ratings. Although not usually a dirt racer, Uncertainty is undoubtedly a
faster horse at an average rating of 84 for his three best races. Signal begins to
look worse with speed ratings between 77 and 81.

So now the picture is looking even more muddy. Joe turns to a separate
table in the Racing Form that lists the performance records of each jockey, over
many races and with different horses. Here, at last, is clear-cut information:
Entropy’s jockey has won 17% of his races, while the other two jockeys hover
near 8%. Joe jots this down on a little table he has been sketching on a notepad
(see Table 2.2).This cinches it: Entropy is to be the horse Joe bets to win.

It is now 32 minutes to race time and Joe remembers that he needs to
check out the latest information on the track TV monitors. Up to this moment
he has been dealing with information that is at least hours, and in some cases
months or years, old. It is with a shock that Joe reads on the monitor that
Entropy has been scratched from the race, and that Signal has had a change of
jockey. Another look at the table in the racing form tells him that the new
jockey has a better record — 11% wins than Signal’s old jockey. Joe looks at the
latest odds and realizes that the turf horse, Uncertainty, is now the crowd’s
favorite at even odds (1:1) while Signal has crept up to 5:2. “Do the other 
bettors know something I don’t?” Joe wonders.

Joe considers spending more time with the Racing Form. He knows that
it contains information on the horse’s recent condition, class, parentage and so
forth, but he is feeling undecided and a bit pressed for time; he needs to place
a bet within the next 20 minutes. It is then that Joe recollects a potentially valu-
able source of information that appears in no published document: the horse’s
condition at this moment.Walking quickly over to the rear of the racing stands,
in a few minutes Joe finds himself at the paddock, where the horses for the first
race are being paraded for a large number of bettors crowded around the rails.
After a few minutes of craning his neck and standing on his toes, Joe manages
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Table 2.2
Joe’s Notes on the Three Top Horses

Horse Odds Wins Places Track Speed Jockey Won

Entropy 3:1 1 3 dirt 80 17%

Uncertainty 3:1 1 2 dirt 84 8%

Signal 4:1 0 3 turf 79 8%



clear glimpses of both Uncertainty and Signal; the former animal appears ner-
vous while Signal appears calm and strong.With his mind made up, Joe rushes
to the nearest betting window where, after 5 minutes of waiting he bets $10 on
Signal to win at the latest odds of 2:1.

Ten minutes later the finish line is crossed first by Channel, a horse that
Joe had not even considered.Trying to salvage a lesson from this first race, Joe
notices that in the last 15 minutes of betting, Channel’s odds moved from 6:1
up to 3:1 — a sign that many bettors had begun to favor the horse. “I would
have noticed that trend if I had been paying more attention to the monitor,” Joe
says to himself, and then with a start realizes that he has much less time to do
the next analysis: Race Two will begin in only 25 minutes.

We can notice a few principles in this case study: the searcher has much
too much data to systematically analyze in the brief time before each race.
Hence Joe attempts to simplify the “search space” for a solution by ignoring
many categories of information he deems less relevant. Unlike many other
search processes that result in some kind of decision, in this case the most
important data — the betting odds keep changing constantly, right up to 2 min-
utes before the race. Like the opportunity for first-hand observation of addi-
tional information (the horse’s condition), the need to “monitor the monitor”
can be a distraction from further analysis.

2.1.4 Finding the Law

George is spending his Saturday in the law library. A lawyer in a small
Kentucky law firm, George has been practicing just 5 months (problem 1) and
is overwhelmed by his work (problem 2), which is chiefly tax law (problem 3).
Nevertheless, he promised his sister, Edna, to write a legal memorandum on her
alimony case even though he feels that he doesn’t have the experience, time, or
background to do a perfect job of it.The hard fact is that Edna cannot afford a
lawyer, is starting to have trouble making her rent, and besides, she’s his sister.
So even though the course George took in family law is only a dull memory now,
today he joins dozens of other lawyers and students in a quest to find the law.

George knows the basic facts of the case all too well. Last year when Edna
divorced her husband Fred, the court ordered him to make monthly alimony
payments.Three months ago Fred took a new job in another town, moved to
an apartment, gave up his phone, and stopped making payments. Fred’s only
direct communication with Edna was a phone message warning that he would
have to skip her next payment to afford the deposit on his new place, and that
he would “make it up to her later.”The first few weeks Edna was annoyed yet
somewhat sympathetic, because she was the one who filed for divorce. But after
a month went by with neither the next nor the previous alimony payment,
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Edna felt foolish that she had not acted more quickly; to make matters worse,
Fred has proved to be impossible to contact.

Edna knows that she has legal recourse through the court, but also knows
that it could be a struggle to document the facts and recover lost payments.
So she turned to George first. George is determined to settle this dispute as
quickly as possible, even if it means he has to pay another attorney to follow up
his work later; unfortunately he has precious little time over the next few weeks
to devote to it. Though George believes that Edna’s case is a straightforward
one, he wants to check two issues in particular: first, whether a recent raise in
Edna’s modest salary could reduce alimony or impede collection of what is
owed to her; and second, whether Edna’s hesitancy to act when the first 
payment never arrived might allow her husband to argue that she had agreed
to the stoppage of payments.

