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This paper revises David Ellis’s information-seeking be-
havior model of social scientists, which includes six ge-
neric features: starting, chaining, browsing, differentiat-
ing, monitoring, and extracting. The paper uses social
science faculty researching stateless nations as the
study population. The description and analysis of the
information-seeking behavior of this group of scholars is
based on data collected through structured and semi-
structured electronic mail interviews. Sixty faculty mem-
bers from 14 different countries were interviewed by
e-mail. For reality check purposes, face-to-face inter-
views with five faculty members were also conducted.
Although the study confirmed Ellis’s model, it found that
a fuller description of the information-seeking process
of social scientists studying stateless nations should
include four additional features besides those identified
by Ellis. These new features are: accessing, networking,
verifying, and information managing. In view of that, the
study develops a new model, which, unlike Ellis’s,
groups all the features into four interrelated stages:
searching, accessing, processing, and ending. This new
model is fully described and its implications on research
and practice are discussed. How and why scholars stud-
ied here are different than other academic social scien-
tists is also discussed.

1. Introduction

Information-seeking behavior of academic scholars has
been the focus of inquiry within the library and information
science community for decades (American Psychological
Association, 1963–1969; Bath University, 1979, 1980;
Earle & Vickery, 1969; Garvey & Griffith, 1963–1967,
1971; Garvey, Lin, & Nelson, 1970, 1971; Line, 1971,

1973; Line, Brittain, & Cranmer, 1971). Initially, research-
ers conducted user and use studies primarily for evaluating
collections (Broadus, 1977a, 1977b, 1980; Christiansen,
Davis, & Reedscott, 1983; Subrahmanyam, 1983). These
were followed by studies aimed at discovering useful infor-
mation about the research habits of individuals or groups to
design appropriate systems and services that could facilitate
those habits (Belkin, Oddy, & Brooks, 1982a, 1982b; Ellis,
1989, 1993; Kuhlthau, 1993; Marchionini, 1995).

In response to calls in the mid-1980s for more focus on
the user rather than the system, this field experienced a
major shift both in conceptualization and research design
(Dervin & Nilan, 1986). Most use and user studies evolved
into examination of information-seeking behavior employ-
ing more holistic approaches to the study of information-
seeking behavior (Fidel, 1993; Pettigrew, Fidel, & Bruce,
2001; Wang, 1999). This was characterized by a change in
the nature of data collection from studying large groups via
questionnaires or structured interviews, to studying small
groups via observation or unstructured interviews. This was
also, and perhaps more importantly, characterized by a
change in the nature of the approach to analysis, in partic-
ular by the explicit attempt to generate models of the infor-
mation-seeking patterns of the individuals or groups studied
(Ellis & Haugan, 1997, pp. 384–385). One of the best
examples of this kind of approach to analysis can be found
in the influential works of David Ellis.

Ellis (1987, 1989) carried out a study in which he used
semi-structured interviews for data collection and Glaser
and Strauss’s grounded theory for data analysis. His re-
search resulted in a pattern of information-seeking behavior
among social scientists that included six generic features:

● Starting: comprising those activities characteristic of the
initial search for information such as identifying references
that could serve as starting points of the research cycle. These
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references often include sources that have been used before
as well as sources that are expected to provide relevant
information. Asking colleagues or consulting literature re-
views, online catalogs, and indexes and abstracts often ini-
tiate starting activities.

● Chaining: following chains of citations or other forms of
referential connection between materials or sources identified
during “starting” activities. Chaining can be backward or
forward. Backward chaining takes place when references
from an initial source are followed. In the reverse direction,
forward chaining identifies, and follows up on, other sources
that refer to an original source.

● Browsing: casually looking for information in areas of po-
tential interest. It not only includes scanning of published
journals and tables of contents but also of references and
abstracts of printouts from retrospective literature searches.

● Differentiating: using known differences (e.g., author and
journal hierarchies or nature and quality of information)
between sources as a way of filtering the amount of infor-
mation obtained.

● Monitoring: keeping abreast of developments in an area by
regularly following particular sources (e.g., core journals,
newspapers, conferences, magazines, books, and catalogs).

● Extracting: activities associated with going through a partic-
ular source or sources and selectively identifying relevant
material from those sources (e.g., sets of journals, series of
monographs, collections of indexes, abstracts or bibliogra-
phies, and computer databases).

Significant on its own, the importance of Ellis’s model
is enhanced by the fact that it has strong similarities with
other influential models, such as that of Kuhlthau (1988,
1991, 1993), particularly in terms of the various types of
activities or tasks carried out within the overall informa-
tion-seeking process (Wilson, 1999). Ellis’s model is also
important because it was based on empirical research and
has been used in many subsequent studies and with
various groups of users (Bates, 1989; Choo, Detlor, &
Turnbull, 1998, 2000; Ellis & Haugan, 1997; Sutton,
1994). Ellis’s categorization of actual information-seek-
ing behavior activities among social scientists suggested
that information retrieval systems could increase their
usefulness by including features that directly support
these activities. Certainly, most of the information-seek-
ing behavior features in Ellis’ model are now being
supported by capabilities available in Web browsers. For
example, an individual could begin surfing the Web from
one of a few favorite pages or sites (starting); follow
links to related information resources—in both backward
and forward linking directions (chaining); scan the web
sites of the sources selected (browsing); bookmark useful
sources for future reference (differentiating); subscribe to
e-mail based services that alert the user of new informa-
tion or developments (monitoring); and search a partic-
ular source or site for all information on that site on a
particular topic (extracting) (Choo, Detlor, & Turnbull,
2000).

As of 2002, there were more than 150 papers that cite
Ellis’s information-seeking behavioral model of social sci-

entists (Institute for Scientific Information, 2002). Despite
this, no attempt has been made to replicate his study. In fact,
with the exception of Ellis’s work, studies investigating
academic social scientists have been in steady decline since
the mid-1970s (Hobohm, 1999). According to Line (2000),
in an information world radically changed by the Internet, it
is judged as being essential to carry out new studies into
information uses and needs. It is therefore the intent of this
article to update the work done by Ellis. An update is
important particularly because Ellis’s study on social scien-
tists was conducted prior to the development of the World
Wide Web (WWW) and also because his conclusions were
based on a sample of researchers from a single university in
the United Kingdom. Thus, it is important to know if there
are new information-seeking activities that are being
brought about by changes in information technology and if
so, what these activities are, what we can conclude from
them, and what implications they hold for the enhanced
design of information services and systems.

This study describes and analyzes the information-seek-
ing behavior of social science faculty studying stateless
nations. A main reason for choosing this population is
because these scholars have never been investigated before
as a separate group of users. More importantly, however,
these scholars were chosen because of their diversity in
terms of research areas, sub-disciplines, countries of origin,
and linguistic skills.

A social science faculty member in this study refers to
any scholar who is a member of one, or a combination of
two or more, of the following academic sub-disciplines:
anthropology, area studies, communication, economics, ed-
ucation, geography, history, political science, psychology,
public administration, sociology, and women’s studies. A
social science faculty member is also any person who con-
siders him or herself so, provided that he or she is a member
of an academic department.

Like “social science faculty member,” the term stateless
nations or nations without states is defined very broadly:
those regionally concentrated peoples that have lost their
autonomy before and after World War I but still preserve
their cultural distinctiveness and want to re-establish a po-
litically separate existence. The sources used to discover
these stateless nations were:

● James Minahan (1996), who provides detailed information
on 210 major nations without states and asserts that these
“represent only a fraction of the world’s stateless nations;”1

and
● Ted Robert Gurr (2000), who identifies 275 main minority

1 Factors that influenced his selection criteria included: (1) A national
claim to a recognizable geographic area; (2) The display of outward
trappings of national consciousness, particularly the adoption of a flag, a
very important and very emotional part of any nationalism; and (3) The
formation of a specifically nationalist organization that reflects the nation’s
claim to self-determination.
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peoples that, in 1998, made up 17.4% of the world’s popu-
lation.2

More restrictively, the stateless nations included in this
study must also have supported political movements for
autonomy at some time since the end of World War II (Gurr,
2000). Based on these characterizations, 32 stateless nations
were identified (see Table 1). Of these 32, seven are located
in “democratic” countries, namely, Canada, France, Italy,
Spain, and the United Kingdom. The remaining stateless
nations are located in different Asian and African countries,
mostly ruled by “oppressive regimes,” such as Iran, Iraq,
and Turkey (see Table 1).

