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Abstract

This research project was motivated by the question of how a Slow perspective
may relate to and impact upon theories of information behaviour and upon
everyday information practices. Two related qualitative studies were undertaken
to explore the relevance of Slow principles to the notion of the information
society. The task-based, fixed end-points of existing theories of information
behaviour and information literacy are shown to inadequately reflect the
complexity of life in a social landscape characterised by the acceleration, and
subsequent proliferation, of information channels.

The project progressed through three distinct but related phases which are
reported here. First, the conceptual foundations of a Slow perspective were
hypothesised during reviews of the literature and existing conceptions of the
information society. A Delphi study was then executed to facilitate discussion of
the issues between experts in information behaviour. Thirdly, a focus group
session was held to engage Slow experts in similar discussion of the issues
from a practice perspective. Each phase was guided by a social constructivist
methodology which encouraged participants and moderator to engage in
conscious consideration of their perspective by connecting and discussing with
others, echoing the Slow principles that the project sought to explore.

A Slow perspective is shown to challenge received notions of information
behaviour in three ways. The first two relate to fixed causal processes wherein
the temporal progression of information behaviour and, relatedly, information
literacy, is disrupted by a focus on tempo. The third challenge disrupts what
‘information’ is when society itself is perceived as information-based, shifting
from an instrumental to an experiential view.

Elements of a Slow approach were reported in practice as a means of attaining
‘informational balance’, which in turn can be seen to encourage everyday
information literacy. Specifically Slow attitudes were reported in some
withdrawal and avoidance behaviours, and were also rejected when the
pressure of informational speed and scale proved too beneficial, or indeed, too
addictive.

The project concludes with an illustration of the implications of a Slow
perspective of information behaviour, and recommendations for further research
with this illustration in mind.
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1.1 Introduction

This research project is motivated by the question of how a Slow perspective
may relate to and impact upon theories of information behaviour and upon
everyday information practices. Personal and institutional management
strategies come under increasing pressure as information channels accelerate
and proliferate. Furthermore, the capacity for an individual to be information
literate is increasingly challenged as people become overloaded. This work is
intended to assess the potential of a Slow perspective as a means of alleviating
that overload and increasing information literacy by reframing information

management strategies at both personal and institutional levels.

1.1.1 Research questions & structure

The research question can be broken into three constituent and contributory

questions:

1. What is a Slow perspective?

2. What, if any, are the implications of a Slow perspective for the study
and theory of information behaviour?

3. What, if any, are the implications of a Slow perspective on everyday

information practices?

Each of these questions will be explored in order to achieve the overall aim of
providing a Slow framework for effective information practices, including both its
production and consumption. This framework is likely to encourage the critical
appreciation of the speed and choice inherent in many contemporary

information channels, and all three research areas will hinge on these aspects.

The first question is explored by reviewing the relevant literature, and then by
establishing an appropriate Slow perspective for considering information and
information use. A conceptual framework will be built to support this

perspective. This framework will be founded on a synthesis between
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established ideas about the Information Society and notions of culture,
communication and everyday practices. The literature is reviewed in Chapter
One and the framework built in Chapter Two.

Question Two will be explored by testing the assumptions of the model in light
of existing theories of information behaviour, through further conceptual
analysis and also via a Delphi study which was devised to engage experts in
the field in a discussion about the key elements of speed and choice. This
phase of the research investigated the relevance of Slow to disciplinary
perspectives that exist within LIS, and its potential as a metatheoretical or
methodological lens. This constitutes Chapter Three.

To answer Question Three, the discussion from the Delphi was developed into
an empirical study of Slow information behaviour amongst Slow adherents. This
took the form of a focus group discussion about attitudes towards Slow
principles in everyday information practices. This included discussion about
everyday pressures, overload and coping mechanisms which might be included
under a Slow umbrella. This phase provides the experiential evidence to round
out the framework suggested earlier in the piece. This is described and
discussed in Chapter Four. Chapter Five provides a summary of research
findings, tentative conclusions and recommendations for applications and

further research.

1.1.2 Methodological approach

Before describing the project’s methodological approach, a distinction needs to
be made between what is meant by ‘methodology’ and what is meant by
‘methods’. This is a similar distinction to that described by Brenda Dervin as
exists between metatheory and methods, and the bridges that must be devised
between them (Dervin, 1999). For this project, the methodology, or
methodological approach, is the overarching research philosophy and will be
described here. This methodological approach dictates that certain methods, or

research mechanics, are appropriate and therefore underlies all design and
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analysis choices. These methods are described in the ensuing relevant
chapters: the rationale, history and modifications made for the purposes of this
research are also described there. Each method has been used because it
correlates with the methodological assumptions of the overarching approach,

and these represent the bridges of Dervin’s distinction.