George starts with the index to the Corpus Jurus Secundum (referred to as
the CJS) and locates the section on Divorce in this encyclopedia-like reference
tool. He finds, two subheadings down, a section on “arrears”; he spends some
time reading this section of the main body of CJS, and also in a newer
Supplement.As well as reminding himself of the key points of the law in this area,
he locates a citation to a recent case decided in Kentucky. George jots down the
citation to the Kentucky case, a parallel citation, and a frequently cited decision
from New York State. Next George turns to the Quick Index to the state vol-
umes of the American Law Reports and finds an entry (Figure 2.2) to a discus-
sion of “arrearages” under the heading “Alimony — Delinquent or overdue
payments.” After reading the discussion in American Law Reports, and noting 
references to yet other cases, George decides to read the cases themselves.

30 2. Common Examples of Information Behavior

ALIMONY—Cont'd
Delinquent or overdue payments 
   debt, right of spouse to set off debt owed
          by other spouse against accrued spousal
          or child support payments, 11 ALR5th 259

laches or acquiescence as defense, so as

    to bar recovery of arrearages of permanent

    alimony or child support, 5 ALR4th 1015

visitation, withholding visitation rights for

    failure to make alimony or support payments,

    65 ALR4th 1155 

Figure 2.2
Excerpt from the American Law Reports.



George looks up the Kentucky case in Kentucky Decisions, which reports
cases for his state, and another in the New York Reports, Second Series. For his last
task of the day, George uses a public terminal and his office’s LEXIS account
number to search the online version of Shepard’s Citations to check on the con-
tinuing validity of the cases he examined; he finds the most relevant cases are
still valid.

George has spent three hours in the library and is tired. But at least he
feels grounded in the relevant law and has checked the case updates.Tomorrow
George will draft a memorandum on Edna’s situation, and the following week
he will discuss it with a colleague who practices family law. He knows that it
may be hard to get money out of Fred if he continues to avoid responsibility,
but George is certain that, should Fred attempt legal resistance, Edna’s case
would be most compelling to a court.

Given Brenda Dervin’s emphasis on “everyday” information seeking,
most of her 10 points are not particularly relevant to a highly structured search
of formal information sources by an experienced attorney. However, it is worth
noting that, although George certainly found “the law” governing his sister’s sit-
uation, her problems are not over yet! There is much work to be done before
the records of law and previous decisions may result in some kind of action in
Edna’s favor.As Dervin implies, few problems are immediately solved by the dis-
covery of relevant information. And as some psychologists and criminologists
have documented, court decisions are not always as rational as we might hope,
either.

2.1.5 “I Want to Know More about Cancer”

Let’s consider an entirely different kind of desire for information, one in
which there is no decision or choice to be made, and in which it is difficult to
determine exactly what the “need” is. “Curiosity” is the label that we might
apply to the situation described below; according to Webster’s New World
Dictionary, curiosity is a word that is used to indicate a general “desire to know,”
sometimes “about things that do not necessarily concern one.”

It is certainly hard to say what makes us curious about a subject. In a
famous article about why and how people ask questions, Robert Taylor (1968)
wrote about “visceral needs” of mysterious origins that make themselves known
only through a vague uneasiness about not knowing something. The visceral
need remains “unarticulated” until we verbalize it to ourselves or someone else.
In the process of trying to state what it is we want to know, the information need
usually comes out in an imperfect and unsatisfactory statement (“compromised,”
in Taylor’s words). Brenda Dervin’s (1983a) investigations into “sense making”
employ a similar concept: the information gap.That is, until we recognize the
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existence of a gap in our knowledge — often signaled by a mild anxiety and/or
a need to act — we are not motivated to search for information. However,
whether we ask questions, read books, or take another kind of action to find
something out, it is important to recognize that information often comes to us,
fortuitously, in the course of our normal lives.The serendipity factor — the seem-
ingly accidental discovery of relevant information — operates more often than
we might expect.

Our searcher this time is named Maria. Maria, who is in her early 30s,
was never particularly concerned with matters of personal health until a favorite
cousin discovered that a firm, red lump on her arm was cancerous. Through 
several weeks of a successful treatment plan, Maria kept in frequent telephone
contact with her worried cousin, who lived in a distant state.

Maria had heard the dreaded word “cancer” her entire life.When she was
a teenager her grandfather had died of lung cancer, but other than him nobody
close to her had ever been diagnosed with cancer. She knew that many old
people died of cancerous growths. Cancer, like death itself, was something that
Maria would rather not think about.

Not long after her cousin’s discovery, Maria came down with a sore throat
and visited a nearby medical clinic. While in the waiting room she noticed a
brochure, “What You Need to Know about Skin Cancer,” published by the
National Cancer Institute of the National Institutes of Health. She took the
brochure home to read and was surprised to learn that almost half of all mature
adults are likely to have had skin cancer. She had thought cancers were pretty
rare, except among the elderly.At least Maria felt confident now that she knew
how to spot skin cancer herself and what to do to avoid it.And for a time that
was all she wanted to know about cancers.