Oppressive regimes is used here to refer to those gov-
ernments that deny their subjects, particularly members of
minority groups, their freedom of expression, speech, and
assembly; freedom to form political parties and to run for
office; participation in the decisions that shape their lives;
and so on. They are governments or countries that brutally
crush dissident movements and crackdown on rebellions
and use extreme force to punish those groups of people that
support such movements and rebellions. Primary sources
are used here to refer to:

● Diaries, speeches, interviews, letters, memos, manuscripts,
and other papers in which individuals describe events in
which they were participants or observers.

● Memoirs and autobiographies.
● Records of or information collected by government agencies

(e.g., census data).
● Records of organizations (e.g., minutes, reports, and pro-

ceedings of party meetings).
● Published materials (books, magazine and journal articles,

newspaper articles) written at the time about a particular
event.

● Photographs, audio recordings, and video recordings, docu-
menting what happened.

● Materials that document the attitudes and popular thought of
a historical time period.

● Research data such as anthropological field notes, the results
of scientific experiments, and other scholarly activity of the
time.

● Artifacts of all kinds (Library, 2002).

Secondary sources are works that interpret or analyze his-
torical events or phenomena. They are generally at least one
step removed from the event (Library, 2002). A recent
article that evaluates and analyzes the relationship between
searching skills and successful information retrieval is an
example of a secondary source. Textbooks and encyclope-
dias are other examples of secondary sources.

2. Methodology3

2.1. Data Collection Tool

The description and analysis of the information-seeking
behavior of social science faculty in this study is based on
data collected through structured and semi-structured elec-
tronic mail (e-mail) interviews (Curasi, 2001; Murray,
1995, 1996; Murray & Sixsmith, 1998). The use of e-mail
interviews as opposed to face-to-face interviews and/or ob-
servation was driven by the fact that very few of the poten-
tial participants were within practical geographical distance
and, therefore, the latter two methods were deemed imprac-
tical. E-mail interviews were considered rather than tele-
phone interviews because:

2 Gurr’s two general criteria for inclusion were: (1) The group collec-
tively suffers, or benefits from, systematic discriminatory treatment vis-
à-vis other groups in a society; and (2) The group is the basis for political
mobilization and collective action in defense or promotion of its self-
defined interests. 3 For more details on the methodology, see Meho (2001).

TABLE 1. Stateless nations identified in the study (n � 32).

Stateless nation Country

Western democracies
Natives Canada
Quebecois Canada
Corsicans France
Sardinians Italy
Basques Spain
Catholics in Northern Ireland UK
Scots UK

Eastern Europe/former Soviet Union
Abkhazians Georgia
Ajarian/Adzhars Georgia
Ossetians (South) Georgia
Chechens Russia
Dagestanis Russia
Tatars Russia
Crimean Tatars Ukraine

Asia
Kachins Burma
Karens Burma
Shans Burma
Tibetans China
Kashmiris India
Sikhs India
Acehnese Indonesia
Bougainvillians Papua New Guinea
Moros Philippines
Tamils Sri Lanka

North Africa and the Middle East
Kurds Iran, Iraq, Syria,

Turkey
Sahrawis Morocco

Sub-Saharan Africa
Afars Eritrea
Oromo Ethiopia
Tuareg Niger
Diolas Senegal
Southerners Sudan
Buganda Uganda

Sources: Gurr (2000) and Minahan (1996).
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● E-mail interviews are unobtrusive and can be friendlier to
participants than telephone interviews. The former also al-
lows the participants to take their time in answering ques-
tions without the interruption of the interviewer;

● E-mail interviews are more economic in terms of time; they
allow interviews with several participants to take place at
once, whereas the telephone is normally used to interview
one person at a time;

● E-mail interviews reduce the problem of interviewer effect in
terms of, for example, personal communication skills.
Through e-mail, only written correspondences are made;

● E-mail messages allow for the totality of the exchange to be
reviewed by either party (interviewer and interviewee) and
eliminate any errors introduced through incorrect transcrip-
tion; and

● E-mail interviewing provides “ready-transcribed” data—the
text from e-mail interviews can easily be tailored for word
processing or computer-based qualitative analysis package
with a minimum of alteration.

Despite these advantages, and despite the fact that the
use of e-mail for interviewing purposes provided an oppor-
tunity to interview a much larger and more diversified group
of people than was possible with traditional types of inter-
views, e-mail interviewing has a number of disadvantages
that were taken into consideration, including:

● In e-mail interviewing, there is no direct probing. Probing
can be done only in follow-up e-mails;

● In e-mail interviewing, it is not possible to listen for voice
tones;

● Non-responses to questions might be more frequent in e-mail
interviews than face-to-face (FTF) or telephone;

● In e-mail interviews, there is a great possibility of response
delays; it may take days or even weeks before a participant
answers an e-mail message; and

● The possibilities of miscommunication and misinterpretation
could be higher in e-mail interviewing than in FTF or tele-
phone interviewing.

2.2. Selection of Participants

The pool of social science faculty that was invited to
participate in the study was identified through searching
four bibliographic databases: Arts & Humanities Citation
Index, Geobase, Social Sciences Citation Index, and Socio-
logical Abstracts. These databases were chosen primarily
because they are: (1) International in character, indexing
materials from more than 50 countries; (2) Comprehensive
in their coverage, indexing books and over 11,000 period-
icals; and (3) Multidisciplinary, covering all social sciences
subdisciplines (e.g., anthropology, economics, education,
ethnic studies, geography, history, political science, sociol-
ogy, and women’s studies, among others). The four data-
bases were also chosen because they include a corporate
source field for their records. The existence of a corporate
source field was important because it made it practical to
locate and identify the contact information of potential
study participants. A free-text search in all four databases

was conducted on the 32 stateless nations identified in this
study. The searches, which used the names and all possible
name-variations of the 32 stateless nations, resulted in
31,698 records. The searches were then limited to social
science (e.g., Anthropology, Ethnic Studies, History) items
(articles, chapters in books, and conference papers) pub-
lished in English between 1998 and 2000. The searches
were limited to 1998–2000 to ensure that the information
needs and seeking behavior of active researchers was ex-
amined.

After limiting the searches by language, publication date,
and subject, and after removing duplicate records, the four
searches resulted in 1,034 records. All records, most of
which contained full bibliographic information and ab-
stracts, were read and the relevant ones were selected.
Relevance in this case was based on three criteria: (1) Topic
of the item: no limitations were set to the subject matter of
the records as long as the focus was on studying the stateless
nations; (2) Existence of a corporate source field for each
record in order to locate the e-mail addresses of the potential
participants; and (3) Professional affiliation of the authors:
only academic scholars were included in this study. All in
all, 251 articles were found relevant. These articles were
written by 212 different authors, constituting the pool of
potential participants for the study. Most of these authors
(88%) were located in countries known as “Western democ-
racies” (see Table 2). The 212 authors represented all 32
stateless nations identified in this study. Table 3 shows the
breakdown of potential participants by research topic.

Since it was planned to employ electronic mail (e-mail)
interviewing for collecting data from the study participants,
the next step was to locate the e-mail addresses of the 212
potential participants. This was done through the Web. Each
of the 212 potential participant’s institutional home pages
was visited and searched to locate the needed information.
In the end, the location and e-mail addresses of 147 poten-
tial participants were found. The addresses of the remaining
65 potential participants were not found probably because
some were graduate students who completed their degrees
or faculty members who moved somewhere else. Of the 147

TABLE 2. Distribution of faculty by country (n � 212).

Country
Number of

scholars Country
Number of

scholars

USA 84 (39.6%) Bangladesh 1 (0.5%)
UK 40 (18.9%) Czech Republic 1 (0.5%)
Canada 25 (11.8%) Finland 1 (0.5%)
Germany 9 (4.2%) Hungary 1 (0.5%)
Turkey 8 (3.8%) Israel 1 (0.5%)
Australia 6 (2.8%) Italy 1 (0.5%)
India 6 (2.8%) Japan 1 (0.5%)
Spain 6 (2.8%) New Zealand 1 (0.5%)
Russia 5 (2.4%) Norway 1 (0.5%)
Sweden 4 (1.9%) Sri Lanka 1 (0.5%)
Netherlands 3 (1.4%) Switzerland 1 (0.5%)
Ireland, Republic of 2 (0.9%) Trinidad 1 (0.5%)
France 1 (0.5%) Uganda 1 (0.5%)
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addresses that were found, eight were for graduate students
and were thus removed from the list, making the final
number of potential participants 139. Of these 139 potential
participants, nine were located within practical geographical
distance. These were reserved for FTF interviews, which
were conducted for reality-check purposes. The remaining
130 potential participants were sent invitations to participate
in the e-mail interview.