The methodological approach, then, derives from Slow principles which are, for
want of a better word, ‘soft’. The approach is entwined with and reflects what
the research investigates. The conceptual implications of a Slow perspective of
information are explored fully in the next chapter, but the assumptions which
accompany it can be outlined here as the methodological approach. These
inform the research agenda of the project, and are themselves dictated by the
purpose and intentions of the work. ‘Soft’ does not imply ‘weak’, rather it

demands creative design, sensitivity to data and reflexive reporting.

First, and most broadly, this project is therefore qualitative in nature. This stems
from Slow being concerned with human thought and action. As such, human
experience, perception and behaviour are the objects of study and “themes,
patterns, concepts, insights, [and] understandings” (Quinn Patton, 2002, p. 5)
the likely findings. Human behaviour is infinitely varied and research which aims
to explore and describe it has similarly numerous potential forms. “Traditional
methodology is an outcome of a rationalistic view”, which then often fails to
support the irrational nature of both researcher and researched (Seale et al,
2007, pp. 8-9). As a result, qualitative enquiry should be situated in the research
context it aims to explore, which can be interpreted as there being no concrete

set of defined rules to cover all eventualities and contexts.

Second, and in order to rein in the apparently limitless possibilities, this project
rests on a foundation of specifically social constructivism. This stance holds that
humans construct knowledge through their experiences, as in cognitive
constructivism (Talja et al, 2005) but as Kim (2001) outlines, three specific

assumptions underlie social constructivism:

e Ontological: “reality does not exist prior to its social invention”

15



e Epistemological: “individuals create meaning through their interactions
with each other and the environment they live in”
e Learning: “meaningful learning occurs when individuals are engaged in

social activities”, although not exclusively

Adopting this stance does not deny other theories of reality or knowledge, but
defines the perspective which underpins the project and guides the research
design. It is important also in distinguishing that this work is not concerned with

discourse analytics, as would be the case in a constructionist approach.

Social constructivism is relevant to the Slow principle of connection, which
centralises knowledge sharing and development as crucial. Whilst the
processes of constructing socially and culturally determined norms are not
themselves a point of enquiry, it is an assumption of this approach that this is
how we understand and interpret reality. The two interrelated studies were
designed in order to engender social interaction and discussion with this
assumption in mind. The outputs of each study were analysed in specifically
constructive ways, most appreciably by using elements of Constructive
Grounded Theory (CGT; Charmaz, 2006). Only elements were used because
the intention was not to generate theory per se, but to remain grounded in data

that had itself been socially constructed.

Third, the approach is reflexive, as suggested by its qualitative nature. As with
the Slow principle of mindfulness or critical awareness, the project encourages
reflection through the design of each study. Engaging theorists to reflect on their
own assumptions in the Delphi study and building “thinking pauses” into the
focus group are examples of this consciously reflexive approach. The project
itself is an exercise in critical appraisal of accepted, perhaps dominant, patterns
of thinking. The conceptual framework was devised to establish where the
project sits in relation to other, not necessarily LIS-based, perspectives and is

an example of this critical evaluation of positions.

Each chapter includes discussion on how each method supports this

overarching approach.
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1.1.3 Ethics

When undertaking research of any kind, it is important to be aware of the ethical
implications of design, execution and analysis in order to ensure research
integrity. A researcher should engage with the subject of enquiry in a sensitive
and honest manner, and should treat any participants with respect. It is
important to appreciate the responsibility that comes with conducting research.
This is applicable in both desk based and empirical scenarios, though at
understandably different levels with different implications. This project involves
both kinds of work.

The first two chapters of the thesis involve largely desk based research in the
analysis of literature and the development of a relevant conceptual framework.
The key ethical responsibility here was to reference others’ work honestly and
explicitly, to apportion credit to all relevant sources and, in so doing, avoid
plagiarism. As such, it has been a conscious endeavour to cite works clearly,

consistently and thoroughly.