Some weeks later, coming across the brochure on skin cancer in her living
room, Maria found herself curious.What was cancer, exactly, and what caused
it? The brochure did not say much about the underlying nature and causes of
carcinoma, but it listed a toll-free number for further information (1-800-4-
CANCER), which she called to request other brochures in the National
Cancer Institute series. Later she had coffee with a friend who was a nurse and
asked some very basic questions about cancer. Maria didn’t understand quite
everything that she was told by her friend, but understood enough to know that
she wanted to know more. Why she needed to know more, she was not exactly
sure, but maybe it could be useful in defending herself against future illness.

One day Maria bought some skin cream made by the Avon company.
With the skin cream came a list of other Avon products, which mentioned that
company’s “Breast Cancer Awareness Crusade” and listed a Web site. Out of
curiosity Maria used her home computer to reach Avon’s Web page, where she
found, along with answers to frequently asked questions about breast cancer,
some fascinating narratives by women who had survived the illness. She had
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never thought about using the Internet for this sort of information; somehow
it made it easier for her to read about the scary topic of cancer.

Maria noticed that the Avon site did not refer to any other related sites.
She decided to do a search on the word “cancer” and was bewildered by the
number of sites (over 200 million) that contained a reference to the word.
Obviously, she had to be more specific. Her nurse friend had mentioned the
Mayo Clinic as a good source of information; searching for the words “Mayo
Clinic” lead to a site called the “Mayo Breast Cancer Center” that included
many pages of clearly-written material on cancer in its various forms. She
printed some pages, and skimmed or read others.

Finding more information on cancer became a kind of challenge.
Through the Mayo site she found a link to a page sponsored by the National
Institutes of Health. Maria felt like she might be able to trust this information
more, because it was provided by a national government. However, she found
the site somewhat overwhelming — so much information was about govern-
ment projects or about research projects — and she did not find the sort of
common-language explanations she was looking for. She noticed a link to the
National Cancer Institute’s Web site and there found the same material that she
had read in the brochures they had sent her.At this point she decided to call it
a day and stop searching.

Maria’s interest in cancer did not stop here. At various times she spent
hours browsing the personal health sections of a local bookstore and the public
library in her town. She talked to her friends about “all this stuff I’ve learned on
the Internet” and became known as somebody who liked to talk about health
matters. In turn, Maria learned a great deal listening to the experiences of her
friends — their worries about staying healthy, and their stories about relatives
who had cancer and heart disease. It seemed like every conversation Maria had
with others about health sent her back to the Internet to answer a question, to
learn about a disease, or simply to surf.

Maria’s case represents one of the squishier dimensions of information
seeking: an unquenchable curiosity motivated by deeply held feelings. In situa-
tions like Maria’s, the urge to find facts and hear personal stories may satisfy
some emotional need to be reassured, to be comforted, to connect with others.
In this sense there is no final answer that will end information seeking — it is
the project of a lifetime.

2.2

Summary

We have seen, through five fictitious case studies, the playing out of infor-
mation seeking in different contexts. Common to them all has been the need
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to deal with (potentially, at least) great volumes of information, much of it com-
plex. In all cases the searchers have attempted to lessen their cognitive load by
jettisoning some types of information, taking a shortcut to a state of satisfaction
or decision.

The results of each search, although incomplete and perhaps even
resulting in failure (witness Joe’s lost bet), were, at the time, good enough to sat-
isfy the needs of the seeker, a type of behavior that is called satisficing. The
seekers of information did not make every possible attempt to attain the most
complete, accurate, and detailed information available (optimizing) but rather
gathered just enough data, opinions, and impressions to feel satisfied with the
process.When a person reaches such a stage, he or she may end the task with
a feeling of closure.

These five scenarios were chosen to provide readers with contrasting ele-
ments across different information seeking activities.These contrasts are high-
lighted in Table 2.3, in which the scenarios are ranked in order of time
pressure.The primary motivation in each of the five scenarios varies widely; two
searches are prompted by assignments given to the seeker by other persons, and the
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Table 2.3
Comparison of Five Case Studies

Seeker and Main Sources of Time Degree of
situation motivation information pressure thoroughness

Julie/car purchase Optimize Friends, Low (months) Low
functionality Web pages,
and value salespeople

Leslie/library Class assignment; Online catalogs, Moderate Moderate
research earn credit/ books, journals, (weeks)

grade professional
advice (on
how to search)

Joe/horse race Desire for thrill, Special journals, Very high Very low
wager to win money observation, (minutes)

intuition

George/legal Work assignment; Special databases High (days) High
research help relatives and publications,

professional
advice

Maria/information Curiosity; Web pages, books, None Moderate
on cancers preemptive brochures, (lifetime)

information friends,
search experts



rest are personally chosen by the seeker out of self-interest. Sources of information
used by each person are more homogeneous. Most seekers use a mixture of
formal information (e.g., printed publications or electronic sources) and informal
(e.g., the opinions of friends); the major exceptions are the two assigned tasks,
in which documentation of official sources is important.
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