Of these 130, nine indicated that they do not conduct
research on “stateless nations,”4 two indicated that they are
not working on the topic anymore, one did not consider
himself a social scientist, and 12 did not have working
e-mail addresses. Of the remaining 106 potential partici-
pants, 16 declined for lack of time and 30 did not respond.
The final number of faculty who participated in e-mail
interviewing, which took place in December 2000–April
2001, was 60 (or 56.6%). Those demographics, which can
be reported without violating assurances of confidentiality,
are included in Tables 4–6.

The primary limitation of this study regarding the selec-
tion of participants is that the sample necessarily omitted

faculty who do not publish in English. Moreover, the use of
Arts & Humanities Citation Index, Geobase, Social Sci-
ences Citation Index, and Sociological Abstracts meant that
faculty who do not publish in periodicals that are indexed in
these databases would not be included in the sample. De-
spite these limitations, this work examined a large and
diverse sample of the population. The study also generated
enough data to verify Ellis’s model and produce additional
features to the model.

2.3. Interview Questions

To make sure that key topics were explored with all
e-mail study participants, a list of primary questions was
developed to direct the interviewing process. The list of

4 The identification of a nation as stateless is a controversial issue. For
example, there are many Turkish scholars who write about the Kurds, yet,
for political and ideological reasons, they consider them part of Turkey
rather than a stateless nation. These nine faculty members fit into this
category.

TABLE 3. Distribution of faculty by research topic (n � 212).

Research topic Number of scholars Research topic Number of scholars

Quebecois 25 (11.8%) Moros 3 (1.4%)
Kurds 23 (10.8%) Diolas 2 (0.9%)
Kashmiris 19 (9.0%) Southern Sudanese 2 (0.9%)
Basques 16 (7.5%) Tuareg 2 (0.9%)
Chechens 16 (7.5%) Abkhazians 1 (0.5%)
Catholics in Northern Ireland 14 (6.6%) Acehnese 1 (0.5%)
Tamils 14 (6.6%) Adzhars/Ajarian 1 (0.5%)
Tibetans 12 (5.7%) Afars 1 (0.5%)
Miscellaneous* 9 (4.2%) Corsicans 1 (0.5%)
Crimean Tatars 7 (3.3%) Daghestanis 1 (0.5%)
Oromo 7 (3.3%) Kachins 1 (0.5%)
Tatars 7 (3.3%) Karens 1 (0.5%)
Natives in Canada 6 (2.8%) Ossetians 1 (0.5%)
Sikhs 5 (2.4%) Sardinians 1 (0.5%)
Buganda 4 (1.9%) Scots 1 (0.5%)
Sahrawis 4 (1.9%) Shans 1 (0.5%)
Bougainvilleans 3 (1.4%)

* Faculty members included in this category are those who study two or more stateless nations.

TABLE 4. Rank of participants by gender (n � 65).*

Assistant
professor

Associate
professor Professor Total

Male 10 (15.4%) 13 (20.0%) 23 (35.4%) 46 (70.8%)
Female 10 (15.4%) 3 (4.6%) 6 (9.2%) 19 (29.2%)
Total 20 (30.8%) 16 (24.6%) 29 (44.6%) 65 (100%)

* Includes FTF participants.

TABLE 5. Discipline of participants.*

Discipline
Number of
participants

Number of
non-participants

Political Science 22 (33.8%) 25 (50.0%)
Sociology 12 (18.5%) 8 (16.0%)
Anthropology 9 (13.8%) 10 (20.0%)
History 6 (9.2%) 5 (10.0%)
Geography 4 (6.2%) 1 (2.0%)
Area Studies 2 (3.0%) —
Religious Studies 2 (3.0%) 1 (2.0%)
Development Studies 2 (3.0%) —
Communication 1 (1.5%) —
Education 1 (1.5%) —
Economics 1 (1.5%) —
Health Ecology 1 (1.5%) —
International Law 1 (1.5%) —
Oriental Cultures 1 (1.5%) —
Sports Studies 1 (1.5%) —
Total 65 (100.0%) 50 (100.0%)

* Includes FTF participants.
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questions—initially composed of 22 open-ended ques-
tions—was revised and expanded as more e-mail interviews
were conducted. The final version of the list included 25
open-ended questions that covered the demographics of the
participants and their research topics; their information use
patterns; their methods of locating information and the
problems they encounter in the process; their methods of
keeping up-to-date with developments in their research field
and the problems they face in this respect; and their help-
seeking behavior and use of information technology.

Probing, in the form of follow-up questions, was at-
tempted with all participants. An example of a probing
incident is: “You mentioned that you follow-up references
cited in materials you read. Do you use any citation data-
bases for similar purposes (e.g., Social Sciences Citation
Index)? If so, could you please describe your experience
using this or another citation database?”

Of the 60 faculty members who were interviewed by
e-mail, 15 participants (25.0%) did not reply to the follow-
up questions. There were no significant differences between
these 15 participants and those who replied to the follow-up
questions. To encourage the faculty to participate in the
study, they were offered three incentives: (1) Two online
bibliographic searches on topics of their choice utilizing
relevant social science and humanities indexes and ab-
stracts; (2) Photocopying for each one of them up to ten
articles that they need for their own research; and (3) A
citation search.

2.4. Data Collection and Analysis

Once contact information of all potential participants
was collected, a test with 14 potential participants was
administered to discover the best method for yielding higher
participation and discussion rates. Of the 14 scholars in-
vited, six participated. The test showed that participants
prefer receiving all interview questions in one e-mail rather

than in installments. As a result, data collection continued
accordingly. In addition to discovering the best e-mail in-
terviewing method, the purpose of the test was to verify the
clarity of the questions and modify them based on the
feedback received.

While analyzing the initial data as they were received,
follow-up questions based on what was written were e-
mailed back to the respondents. After notes were made,
invitations were sent out to a new group of 14 randomly
selected potential participants. As with the first group (or the
test group) of potential participants, data received from
those who decided to participate were subsequently ana-
lyzed and follow-up questions were immediately e-mailed
back to the participants. Again, after notes were made,
another group of 14 randomly selected potential participants
was invited and similar data collection and analysis proce-
dures were followed. Simultaneously, reminders to non-
respondents were sent out to the members of earlier groups,
usually 1 week after the date of the initial invitation was
made. These reminders consisted of all materials that were
e-mailed in the first invitation and helped increase the
number of participants by one-third.

After all e-mail interviews were completed and the data
were given a preliminary analysis, the nine potential partic-
ipants that were located within practical geographical prox-
imity were invited to participate in FTF interviews. Five
responded affirmatively. Table 7 includes the demographics
of the FTF participants. All interviews took place in April–
July 2001 and were tape-recorded in the participants’ de-
partmental offices and lasted an average of 1 hr each. The
interviews were based on the questions used in the e-mail
interviews. Although only five people were interviewed
in-person, the amount of data obtained was substantial—the
interviews produced 26,571 words (or 5,314 per partici-
pant).

By the end of the data collection process, all interview
data, as well as the notes, were transformed into MS Word
files and printed out. Using the content analysis method
(Nuendorf, 2002; Roberts, 1997; West, 2001), all of the data
were coded using Ellis’s six information-seeking categories.
The initial search for patterns and themes was not intended
to produce or confirm a final list of categories, but was
meant to begin the process of their development and to
understand the issues mentioned by the participants. After
the first coding attempt was completed, a new coding pro-
cess began again.

TABLE 7. Demographics of FTF interviewees (n � 5).

Name Gender Rank Discipline

61 Male Associate Sociology
62 Male Assistant Anthropology
63 Male Associate History
64 Male Professor Sociology
65 Male Professor Political Science

* Refers to the way participants describe the nature or characteristics of
their research.

TABLE 6. Geographical location of participants.*

Location
Number of
participants

Number of
non-participants

United States 31 (47.7%) 26 (52.0%)
United Kingdom 10 (15.4%) 8 (16.0%)
Canada 7 (10.8%) 7 (14.0%)
Australia 3 (4.6%) 2 (4.0%)
Netherlands 3 (4.6%) —
Sweden 3 (4.6%) 1 (2.0%)
Germany 2 (3.1%) —
Turkey 2 (3.1%) 1 (2.0%)
Bangladesh 1 (1.5%) —
Finland 1 (1.5%) —
Israel 1 (1.5%) —
Republic of Ireland 1 (1.5%) —
Italy — 1 (2.0%)
Russia — 1 (2.0%)
Total 65 (99.9%) 50 (100.0%)

* Includes FTF participants.
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Before this second and final set of codes was developed,
all e-mail interview data, as well as FTF interview data,
were read again twice. With each reading, additional notes
that suggested categories were written on the left and right
margins of the text. This new coding scheme identified all
the categories and their indicators discussed in this study.
An example of a category and its indicator is the incident “I
browse tables of contents,” which was listed under the
category “browsing.”