This project subsequently involves two empirical phases: a Delphi study and a
focus group. There was a responsibility here to undertake both studies
responsibly; to treat participants with respect; to handle data sensitively,
confidentially and appropriately; to record and report each process honestly.
Both studies passed the City University ethics checklist and only minimal and
predictable risks to both researcher and participant were identified.
Furthermore, neither study involved covert data capture (Quinn Patton, p. 269)
nor appreciably sensitive subjects, and were therefore deemed to represent

minor interventions.
There were four areas to consider in the ethical design of each study, as laid

out by the ESRC in the design section of the Research ethics guidebook (Boddy
et al, 2012).

e Sampling

17



e Consent
e Confidentiality
e Methods

Participation in the Delphi was sought through voluntary involvement, which
represents purposive and self-selecting sampling. This panel of people was
relevant to the project because of their expert status. There was no structured
consent form for participation in the Delphi, but written agreement to take part
was sought and this represented valid consent. The panel’s research
backgrounds and knowledge of the subject put them in a position to agree to
participate, or indeed to decline involvement. It was made clear that they were
free to leave at any point. It was also made clear that all comments would be
anonymised, unless it became necessary to identify contributors and only then
by arrangement. The confidentiality of participants was thus ensured. The study
was exploratory in nature and so its precise direction was impossible to outline
at the start, but participants were actively involved in the Delphi’s development
over time and were therefore aware of what it involved. They were also
constantly reminded of the opportunity to ask questions or withdraw from the
process. The purpose and methods were made clear throughout the study.

Recruitment for the focus group was similarly self-selecting and purposive:
participation was sought on a voluntary basis from groups involved with the
Slow Movement. These groups are relevant to the project and the participation
of people selected in this way was appropriate to the task in hand. Informed
consent was sought from these participants as they were deemed to be less
‘naturally’ aware of what might be expected of them than the experts in the
Delphi. As such, information sheets were distributed to explain the nature and
purpose of the study, their expected participation, recording and outputs of the
session, and the eventual publication of results. Consent forms were distributed
alongside the information sheets. This process obtained valid and informed
consent from all participants (Quinn Patton, p. 407). It was made clear that they
were free to leave at any point without prejudice. It was also explained that
comments would be anonymised, and that all contributions would be kept in a
locked filing cabinet or password protected digital folders. This ensured

confidentiality of participation. What was expected of their involvement was

18



outlined from the start: that the study involved a discussion group to which they

were being asked for verbal and written contributions.

These were the key ethical considerations in designing this project. There is

more detail about design choices and implications in the relevant chapters.

19



1.2 Human information behaviour

This project’s essential area of enquiry is how people interact with and use
information, and how those interactions are theorised and explored by the
Library & Information Science (LIS) discipline. This first section, therefore, looks
at “human information behaviour” (HIB) as a field within the academic discipline
of LIS.

As Wilson suggests, research into information behaviour was occurring before
Library & Information Science had developed an academic identity (Wilson,
1999). He cites a 1948 meeting of the Royal Society Scientific Information
Conference as an early indicator of the interest in user studies; early in relation
to the establishment of “information science” which emerged some years later.
At the time of publication of Wilson'’s first information behaviour model, user
studies constituted a large proportion of research endeavours in the discipline,
second only to information retrieval (Wilson, 1981; reprinted 2006a). More
recently, Wilson observes that “information retrieval has now migrated to the
field of computer science and is unlikely ever again to constitute a strong
research area in “information science™ (Wilson, 2006b). This, the author
suggests, leaves user studies, or its descendant disciplines of information
seeking behaviour and information behaviour, as the largest research

endeavours in the field.

In contrast, Ingwersen & Jarvelin (2005) assert that although the fields of
information retrieval and information seeking rarely overlap, there is an
opportunity and a necessity to bring them closer together. By stressing and
exploring the human social context in which information retrieval occurs, their
work seeks to create the holistic research area of Information Seeking &
Retrieval, or IS&R, by reframing the models and methods of each in light of the
other. This approach is in direct contrast to that of Wilson who perceives an
unbridgeable gap between the two.

The subfields of LIS have a complex and contested relationship. In order to

delimit the scope of this project, IR is considered to be a related field within LIS
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with limited relevance to the tasks at hand. It is acknowledged, however, that
Ingwersen & Jarvelin’s attempts to bring system oriented research together with
social science oriented research under the LIS umbrella are more in keeping
with the holistic intentions of this project than Wilson’s segregated perspective.
In its narrowest sense then, the subfield of information behaviour is interested
in how people seek information. This “behaviour is so commonplace that it is
generally not an object of concern until time pressure makes it so” (Case, 2007,
p. 5). It can however encompass a swathe of research endeavours which are
not limited to observing the search process but are also concerned with pre-and
post-search phenomena. “Information behaviour” in this broader sense covers a
range of information related areas and explores “those activities a person may
engage in when identifying his or her own needs for information, searching for
such information in any way, and using or transferring that information” (Wilson,
1999). These activities include “how people need, seek, manage, give, and use
information in different contexts” (Fisher, Erdelez & McKechnie, 2005). Or it
includes “encountering, needing, finding, choosing and using information”
(Case, 2007).

Figure 1 below illustrates one interpretation of the constituent parts of human
information behaviour as an academic discipline. The diagram shows Wilson’s
nesting of the different sub-fields within information behaviour, which is itself
nested within a broader field of communication studies. “Information-seeking [is]
particularly concerned with the variety of methods people employ to discover,
and gain access to information resources” and “information search behaviour”
exists as a sub-set of that field with a focus on computer-based information
retrieval (Wilson, 1999, p. 263).
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Information behaviour

Information-seeking
behaviour

Information
search behaviour

Figure 1: A nested model of the information seeking and information

searching research areas (Wilson, 1999, p. 263).

1.2.1 Theory & theorising

The development of theory is important to academic disciplines because it
establishes a sense of identity and reputation: “disciplines require theories that
originate from within to attain recognition as an independent field of scientific
enquiry” (Pettigrew & McKechnie, 2001). This is particularly important in the
case of fledgling disciplines, such as LIS, and an issue which has sparked much
internal debate (Hjgrland, 1998; Wilson, 1999). In their 2001 analysis of LIS
research, Pettigrew & McKechnie found indications of a “growing body of theory
unique to IS”. The identification of 71 newly proposed theories suggested to the

authors that theory was playing a more central role than previously thought.

Aside from developing theories, acknowledging one’s theoretical perspective is
of vital importance. Even if the services paradigm identified by Jarvelin &
Vakkari persists (1985, p. 415), “solutions to practical questions are, however,
always developed on the basis of theoretical and epistemological assumptions”
which should be stated, if not developed further (Talja et al, 2005). So those
issues being researched under the library paradigm generally require practical

22



solutions, but these too are theoretical in origin. This practical, perhaps
humanistic and certainly contextual, nature of LIS research questions may be a
reason for the multitude of individual mini-theories that arise from studies in the
field.

The multiplicity of theories, particularly in relation to information behaviour, has
been cause for concern. “Many researchers seem to prefer to develop their own
models or frameworks from scratch, rather than to test and develop established
models” (Bawden, 2006). This results in a lack of cohesion between theoretical
concepts and effectively weakens the scientific claims of the discipline (Wilson,
1999). As Bawden points out, though, this may be as a result of a more
humanistic approach (which seems understandable in a subfield, such as
information behaviour, that is rooted in the human element of information
phenomena) or indeed an egoistic approach to the subject whereby each
researcher feels the need to develop their own, rather than build on prior,
theories. Case points out that “it is difficult to generalize about a behaviour that
varies so much across people, situations, and objects of interest, and so much
of it takes place inside a person’s head” (2007, p. 5). This might be another
reason for there seeming to be a model for every empirical, or indeed

conceptual, investigation.

1.2.1.1 Layers

Whether theory is being generated or tested, it is possible to distinguish
between different layers of theoretical engagement when undertaking any piece
of research. A useful distinction is made by Bates (2005) between the following

three layers:

¢ Metatheories: “the fundamental set of ideas about how phenomena of
interest in a particular field should be thought about and researched” (p.
2)

e Theories: “a system of assumptions, principles, and relationships posited

to explain a specified set of phenomena” (p. 2)

23



e Models: “a kind of proto-theory, a tentative proposed set of relationships,
which can then be tested for validity” (p. 3)

This project engages with the subject of information behaviour on each of these
levels, as will be illustrated in Chapter Two. An overview of Bates’ typology

follows.

1.2.1.2 Metatheory

According to Bates (2005), and also Hjgrland (2005), metatheories are
methodologically important to LIS. They direct research agendas, inform
analysis, and to some degree dictate the recommendations which might be
made at the conclusion of a piece of research. They colour the perspective from
which we approach our subject and therefore highlight different things as
problematic or worthy of study. “Metatheories are theories about the description,
investigation, analysis or criticism of theories in a domain” (Hjgrland, 2005). A
special issue of Journal of Documentation (2005) devoted to LIS and the
philosophy of science highlights the range of metatheoretical perspectives and
their impact on research agendas and design. This is both good and bad news:
good because “we now have a much more diverse array of assumptions,
approaches, theories, and methods from which to choose” and bad “because
there is disagreement on what kinds of perspectives or actions are most

appropriate” (Case, 2007, p. 143).

1.2.1.3 Theory

“Theories are explanations. They are generalizations. Theories are statements
that try to explain relationships among various phenomena” (Case, 2007, p.
145). Theory is important to information behaviour. Working out why something
is happening tends to be more useful than simply describing it and even when
practical solutions are sought (as is often the case in information behaviour
research), theory underpins and directs those solutions and should be
acknowledged (Talja et al, 2005). It is slippery, multifaceted and controversial.
Pettigrew & McKechnie faced difficulties during their citation analysis of LIS
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research because different authors refer to theories using different

terminologies (2001).