Once all coding was complete, coding check was used to
insure consistency in the application of the codes. A random
sample of data was selected from each data set (i.e., e-mail
interview data and FTF interview data) and given to two
library and information science doctoral students. These
students were asked to re-code the two samples based on the
final list of codes developed by the investigators. If the level
of agreement between the investigator and the two students
was over 90%, as recommended by Miles and Huberman
(1984), then the coding was considered very satisfactory. If
not, then all of the data would be reviewed and augmented
in light of the revealed problems, after which a new sample
would be chosen and the same check for consistency re-
peated. Re-coding for both samples came in at 93%. After
final coding had been completed, then the final generation of
the model was begun.

The interviews produced 69,291 words of data (42,720
from e-mail interviews or 712 words per participant, and
26,571 from FTF interviews or 5,303 words per partici-
pant). The 65 participants interviewed were broadly diverse
in terms of gender, rank, discipline, geographical location,
and research topics. Nineteen participants were females and
46 were males. Twenty were assistant professors, 16 were
associate professors, and 29 were professors. Forty-three
participants study stateless nations ruled by “non-demo-
cratic” governments, and the remaining 22 participants
study stateless nations ruled by “democratic” governments.
The majority of respondents (91%) tend to do individual
research; only six respondents indicated working in teams
and/or collaborating with others on research projects. Ap-
proximately three-fourths of the participants were native
speakers of English and one-fourth has published in both
English as well as in other languages (e.g., Dutch, French,
German, and Spanish). Non-participants shared similar de-
mographics with participants (see, for example, Tables 5
and 6).

3. Context

3.1. Obstacles Faced by Scholars

Table 1 shows that most stateless nations live under the
rule of oppressive regimes (e.g., Chechens in Russia and
Tibetans in China), whereas only a few enjoy some degree
of democratic life under “liberal regimes” such as the Que-

becois in Canada and the Scots in United Kingdom.5 Ac-
cording to Bozarslan (2000), Meho and Haas (2001), and
data collected in this study, scholars studying stateless na-
tions living under the rule of oppressive regimes, as opposed
to those living in “Western democracies,” face four major
obstacles in their research process.

The first obstacle is linked to a lack of adequate aca-
demic structures and research support. In contrast to the
study of Western democracies’ stateless nations—where
several specialized academic departments or programs are
established for that purpose (e.g., Basque Studies Program
at University of Nevada at Reno)—the study of developing
countries’ stateless nations lacks adequate academic and
research support. To the best knowledge of the authors,
there are no academic programs that are exclusively devoted
to the study of developing countries’ stateless nations. Most
of the research on these groups is subsumed under the
broader category of area studies programs, such as Asian
and Middle Eastern studies programs, or under traditional
disciplinary programs, such as History and Political Sci-
ence. This lack of specialized academic programs not only
reduces the chances of collaboration and interaction among
scholars but also makes it difficult for librarians to develop
a fuller understanding of their institutions’ academic make
up, which is needed to build relevant collections and design
appropriate systems and services.

In addition, although lack of research funds may not be
a unique characteristic of scholars studying stateless na-
tions, the reasons for inadequate funding for these scholars
may be different from the universal population of social
science faculty. Several participants reported that govern-
ments and institutions do not provide them with research or
grant awards because of their research topics.

The researcher on non-state nations is often perceived as
cooperating with an enemy [or with] an armed opposition
group or is herself/himself perceived as an enemy, not only
by the respective governments, but often also by third
governments, researcher[s] from the dominant ethnic group
of the respective country, [and] sometimes even by interna-
tional academia. This can have effects on access to jobs,
funding, and other resources and can lead to a kind of
isolation in the academia. At least, it often leads to fierce,
emotional attacks just for having mentioned the non-state
nation in a presentation. (40)6

First, one is constantly confronted with scholars who—
through Fulbrights, consultant work, and other ties—be-

5 Stateless nations in Western democracies, from a global perspective,
are distinct from those in other world regions because they usually express
their grievances through protest as opposed to rebellion, and the responses
of their governments tend generally to accommodate their interests, not to
enforce their subordination or incorporation (Ciment, 1999, p. 67).

6 For confidentiality purposes, participants are referred to by numbers
rather than by their actual names. Similarly, where needed, the identity of
stateless nations is hidden, especially for those nations that are understud-
ied. When quoted, the name of the nation is replaced by the phrase
“stateless nation” to hide the identity of scholars studying it.
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come apologists for the occupying powers who accuse us of
being partisans, un-objected, etc. Second, we usually can’t
get the Fulbrights, consultant work, etc. in the stateless
nations. Third, it is quite difficult to get funding for such
research outside of conflict resolution-type research or
something apolitical. (47)

The lack of funds influences the participants’ research in
a variety of ways. It limits access to the field and archives.
It also limits their ability to attend conferences, purchase
books, subscribe to journals, and hire research and graduate
assistants.

The second obstacle is linked to sources of information.
Governments in developing countries more often than not
persecute members of their stateless nations and deny them
freedom of movement, opinion, and expression. For various
reasons, these governments intentionally neglect to, or
rarely, publish and disseminate information on stateless
nations. They also prohibit scholars from access to the field
and deny them access to information, particularly to mate-
rials located in national archives and governmental agen-
cies.

Our libraries often have trouble finding the sources I re-
quest, the [Russian] government is reluctant to give infor-
mation—they prefer to sell it and give access to only what
they want you to know. (3)

Due to political suppression in the region, the possibilities
of conducting fieldwork are very limited. (24)

Archival research is fundamental to any work that deals
with topics occurring before 1960. In the case of the Kurds
it is important to investigate the archives in, at least, Britain,
France, and Germany, as they are open. It is impossible, of
course, to do any archival research in Turkey, Syria, Iraq or
Iran. (26)

Because of my contacts with [stateless nation] militants, I
am now persona non grata in [country] and there is some
doubt as to whether I will be readmitted to the country. On
my last trip, I was detained at the airport for 18 hours before
intervention by the [country] embassy made it possible for
me to be admitted. (35)

In the US, I file Freedom Of Information Act requests
although it doesn’t help very much because agencies such as
the CIA never reveal anything of importance. (55)

Even if the host governments publish, or allow the pub-
lishing of, any information about the stateless nations they
persecute, the information they allow to be disseminated is
either exclusively pro-state or is of minimal use. As a result,
researchers studying stateless nations often rely on alterna-
tive sources of information, such as individuals (e.g., gov-
ernment officials and ethnic party leaders), nongovernmen-
tal organizations (e.g., Amnesty International), international
governmental organizations (e.g., the United Nations and
the European Union), governments of world powers (e.g.,

the United States), and ethnic social and political organiza-
tions (Meho & Haas, 2001). Researchers also face the
problem of scatter of information and its sources. For ex-
ample, scholars studying the Kurds must not only look for
information in literature exclusively on the Kurds, but also
in the literatures of the countries that divide them (i.e., Iran,
Iraq, Syria, and Turkey), literatures in different languages,
and literatures produced or located in different countries
(e.g., colonial archives of the British and Ottoman empires
as well as archives of the governments of France, Germany,
Italy, Russia, and the United States).

The third obstacle is linked to subject indexing. Scholars
studying stateless nations continue to face problems in the
areas of subject headings, index terms, and classification.
For example, in the indexes of many print sources, stateless
nations are not listed under their names. Rather, they are
listed as sub-headings under the countries dominating them.
For example, if a researcher is studying the Kurds and wants
to use a particular United States or United Nations source,
he or she must search under Iran, Iraq, or Turkey to find the
needed information. In some cases, information about the
Kurds could be listed under more obscure subject headings
that many researchers may miss during the search process,
such as “refugees” or “minorities.”

One problem the existing Kurdish libraries are up against is
that of developing a useful thesaurus of key words and a
consensus on how to attribute these key words to books and
documents. (6)

Stateless minorities are dealt with under many headings and
in many languages. They may be filed or shelved in strange
ways. E.g., books with useful historical information about
Kurds in Iraq may be found in a completely different
section, such as Persian Gulf. (27)

Often the nations in question are not even to be found
through many conventional searches; I have to look under
Morocco to find information on Western Sahara, Indonesia
to find information on East Timor, etc. (47).