“A theory remains a mental construct. A ‘good’ theory is one that matches well

our perception of whatever the theory is about” (Buckland, 1991).

1.2.1.4 Models

Models are important because they constitute the building blocks for theory.
This is not necessarily always the case (for example, Grounded Theory arises
from empirical observations and can be seen to skip over the model stage) but
it is often so in information behaviour research. Models are numerous in
information behaviour. Conceiving of an LIS spectrum, models tend either
towards the computer science end (IR especially) or towards the social science
end (user studies especially). These spectrum ends correlate with whether
models are search based (computers, IR) or broad social behaviour based
(humans, users). As Bates says, most theory in LIS is actually at the model
stage (2005).

1.2.1.5 Examples

Terms such as ‘model’ and ‘theory’ are used with different intentions by different
people within HIB, so that it is not always clear or consistent at what level of
theoretical engagement their research operates. For example, the 71 Theories
of information behavior (Fisher, Erdelez & McKechnie, 2005) are not
necessarily all theories of the kind that Bates describes above: there are
concepts, frameworks and models. Whilst Bates outlines her interpretation of
the distinctions between different layers, not all writers in the field state their
meaning with such clarity, if at all. The following works have been termed as
both theories and models, by their creators and by subsequent commentators
and researchers.

For the purposes of this project, these works are interpreted as classic

examples of ‘models’ in the information behaviour field, which are of course
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theoretical in nature. They are here described in order to suggest the type of
work that occurs in this field, and also to intimate the areas which are explored
in this project’s two empirical studies. These examples have been selected
because they are still used and developed in the field, and “are
concerned...with a broader perspective of the information search than simply
the use of computer-based information retrieval systems” (Wilson, 1999) which
fits the scope of the project. However, the existence of IR search models is
acknowledged. The examples here presented are in a roughly chronological
order, with the exception of Wilson’s revised model, included alongside the
original, and Dervin’s methodological approach whose essentially different
character is introduced last.

e Wilson (1981 & 1996)
As with all but one of the following examples, and in contrast to the Wilson
diagram already reproduced, the 1981 model is concerned with information
seeking behaviour, rather than a broader notion of any interaction with
information. More specifically, this model was devised as an attempt to bring
order to the disparate field of “user studies” by “defining some concepts and by
proposing the basis for a theory of the motivations for information-seeking
behaviour” (Wilson, 2006).

According to this model, the motivation for information seeking is the existence
of an information need. However, the model’s key assertion is that information
needs arise from other primary, and not necessarily information-related, needs.
These may be physiological, affective or cognitive in nature, and may, in turn,
also prevent the effective satisfaction of that primary need by forming a barrier
(Wilson, 1999). The model therefore stresses the effect that an enquirer’s
context will have on the success, or otherwise, of information seeking at that

point.

Wilson’s 1996 model constitutes a revision of the 1981 original, expanded by
the inclusion of theoretical models of behaviour from fields beyond LIS, such as
psychology. It retains the focus on the person in context, but more explicitly
states that contextual factors (here “intervening variables”) may assist as well

as hinder information use (Wilson, 1999). It covers more ground than its

26



predecessor by describing the different modes of information seeking behaviour
which may result from the information need: passive attention, ongoing search
and so on. But this model is purposely limited to describing those stages before

information seeking occurs.

Both of Wilson’s models invoke situations where a specific need motivates a
person to seek information, although that search may assume a relatively
passive form. This in turn suggests that the enquirer must initially identify that a
need exists, although that may be a primary rather than a specifically
informational need. This implied ability to identify or recognise a need also
appears more explicitly in many definitions of information literacy, to be

discussed later.

e Ellis (1989)
The Ellis model was devised as an empirically grounded approach to
information-seeking behaviour, rather than the prevailing use of cognitive
studies in the field (Ellis, 2005). The intention was to more usefully inform the
design of IR systems and, in so doing, be of general interest to LIS. It provides
an expansion of the behaviours that occur in the information seeking process.
Ellis stresses that this model does not represent a clear-cut sequence of stages
that a user goes through but that its ‘features’ are interrelated and their
interaction will be affected by the specific situation of the person involved (Ellis,
1989).

These features can, however, be loosely arranged with the understanding that
many aspects may occur simultaneously or in a different order in different
contexts, including from person to person. Ellis (2005) suggests that “underlying
the complex patterns of information-seeking behavior were a relatively small
number of different types of activity “. These are: starting; chaining; browsing;
differentiating; monitoring; extracting. As Wilson points out, these descriptive
features operate at a different level to his own work, and can be nested within
his model(s) as an elaboration of what happens once a need is recognised
(Wilson, 1999).
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The Ellis model scopes active seeking behaviours which were empirically
observed in a variety of academic and industrial research environments. The
emphasis on possibly non-sequential behaviours reiterates the impact of
context on information seeking seen in Wilson, and the idea of ‘differentiating’
depicts a critical awareness and capacity to evaluate information as the process

develops.

e Kuhlthau (1991)
In contrast to Ellis’ model, Kuhlthau’s Information Search Process explicitly
denotes stages through which a user moves during “information seeking for a
complex task that has a discrete beginning and ending” (Kuhlthau, 2004). It
attempts to reimagine this process from the user’s perspective which further
grounds such behaviour in the experience of the person in context. The stages
of Kuhlthau’s model are in effect a process of refinement as the user constructs

knowledge about the problem which initiated the search (Wilson, 1999).

The model is holistic in that thoughts, feelings and actions are attached to each
stage in recognition of the complexity of such behaviours (Kuhlthau, 1991). In
this way, the ‘initiation’ stage is characterised by uncertainty which becomes
increasingly focussed as the process unfolds through ‘exploration’ and
‘formulation” where feelings of clarity, confidence and relief are more prevalent.
The key premise of this model is that it is founded on the concept of the
‘uncertainty principle’. Uncertainty about meaning or knowledge initiates the
search process and commonly increases in the early stages of information

seeking.

Acting on the ‘uncertainty principle’ is another incarnation of the capacity to

identify and do something about an information need. This is of even greater
importance within Kuhlthau’s explicitly time-constrained model, where users
move through the stages of information seeking within a set period of time to
achieve some sort of success. This quite specifically delineates the start and

stop points of the seeking process which, in Wilson and Ellis, are implied.
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e Dervin (1983)
Dervin’s Sense-Making is similar to Kuhlthau’'s approach because of its user-
centric core. It was devised to facilitate a shift away from source or system
research to focus on the individuals engaged in information seeking. This
approach deems information seeking and use to be examples of communicative
practices. It differs from all the previous models, however, by most often being
designated as a methodology rather than a model or theory. It is a whole way of
research life. It foregrounds metatheory and dictates, to a degree, the methods
by which it can be explored. It can and has been used “as a tool for
metatheoretical critique, as methodology for research, as theory about
communication, as research method, and/or as guidance for communication

design and practice” (Dervin, 1999).

At root of the approach is a perceived gap between an individual’s current
situation and their desired situation. Information seeking can be seen as one
activity that is undertaken to bridge the gap, or in other words to make sense of
the gap. Where Wilson, Ellis and Kuhlthau explicate different points, features or
stages of information behaviour, Dervin’s approach is to draw together “needs,
seeking and use into [a] unified investigation of the processes by which people
become informed” (Tidline, 2005).

Because of Dervin’s metatheoretical and methodological intentions, this ‘model’
operates at a different level to those previously described. It is broader in its
general perspective of an individual’'s context which includes information
behaviour, but it is also narrower in the implications on method and practice
which this perspective generates. This appears to be a uniquely comprehensive
approach in LIS.

e Savolainen (1995)
A relatively recent addition to information behaviour models is Savolainen’s
Everyday Life Information Seeking (ELIS; Savolainen, 1995). This model
contrasts with most others because its focus is, by definition, everyday life.
Where previous approaches have sought to describe and characterise
behaviour in specific task-based, often work or research related, scenarios,

Savolainen explicitly turns to people in their everyday environments. This is
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relevant because this project seeks to understand everyday informational

pressures and coping strategies.

Work in this area began to emerge during the 1970s (Savolainen,1995; Carey,
McKechnie & McKenzie, 2001) and the model was formalised in the mid-1990s
to address “the need to elaborate the role of social and cultural factors that
affect people’s way of preferring and using information sources in everyday
settings” (Savolainen, 2005). The author also sought to elaborate on the
terminological issues inherent in information behaviour research, and to
legitimise research into non-work information contexts which was perceived to
be neglected in the classic models (McKenzie, 2003). Case (2007) describes
our daily life as “peppered with instances in which we become interested in
learning more about a topic after we accidentally encountering some bit of
information about it” (p. 5). As a result, the information seeker or information
user is framed as an information citizen (rather than worker or professional)
whose daily or everyday life is the context of interest (Huotari & Chatman,
2001). Indeed, ELIS can be seen to emerge from ‘citizen information seeking’
(Savolainen, 1995).