The fourth obstacle is linked to the difficult conditions of
conducting research in the field. In fact, often scholars who
are members of stateless nations and are living abroad can
return to their home countries and conduct fieldwork only if
they pay a very high cost that can include imprisonment and
death. But even for scholars who are not members of
stateless nations the working conditions are also hard. Many
of them are refused a visa and almost none of them can have
access to the field (e.g., villages and towns where stateless
nations are located) or to information (e.g., archives). These
scholars must constantly worry about compromising the
security of the people interviewed or observed for academic
purposes (Bozarslan, 2000).

3.2. Types of Information Sources Used

In addition to the aforementioned obstacles, data col-
lected in this study showed that scholars studying stateless
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nations rely heavily on fieldwork data, and on types of
information that usually are difficult to find except online or
in national, special, and/or well-funded research university
libraries. An example of this type of information or mate-
rials is grey literature—materials produced by governmental
and non-governmental organizations, academics, business
and industry, in print and electronic formats, but which are
not controlled by established (sometimes meaning commer-
cial) publishers (Carroll & Cotter, 1997; Farace, 2000).7

Data also showed that archival materials—items produced
primarily by the colonial and imperial powers of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries—are of extreme importance
to most study participants. Despite the fact that only six
historians participated in this study, there were as many as
43 participants (or 66% of the study population) who indi-
cated that they have physically visited archives and used
archival materials at some point in their research on state-
less nations.

You cannot write history without [archival materials]; they
are records left by the actors. (16)

Archives are primary sources; they include decision making
by governments—decisions which are often carried out and
also first-hand accounts of secret discussions and observa-
tions. (55)

Books, journal articles, and newspaper articles were also
indicated as important. Overall, it was found that the type of
information that participants choose to identify, locate, and
use is based not only on the specific research topic, the
discipline, and the level of research required to satisfy the
information need, but also, and perhaps more importantly,
on the identity (country of publication), accuracy, objectiv-
ity, and reliability of the information.

3.3. Sources of Information

Contrary to the findings of previous studies concerning
the universal population of social science faculty (Buttlar &
Wynar, 1992; Hernon, 1984; McBride, 1981; Stenstrom &
McBride, 1979; Vijayakumar, 1997), this study found that
scholars studying stateless nations rely more on their per-
sonal collection, fieldwork, other libraries, and archives
than their own university library collection. They do so
because the former provide, or are considered sources of,
unique, primary information—that is, archival materials,
fieldwork data, rare books, and grey literature. Attitudes
towards the importance of different sources of information
for scholars studying stateless nations are probably best
summarized by the following quotation:

The university library is of course essential for general
background, theoretical and comparative materials, where
(with inter-library loan) it satisfies 90 percent of my needs.
However, for the information on contemporary develop-
ments among the [stateless nation] it is almost useless. My
private library and the [stateless nations] libraries are then
incomparably more useful. Let me give two recent articles
as examples: (a) an article on the [topic] among the [state-
less nation]: fieldwork 40%, own collections 30%, materials
and information acquired specially for this article through
friends and acquaintances (including interviews by mail)
30% (b) an article on [topic] and its repercussions, with
historical background: fieldwork (including recent inter-
views) 40%, own collections 30%, internet (state and na-
tional sites, newspapers, etc.) 30%. (6)

4. Findings

Extensive reading and reviewing of the interview tran-
scripts and notes resulted in the identification of several
information-seeking activities or tasks common to the par-
ticipants. These activities or tasks represented the main
elements of the information-seeking behavior model that
emerged in this study. Although the number of FTF inter-
views conducted was relatively small, the FTF data con-
firmed the results found through e-mail interviews. These
results are outlined in the next section.

4.1. Starting

As in Ellis’s model, the activities subsumed under this
category are those characteristic of the initial search for
information to obtain an overview of the literature as well as
to collect primary and secondary data materials. Starting is
usually initiated at the beginning of a project’s life cycle to
approach a new topic and is recognized as a method for
planned information gathering by the scholars. Literature
searches, newspaper articles, and formal and informal per-
sonal contacts (sometimes in the form of interviews) with
friends, colleagues, subjects, and key figures are the primary
means for starting.

Literature searches are primarily used to find out what
has been published on one’s research topic or to find back-
ground information on a certain topic. The scholars them-
selves undertake these searches and, whenever needed, they
seek help from colleagues, friends, librarians, and key fig-
ures—people who the scholars believe are knowledgeable
about their topic and can give advice or provide suggestions.

I usually see reference librarians. I also confer with col-
leagues in my discipline and related disciplines. Increas-
ingly, also, I am seeking out local scholars and intellectuals
who are writing on [stateless nation] culture. (30)

I sometimes ask friends/colleagues in the same institute,
members of networks and groups to which I belong, col-
leagues abroad. I consult with senior academics, my super-
visor, librarians, and archivists. I might ask for more general

7 Examples of grey literature include: dissertations, theses, scientific
and technical reports, preprints, conference papers, bibliographies, data-
sets, newsletters, working papers, speeches, and so on (Alberani, Pi-
etrangeli, & Mazza, 1990; Carroll & Cotter, 1997; Gelfand, 1997).
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help (major publications/journals/libraries for a specific
topic) in the initial phase. (40)

Very often, literature searches are conducted using the
university’s online catalog, indexing and abstracting ser-
vices, or browsing. However, many of the participants (ap-
proximately one-third) start with their own personal collec-
tion first, which includes both primary and secondary
sources: “By now I have a large collection of books and
documents and a customized database that often is the first
place to consult” (6). Data also indicated that participants
rarely use archives during starting activities. Rather, most
participants use these activities to identify and locate archi-
val sources.

Although there were some variations in starting methods
among the participants, in general, when they initiate a new
project, starting is usually carried out through a combination
of searching and communication activities.

Sometimes it is better to start with interviews and some-
times it is better to start with library resources. In any case,
the most important thing is to try to go back and forth to
different sources. For example, an interview person may
reveal a fact that needs to be verified by using other sources
(triangulation). When that has been done it may be neces-
sary to go back to the interview person again and rephrase
some questions or formulate new in-depth questions regard-
ing a specific topic. (43)

4.2. Chaining

Chaining is often used to identify new sources of infor-
mation or new information needs. It is also used to satisfy
potential information needs. Chaining is mainly performed
by following references often obtained through reading and
personal contacts. All study participants stated that they
follow-up references in materials consulted; however, only
three participants indicated that they have used Social Sci-
ence Citation Index (SSCI) for citation searching (12 others
used the database for bibliographic searches rather than
citation searching). Participants were not asked whether
they have access to SSCI, but users indicated mixed feelings
about its usefulness:

I haven’t found the citation index useful for stuff on [state-
less nation]. (3)

Yes. Although I have found this source to be useful, I think
it is not as extensive as some of the ones I mentioned earlier.
(11)

Yes. A few times, always with the help of a librarian. It has
been of modest help to me. (35)

Yes, I have used SSCI. It is fine. Yet, I wish I had the
chance to reach the full texts of all the materials I am
interested in. (46)

Most study participants seem to use the classic approach of
chaining as is illustrated by the following two quotations:

I use abstracts and indexes, but my main references seem to
come from following a chain of secondary citations and
references. (27)

Citations and references in the texts I read have always been
quite helpful. (46)

The decision to follow-up on citations is primarily based
on topical relevance, importance to one’s research, author’s
reputation and/or identity, novelty, publisher’s reputation,
cost, frequency of citations, and time it takes to locate the
information/materials. Other factors that play into deciding
whether to follow-up on a citation include: instinct, nature
of citation, and recommendation by colleagues, reviewers,
or editors. Table 8 lists all criteria indicated by study par-
ticipants, and the following quotes present some contextual
examples.

Perhaps the author is known to be a good scholar, or the
title/subject of the publication is intriguing, or the scope of
the work is large enough to demand that I be familiar with
it. I am often intrigued by obscure citations of local amateur
scholarship, or colonial era publications, because they often
contain valuable documentary information which is not
dressed-up in the latest or most fashionable academic jar-
gon. (22)

This usually comes down to questions of how long it will
take and how much it will cost. Too much (in either or both
cases) and I won’t bother, unless it appears to be an abso-
lutely vital source. (28)

TABLE 8. Criteria used for following-up on citations and/or materials
(n � 65).

Tool/strategy Frequency*

Topical relevance 34
Importance 13
Author’s reputation 12
Availability (and time it takes to get a hold of the

information/materials) 11
Curiosity (if item seems interesting) 9
Novelty (new information) 8
Publisher’s reputation 8
Utility (usefulness) 8
Cost 7
Frequency of citations 7
Instinct 5
Nature of citation 5
Recommendation by colleagues, reviewers, or editors 5
Date of publication 3
Location of item 3
Challenges own ideas 2
If item is published in a refereed journal 1

* Figures refer to number of participants indicating each criterion.

JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN SOCIETY FOR INFORMATION SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY—April 2003 579



It all depends on how crucial I find the information to be. In
one case I gave up trying to get information from one
government source about election malpractice after fifteen
months of telephone calls, personal visits to the concerned
government administration, writing letters etc. I soon
reached the conclusion that I would not obtain the desired
information no matter how hard I tried. But stubbornness
pays. After three years of writing letters and calling I finally
got my interviews with [person’s name]. (43)

As implied in the first two quotations, a significant portion
of primary sources (e.g., archival materials and grey litera-
ture) is identified during chaining activities.

4.3. Browsing

Browsing primary and secondary sources was found to
be an important information-seeking activity that all of the
study participants had engaged in at some point in their
research. Two main types of browsing were identified: (1)
the scanning of recently published issues of journals and
tables of contents of relevant books; and (2) browsing the
online catalog, indexes and abstracts, web resources, and
references of materials found and/or read. The following are
a few examples of browsing activities as reported by par-
ticipants:

[I] belong to various discussion lists related to my field,
attend conferences every year, browse through social sci-
ence sections in bookstores as frequently as I can. (9)

I will look at the title of the piece, the author’s name and
then if all looks promising, the abstract—then order the
article on inter-library loan. Otherwise, all is on open access
in my university library and so I browse the shelves every
quarter for the latest issues. (17)

I find browsing extremely productive, at least as an early
step. I then tend to look up citations and references in the
literature which I read. I also talk to colleagues a great deal.
When I feel I’ve exhausted all the available existing sources
I would then start to carry out original research such as
interviews. (28)

[I use] abstracts and indexes; library catalogs; citations of
bibliographic references in literature; browsing in stacks
remain most important. (30)

On-line browsing is the main means, though I also subscribe
to a few journals. (36)

Because of security and safety issues, as well as time and
financial constraints, a number of scholars mentioned that
they delegate their browsing activities to colleagues,
friends, and students.

Whenever I know a colleague or friend is going to Sri
Lanka, I usually ask them to browse and pick up certain
items for me. (22)

Citations and references in the texts I read have always been
quite helpful. Besides, I regularly browse the academic
databases available in my university (such as SSCI and
EBSCO HOST). Of course, sometimes, though not very
often, friends who know my research interests also let me
know about some materials. (46)

Whereas delegation of browsing activities may allow for
many relevant items to be missed, it is, in some cases, the
only way to locate and acquire what might otherwise be
inaccessible materials.

4.4. Monitoring

Monitoring is characterized by activities involved in
maintaining awareness of research developments in one’s
topic of interest through following, and interaction with,
particular sources. Both formal and informal information
channels are used for keeping up-to-date, the former by
means of listservs, journals, conference proceedings, news-
paper articles, book reviews, publishers’ ads and catalogs,
and Web sources, the latter (i.e., informal channels) by
means of personal exchanges with colleagues, friends, and
students—by mail, e-mail, and in-person. Table 9 lists all
methods and tools that the study participants use to keep
up-to-date. Examples of participants’ answers to monitoring
questions include:

I’ve come to rely increasingly on listservs of scholars and
activists concerned about a particular area; this has made
things a lot easier. (47)

TABLE 9. Methods and tools used to keep up-to-date (n � 65).

Methods/tools Frequency*

Listservs, subscribing to 24
Journals, subscribing to 20
Conferences, attending 18
Colleagues, communicating with 14
WWW, browsing, searching for, and monitoring

information published on 14
Journal articles, books, and grey literature,

reading 13
Indexes and abstracts, searching and/or

browsing 13
Publishers’ catalogs, browsing 13
Online catalog, searching and/or browsing 10
Book reviews, monitoring 8
Journals, browsing table of contents of relevant 8
Newspapers, following-up local—primarily on

the web, monitoring 7
Current awareness tools, subscribing to,

browsing, and monitoring 6
Bookstores, browsing shelves in 5
Citations and references in materials used,

reading and following 5
Book ads in journals, newsletters, etc.,

monitoring 3
Graduate students, supervising 2
Manuscript reviewers, recommendations by 1
Research assistants, help from 1

* Figures refer to number of participants indicating each method/tool.
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Relevant journals send me their table of contents and I hunt
down the articles that I want. I do regular searches through
the library’s collection of books and journals increasingly
via the net. (49)

I subscribe to academic journals, I attend academic confer-
ences, I subscribe to e-mail services that provide table of
contents of periodicals I am interested in but do not sub-
scribe to, I attend local seminars of colleagues in my field.
I read book reviews. (55)

4.5. Accessing

Starting, chaining, browsing, monitoring, extracting, and
networking are all fundamental information-seeking activi-
ties. For the information-seeking process to continue, how-
ever, researchers need to get hold of, or access, the materials
or sources of information they identified and located. This is
particularly true because starting, chaining, and browsing
activities are not all performed with direct sources of infor-
mation. Rather, a great deal of information is identified
through bibliographic databases, personal contacts, recom-
mendations from colleagues, interviews, publisher’s cata-
logs, and backward and forward chaining. That is probably
why most study participants have repeatedly brought up the
issue of access problems in their responses.

The difficulty is sometimes in the interviewing process
(fieldwork) where sometimes, for reasons of security, I was
not able to go to the places I had wanted to. (2)

Some published sources are rare. . .some are not findable.
Some require trips long distances. (21)

[Identity] academic books published in [country] are very
hard to get in the US, unlike books from [identity] publish-
ers. (22)

The difficulty is not finding information; it is accessing the
information which is difficult. (44)

Apart from using their personal collection and borrowing
materials from local university collections and collections
of other universities (through personal visits or interlibrary
loan requests), study participants often indicated contacting
or meeting with the source of information directly (e.g.,
individuals, government agencies, and ethnic organizations)
as well as overseas traveling to the location of the needed
material (e.g., archives and foreign national libraries). Be-
cause time, funding requirements, and governmental restric-
tions for accessing some relevant materials are great barriers
for many researchers, scholars sometimes resort to alterna-
tive sources or methods for obtaining information, often
using secondary sources.

It is still very difficult to get into Indian archives without a
lot of persuasion, administration and bureaucracy. This is
fundamentally a political and financial question that I can-

not solve. I usually have to go round this problem by going
to colonial archives in London, etc. (33)

As this quote implies, the use of alternative sources of
information and persistence in searching for information
may depend on factors such as the perceived importance of
that information, the urgency with which it is needed, and
the perceived severity of the consequences of not having the
information.

4.6. Differentiating

As in Ellis’s studies, differentiating here is characterized
through activities undertaken when information sources are
evaluated or judged according to their nature, quality, rela-
tive importance, and usefulness as a way of filtering the
amount and nature of information obtained based on the
participants’ own perceptions: “Fieldwork [is] of particular
importance to my research. This type of data on my topic
provides more objective, first-hand data. The other types of
data may pose a question of objectivity” (18). One differ-
ence between Ellis’s findings and those of this study is that
differentiating decisions are often based on the identity or
origin of the information sources used, which according to
the majority of participants, poses considerable concerns
regarding “bias.”

The reliability of government information is the most prob-
lematic issue. Second, in the case of the regional press,
accuracy is highly suspect. Hence information has to be
checked and cross checked as often as possible. (4)

In the [country] context, a good deal of scholarship has a
hidden (or not so hidden) political agenda. I always try to
figure out where the author, or the publisher is coming from
before I invest lots of energy in a close reading. Sponsors of
international conferences are sometimes politically affili-
ated or financed. Certain newspaper publishers in [country]
are known for their political loyalties, so their reports may
be slanted, although still useful. Years of experience have
given me some ability to spot the signs of political bias, and
I am always sensitive to that. (22)

To overcome the problems of bias, participants acknowl-
edged the use of information from different sources:

Information from ethnic organizations is essential to bal-
ance official information. (6)

One needs a diversity of sources, not a slew of sources from
one country or of one orientation. (29)

Indeed, one common differentiation with those who work
on nation states is that the information generated by official
sources, usually carries the imprimatur of being more “au-
thentic” and “reliable” than non-state sources. I would tend
to take issue with this as a generalization (since government
sources can be just as biased and self-serving as any other
political actor). (56)
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[Information produced by ethnic organizations] is important
only when I am looking into their view of things. Some-
times, their view casts doubt on newspaper accounts of
various events and is well worth considering as an interpre-
tive tool or as a corrective to biased news reportage. (60)

Participants also discussed other criteria in differentiating
between sources. For example, one participant mentioned
that she follows a certain newspaper rather than the other
because she can download its articles in seconds, whereas
each operation on another newspaper “takes at least 4 min-
utes, if not 25, to accomplish” (28).