The focus is on variety of experience and motivation which contrasts with the
systematic nature of workplace research. “ELIS...is fluid, depending on the
motivation, education, and other characteristics of the multitude of ordinary
people seeking information for a multitude of aspects of everyday life” (Spink &
Cole, 2001). It is, by definition, an unsystematic approach which might
exacerbate the fractured multiplicity of HIB research introduced above, even
though it is the role of LIS research to forge theoretical frameworks to unite the
discourse and agendas that are being used and promoted (ibid.). The
metatheoretical implications of ELIS are discussed by Dervin (1994) whose

Sense-Making methodology is another example of a non-work approach.

McKenzie develops Savolainen’s interpretation of ELIS by describing the
limitations of the classic models of information behaviour, and therefore
highlighting the new angles enabled by an ELIS approach (McKenzie, 2003).
The first angle is one which allows for undirected, even passive, practices

where the incumbent models focus almost exclusively on active seeking; the
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second moves away from studying single information needs in workplace
settings towards “a holistic view of the variety of information behaviours
individuals describe in their everyday lives”; and the third new angle, like Ellis, is
a shift away from the cognitive approach which “fails to capture the richness of
information as constructed through the interaction of the individual and the
sociocultural context”. These three elements illustrate the interwoven nature of

metatheory, theory and model.

Savolainen’s ELIS model is built on the concepts of ‘way of life’ and ‘mastery of
life’. The former relates to a socially and culturally determined system of
perceptions and values, and the latter relates to an individual's active
“preparedness to approach everyday problems in certain ways in accordance
with one’s values” (Savolainen, 2005). The proposition is that information
seeking is a fundamental way in which people establish mastery of life within a
culturally determined system. McKenzie’s extension of ELIS seeks to illustrate
the variety of information problems and practices that can occur, at the same

time, within that system (McKenzie, 2003).

ELIS has, in many studies, become synonymous with ‘leisure’ practices
because of its contrast with workplace settings and because of Savolainen’s
own original distinction between working and leisure time under the heading
‘structure of time budget’ (Savolainen, 2005). This may suggest levity and has
been combatted by Stebbins’ ‘Serious leisure’ (Stebbins, 2009) and Hartel's use
of Stebbins’ theory in information seeking research (Hartel, 2003, 2006; Kari &
Hartel, 2007).

1.2.1.6 Summary: end-points & ‘successful’ information behaviour

Dervin’s approach is fundamentally without end because the behaviour it
encapsulates is constant as individuals seek to make sense of their situation.
This may occur in time-bounded scenarios with fixed desired outcomes, but can
also be thought of as perpetual. The context changes the minutiae, but the
overarching behaviour remains. In this way, the model becomes

metatheoretical.
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In contrast, Wilson, Ellis and Kuhlthau imply, and in some cases make clear, the
contextual boundaries of the behaviours involved. They look specifically to
proactive information behaviour in the form of seeking. This is usually initiated
by the recognition of some need, then progresses through stages or displays
typical features, and is ultimately resolved. Resolution may be unsatisfactory,
but there is an end point to the activity or behaviour being described. These

models may be termed task-based.

Savolainen’s model also describes tasks which are undertaken, but on a routine
or everyday basis. These are often non-work practices yet there remains the
proactive context in the sense that individuals are displaying search and
monitoring behaviour, or indeed withdrawal and avoidance. These are ongoing

behaviours which may not have a defined end point.

The task-based models imply that individuals are successful or information
literate, or that information seeking is effective, if they complete the task at
hand, that is, if they proceed through the model (in whichever order context
dictates) to the end-point. They may not be satisfied with the outcome, but they
have reached one nonetheless. These examples can be thought of as
describing the information literate person, and this disciplinary cross-over has
received some recent attention (Shenton & Hay-Gibson, 2011). An introduction

to the notion of information literacies now follows.

1.2.2 Information literacy

‘Information literacy’ is an established, and complex, notion within LIS whose
presence in the literature has steadily increased since the early 1990s (Bawden,
2001). It is connected to information behaviour since information literacy affects
and is affected by how people seek and use information. Indeed, “information
literacy is the adoption of appropriate information behaviour” to critically match

information to need (Johnston & Webber, 2003). The professional body for
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library and information professionals in the UK, CILIP, defines information

literacy thus:

Information literacy is knowing when and why you need
information, where to find it, and how to evaluate, use and
communicate it in an ethical manner. This definition implies
several skills. We believe that the skills (or competencies) that
are required to be information literate require an understanding
of:

e A need for information

e The resources available

e How to find information

e The need to evaluate results

e How to work with or exploit results

e Ethics and responsibility of use

e How to communicate or share your findings

e How to manage your findings

(CILIP, 2011)

There are parallels with some features of the task-based models described
above. Identifying the need for information is explicitly noted, and other
elements of information seeking behaviour are recognisable in understanding
the resources available and how to find information from those sources. Further,
the end-points of several models are reflected in the CILIP guidelines of

understanding how to exploit results, and communicate or manage findings.