4.7. Extracting

Extracting involves activities associated with going
through a particular source or sources and selectively iden-
tifying relevant material from those sources. Data collected
and analyzed here identified two types of extracting activ-
ities: those applied on direct sources (e.g., books and journal
articles) and those applied on indirect sources (e.g., bibli-
ographies, indexes and abstracts, and online catalogs).

Since there are few books and articles directly on the Kurds,
I have to use other books and articles quite creatively in
order to find (hidden) information on the Kurds, e.g., by
looking at migrants’ region of origin or data organized by
region or on the region mainly inhabited by Kurds. (40)

Often the nations in question are not even to be found
through many conventional searches; I have to look under
Morocco to find information on Western Sahara, Indonesia
to find information on East Timor, etc. (47)

Often it is the problem of too much information, and the
problem is sorting through to find the most relevant. (48)

4.8. Verifying

Verifying is characterized by activities associated with
checking the accuracy of the information found. The study
participants emphasized these activities primarily because
of the political and sensitive nature of their research topics.
Many participants wrote about “bias,” “disinformation,”
and lack of “reliability” and “accuracy” of many sources of
information they encounter, especially among materials
produced by ethnic and governmental organizations as well
as those published on the Web.

First, the reliability of government information is the most
problematic issue. Second, in the case of the regional press,
accuracy is highly suspect. Hence information has to be
checked and cross-checked as often as possible. (4)

Some material is available on the Internet which is difficult
to verify or counter, so it is not always easy to evaluate
some possible sources. (20)

I also often find great information on the internet with no
way of verifying its legitimacy or its source. (31)

Participants indicated that they verify the information they
collect by asking colleagues, government officials, and
members of stateless nations, as well as by gathering infor-
mation and data from different sources and comparing their
own findings with those of others.

4.9. Networking

Networking is characterized by activities associated with
communicating, and maintaining a close relationship, with a
broad range of people such as friends, colleagues, and
intellectuals working on similar topics, members of ethnic
organizations, government officials, and booksellers. Many
participants create, or participate in, networks not only to
build collections or gather information, but also to share
information with members of these networks: “I send mem-
bers of this network anything I come across and bother them
to send me stuff when I need it (56). According to most
participants, the Internet has significantly encouraged their
involvement in, and development of, networks. Further dis-
cussion on networking is provided in the next section.

4.10. Information Managing

Participants in this study repeatedly talked about the
need and importance of filing, archiving, and organizing the
information they collect or use in facilitating their research.

When it comes to Turkish language sources, I find that I
have to search for books and articles during trips to Turkey
since they are unavailable in the US. Moreover, I carefully
monitor the press (numerous Turkish language papers on
the internet) on a daily basis and make systematic efforts at
building an archival system composed of as many diverse
sources as possible. (4)

I subscribe to journals and professional bodies (MESA,
BRISMES, Middle East, amongst others). This is expen-
sive, I also have to store and file the journals. (27)

I have three private archives: 1. I have a big “conflict-
archive” of almost all the publications by the Tamil armed
movements and of newspaper articles on the other side.
About 50 archival boxes. 2. I have an archive of academic
off-prints related to my subject. I am today at box 111. Each
box has about 20 articles, that are all registered by me in my
homemade database. I can look for subjects, titles, authors.
All articles are specialized on my small field of research. 3.
To this comes a gigantic archive with correspondence with
colleagues from 1968 onwards. This archive has almost
stopped growing since e-mail took over. My e-mail box
keeps order now. All these boxes take two rooms in the
cellar of my house. I could not work without this private
archive. To this comes my private library of books, which
takes another room in the cellar. (33)
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Mainly what I do to tell you the truth, I keep sort of journals
when I read things and when I have thoughts I have like
over the last 15–20 years I have about 20 of these [journals]
and when I do fieldwork I keep them with [me] and write
everything down and when I read something I write notes
down. So in the end, I have an archive that I can refer back
to whenever needed. (64)

As can be learned from these quotations, knowledge is
not always immediately obtained or applied. It needs to be
gathered, digested, organized, and stored for future use.
According to the study participants, personal collections not
only provide them with easily accessible materials, but also
with materials that are organized or classified in a way they
understand. Hence, it was not surprising to find that per-
sonal collections are one of the most important sources of
information for the scholars.

5. Conclusion

5.1. New Features

This study confirmed Ellis’s model. The study, however,
found that a fuller description of the information-seeking
process of social scientists studying stateless nations should
include four additional features besides those identified by
Ellis. These new features are: accessing, networking, veri-
fying, and information managing. Although not all of these
new features are information searching or gathering activi-
ties, they are tasks that have significant roles in enhancing
information retrieval and facilitating research.

Many of the study participants reported access problems
as barriers to using information (e.g., unavailability of de-
sired publications at own university library and denial of
access to information and to the field by governments).
These participants indicated that because of these problems,
they are required to seek and use other types of materials
(e.g., secondary sources), locate and visit different places
where relevant information might be found (e.g., major
research libraries and own national libraries), and/or travel
overseas to the location of needed materials (e.g., foreign
archives and national libraries). These and other activities
(e.g., borrowing and photocopying material from other li-
braries, subscribing to relevant publications and listservs,
and contacting the source of information directly) suggest
that the behaviors associated with the attempts to access the
needed information, located through “starting,” “chaining,”
“browsing,” “monitoring,” and “networking” are major in-
formation-seeking activities and therefore should be added
to David Ellis’s information-seeking model as a distinct
category. This is because searching activities (i.e., starting,
chaining, browsing, monitoring, differentiating, extracting,
and networking) do not necessarily always start with, or
lead to, raw materials or direct sources of information.
There can be many instances where researchers cannot
instantly know whether they will obtain certain materials
(e.g., through interlibrary loan or through personal contacts

with government officials), be given permission to go to the
field to interview or observe people, get enough support
(e.g., research grants) to conduct certain activities related to
a project, or have enough time to wait for the arrival of
relevant materials.

The issue of access problems—brought up by the ma-
jority of study participants—provides several potential areas
of investigation. First, whereas the access problem is huge
for scholars studying stateless nations, it can also be signif-
icant for other groups of social scientists, especially those
involved in interdisciplinary research or in understudied
research topics. For example, Westbrook (1997, 1999) dis-
cusses information access issues for women’s studies schol-
ars, and concludes that the information barriers faced by
faculty in interdisciplinary programs are still being identi-
fied and are not yet fully developed. The problem with
earlier research, however, is that in most previous studies,
researchers tended to focus on: (1) Scholars located in major
research universities where access to information is virtu-
ally not an issue [Ellis’s population and that of Westbrook
are good examples of such studies] or (2) Scholars based on
their departmental affiliations rather than their research top-
ics (e.g., Bates, 1996; Caidi, 2001). Second, given the
importance of archival materials and other forms of primary
sources among the study participants, both librarians and
archivists need to investigate what happens to research and
scholarship when access to information is denied. In the
wake of the September 11 attacks and with the fact that
most of the FOIA’s requests are being automatically denied
today, this question seems to be very important for all
scholars in the U.S., and not only social scientists studying
stateless nations and other similar research topics.

Moreover, participants in this study have stressed the
significance of, and need for, creating and maintaining what
might be considered international invisible colleges or net-
works that aim at developing and maintaining a close rela-
tionship with a broad range of people such as friends,
colleagues, scholars working on similar topics, members of
ethnic organizations, government officials, and booksellers.
This is done to build collections, access materials, and
gather information, as well as to share information with
members of these networks, which are generally open to
anyone from graduate students and faculty members to
independent scholars, and so on (see Cronin, 1982). The
easy access that the Internet allows to, and between, indi-
viduals and groups all over the world plays a significant role
in further enhancing the importance of networking for re-
search purposes among academic social scientists (Jiroj-
wong & Wallin, 2002). Whether networking is more critical
for scholars studying stateless nations than it is for other
scholars cannot be discerned from this study. Therefore, it is
important to further investigate the role and importance of
networking in, and for, research among this particular group
and to find out how networking could be facilitated.

Verifying was identified as a distinct category in Ellis’s
study, but among physical scientists and engineers rather
than social scientists (Ellis, Cox, & Hall, 1993; Ellis &
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Haugan, 1997). Physical scientists, such as chemists, em-
ploy verifying activities to authenticate or confirm figures
and formulas. In this study, however, participants empha-
sized verifying activities as part of their information-seek-
ing process because of the “biased” nature of a major
proportion of information they locate and use (e.g., infor-
mation by governments oppressing stateless nations, as well
as information by ethnic organizations). Another reason
why verifying activities were emphasized here is because of
the use of web resources, which, according to most partic-
ipants, lack accuracy, reliability, and authenticity. The use
of web resources did not apply to participants in Ellis’s
study as his study on social scientists was conducted before
the existence of the web.

The number of published studies specifically on faculty
acceptance and use of web sources for research is still small.
Among these studies, however, several have focused on the
issue of value, quality, and authority of web sources (e.g.,
Bruce & Leander, 1997; Cronin & McKim, 1996), as well
as on faculty satisfaction with such sources (e.g., Herring,
2001). Having identified several differences between social
scientists studied here and the universal population of aca-
demic social scientists (e.g., in terms of use of archival
materials as well as heavy reliance on personal collection,
fieldwork data, grey literature, and access), it may very well
be the case that different groups of social scientists may
evaluate and use web resources differently.

Information managing is yet another information-seek-
ing activity that was not identified as a category in Ellis’s
study of social scientists, even though its importance and
influence on accessing and on information seeking behavior

in general was discussed by a number of earlier studies (e.g.,
Soper, 1976; Case, 1986, 1991; Nair, 1989). Participants in
this study repeatedly talked about filing, archiving, and
organizing the information they collect or use. Although
these processes are the exact opposite of information
searching or gathering activities, they are activities that have
a significant role in enhancing information retrieval, espe-
cially in cases where personal collection is of utmost im-
portance (Soper, 1976).

5.2. New Model

Similar to what Ellis found, the activities identified in
this study—starting, chaining, browsing, differentiating,
monitoring, extracting, accessing, networking, verifying,
and information managing—are not necessarily entirely or
always sequential. Scholars move from one research activ-
ity to another based on their momentary or changing needs.
In general, however, the information-seeking activities of
academic social scientists—based on the group of scholars
studied here—can be divided into four interrelated stages:
searching, accessing, processing, and ending (see Fig. 1).

The searching stage can be defined as the period where
identifying relevant and potentially relevant materials is
initiated. It includes both information-gathering activities
using traditional tools (e.g., online catalogs and indexes and
abstracts) as well as communication with people and other
sources of information (e.g., publishers, booksellers, and
government agencies). The accessing stage can be defined
as the bridge between the searching stage and the processing

FIG. 1. Stages in the information-seeking behavior of academic social scientists.
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stage, especially when indirect sources of information are
used (e.g., online catalogs, indexes and abstracts, and bib-
liographies). The processing stage is where the synthesizing
and analyzing of the information gathered takes place. Also
taking place in the processing stage is the writing of the final
product. The ending stage marks the end of the research
cycle of a project. Although it was not discussed in this
study, an ending stage was assumed as all interview ques-
tions were geared toward discussing the entire research
cycle of a project (e.g., “When you write a book or a paper
for a journal, where and how do you start looking for
information?”).

As shown in Figure 1, in each of the first three stages
(i.e., searching, accessing, and processing), a number of
activities could take place. During the searching stage,
researchers might use starting, chaining, browsing, moni-
toring, differentiating, extracting, and networking activities.
During the accessing stage, researchers become involved in
decision-making activities with regard to proceeding to the
processing stage or returning to the searching stage. This
decision is based on the success or failure of obtaining
needed materials and/or gaining access to various sources
and types of information (e.g., subjects, archival materials,
and government documents). During the processing stage,
researchers might use chaining, extracting, differentiating,
verifying, and information-managing activities. During the
processing stage too, researchers engage in synthesizing and
analyzing the information they gathered and in writing their
final products.

Figure 1 also shows that once the research cycle starts at
the searching stage, researchers may continue to the access-
ing stage or to the processing stage, or to both, depending on
the initial types of information used: indirect or non-full-
text sources and direct or full-text sources (e.g., books and
journal articles). In case only the latter sources are used, a
researcher may skip the accessing stage and go directly to
the processing stage. However, in case indirect sources are
utilized, the accessing stage becomes necessary because
without having the full text of items identified in the search-
ing stage, researchers may not want, or be able, to proceed
to the processing stage. This is especially so when the
sources in question are of utmost importance to the research.
Therefore, access to direct sources is, in some cases, indis-
pensable for the research cycle to continue. In case both
direct and indirect sources were used in the searching stage,
a researcher may proceed to both accessing and processing
stages.

Moreover, as was found in this study, when access to
relevant or potentially relevant information or sources of
information is not possible, researchers try to use alternative
sources or methods. This could be searching for new infor-
mation (i.e., returning from the accessing stage to the
searching stage) or continue working with whatever infor-
mation has been obtained—that is, moving from the access-
ing stage to the processing stage even though some poten-
tially relevant items were not accessed. In the latter case,
researchers may rely on secondary sources or on informa-

tion they could obtain. Also found in this study is the fact
that during the processing stage new questions may arise or
new information needs may develop, which may require the
scholars to return to the searching stage.

In general, researchers move back and forth between the
searching, accessing and/or the processing stages until the
project is completed (ending stage).8

6. Implications

Although much has been learned about the information-
seeking behavior of social science faculty, there is still a
need for more studies to verify the results reported here. Of
particular importance would be examining groups of schol-
ars that conduct research on non-citizen groups and/or eth-
nic and religious minorities in the United States and Europe.
These studies should consider the triangulation of research
methods for data collection, particularly surveys and inter-
views (both face-to-face and telephone and/or computer-
mediated). Each of the new information-seeking behavior
features identified in this study—accessing, networking,
verifying, and information managing—call for some en-
hancements in the design of existing information systems
and services. Part of the accessing problems presented here
(e.g., lack of resources in own university libraries and use of
non-digitized archival materials) could be addressed by
more collaboration and networking among libraries as well
as by the various digital library projects and increased
access to databases with full-text items. Networked elec-
tronic access to unique archival materials stands as a very
attractive information access strategy for research commu-
nities such as the group of scholars discussed here who are
dispersed around the globe. Authentication of digital data, a
key issue within archival world today, looms even larger for

8 The following is a sample of quotations from study participants
describing their initial research activities:

● Extensive reading, checking bibliographies of scholarly journals and
checking information that I receive over my relevant e-mail lists. I
also depend on other scholars who are also friends who provide me
with new sources. (26)

● I find browsing extremely productive, at least as an early step. I then
tend to look up citations and references in the literature, which I read.
I also talk to colleagues a great deal. When I feel I’ve exhausted all
the available existing sources I would then start to carry out original
research such as interviews. (28)

● Naturally I use searches at libraries and searches from my computer,
via for example SSCI, to find relevant articles on a topic. These
articles may suggest useful sources to look closer at when an inves-
tigation is to be started. But after that, one has to rely more on
information from interviews. Interviews create snowball effects—
i.e., one interview may provide information that tells you about two
or three other persons that should be interviewed, and so on. (43)

● Search on Internet and databases for literature on existing sub-topics,
order the books and articles from university or other libraries. If I find
something relevant, I look at the reference and then see if anything
interests me from here. The lead on provided by each work is quite
important. Write to organizations dealing with particular issues and
ask specific and general questions. Give them an idea of my work and
ask if they can suggest someone who might be of some help or some
existing literature that I might have overlooked. (50)
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researchers of stateless nations due to sensitive political
considerations.

Both networking and verifying could be facilitated by
including the corporate source field and full contact infor-
mation of authors in both indexing and abstracting services
and in online catalogs. Including journal type field in peri-
odical databases (e.g., academic, professional, refereed,
non-refereed, governmental, and so on) could also facilitate
verifying and so does a filtering system that could eliminate
those Web pages that do not have author names and/or
author affiliations and contact information. The Internet has
added a new dimension to the information-seeking behavior
of scholars in that some of the needed information, if and
when found, has a high chance of appearing as a full-text.
The problem, however, is that only a small fraction of
available information is digitized and made accessible to
researchers.

Finally, certain research subjects, such as stateless na-
tions, must be indexed under their proper names rather than
obscure terms. This will not only enhance information re-
trieval, but it will also facilitate classification and collection
organization. Scholars may have ways of managing the
information they gather that may be different and/or better
than those of information centers and systems serving them.
Future studies should investigate such differences and ex-
amine the relationships. Future studies should also investi-
gate which other groups of academic social scientists differ
from the mainstream, universal population of such scholars,
in terms of their information-seeking behavior and informa-
tion environment.
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