The parallel between models of information literacy and models of information
behaviour is further illustrated through the sections presented in, for example,

the Open University’s Safari tutorial. These are:

e Understanding information
e Unpacking information

e Planning a search

e Searching for information
e Evaluating information
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e Organising information
e Where do I go from here?
(Open University, 2012)

Information literacy can also be seen as a general notion which encompasses a
number of specific skills-based literacies, including library, media and computer
literacy (Bawden, 2001). It is also seen to encompass a far more complex set of
attitudes and ways of thinking than these skills would seem to suggest (Mutch,
1997). There are numerous and varied interpretations and applications of the
term which have an impact on how these skills or attitudes are to be taught and

learnt (see Bawden 2001 for a thorough review).

Teaching the skills-based elements of information literacy is often the preserve
of librarians whose knowledge of sources and the technical aspects of access
puts them in prime position (O’Connor, 2009). How best to combine faculty level
teaching and library led instruction is an ongoing area of research within LIS
(Oakleaf, Millet & Kraus, 2011; Miller, 2010; Miller et al, 2010). The more
complex aspects of ‘true’ information literacy are relatively unteachable since
they do not conform to a list of competencies but rather are related to, or indeed
centred upon, the capacity to think critically (Brouwer, 1997) which can be

regarded as a product of lifelong learning, or ‘learning how to learn’.

Being information literate in this broad sense has been noted as important to an
individual's sense of and capacity for citizenship (Owens, 1991) and as vital to
the future of the Information Society (Oxbrow, 1998). It has also been
highlighted as useful in combatting information overload (Bawden, 2001) and
library anxiety (Kwon, 2007). This project assumes and asserts that being
information literate might also include the capacity to avoid or manage these
and other information ailments, and also that the ailments themselves hinder an
individual's capacity to be information literate by interrupting information seeking

behaviour.
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1.2.3 Information pathologies

It is useful to now introduce those situations in which effective or efficient
behaviour is somehow hindered, and what steps have been observed or
suggested to overcome that hindrance. Information behaviour and practices can
be interrupted or hindered by the existence or perception of ‘information
pathologies’. For example, “the idea that there is too much information to hand,
exacerbated by the multiple formats and channels available for its
communication, has led to the concept of information overload, perhaps the
most familiar of the ‘information pathologies™ (Bawden & Robinson, 2008).
Having too much information is in direct contrast to the related concept of
information poverty, or being in “a state of ignorance about something” (Case,
2007, p, 103).

Overload, however, is not a particularly recent phenomenon: Bawden &
Robinson identify the writer of Ecclesiastes as having felt overwhelmed by too
many books and Wurman (2001) credits Georg Simmel with recognising the
modern form of overload. Although it has been on the agenda for some time, in
the last decade or so it has “become more widely recognised and
experienced...exacerbated by the rapid advances made in information and
communication technology” (Edmunds & Morris, 2000). Chan (2001) and
Melgoza et al (2002) both describe the increasing amount of information
available as being the reason for and evidence of overload. People with limited
processing ability are “singularly unable to cope with this amount of information”
(Chan, 2001), which is described as exponential, overwhelming and

bombarding library users in particular (Melgoza et al, 2002).

Before tracing where attention to overload has occurred in LIS literature, it is
worth noting several caveats as suggested by Bawden & Robinson (2008).
First, overload is often scoped anecdotally rather than systematically. The
approach is understandable, the authors say, because of the increasingly

central role that information plays in everyday life.

It needs also to be acknowledged that “over-zealous information specialists”
may be largely responsible for the creation of issues such as overload, for
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which they can develop solutions. In drawing comparisons with the
pharmaceuticals industry, Bawden & Robinson warn that “the information
professions may exaggerate the pathologies of information”. Further, the
professions may develop solutions for which they need to find problems, and
this too may be a reason for the increasing professional attention paid to these

issues.

Lastly, Bawden & Robinson “acknowledge that there is an element of fashion in
the choice of the information pathology du jour”, so that overload has
diminished in resonance since the turn of the millennium when there was a
peak in LIS literature relating to it. However, as Tidline suggested in one of
those papers, overload can also be seen as an enduring concept to the point of
being “an overarching prescriptive belief” (Tidline, 1999). The assertion is made
that “the abundance of solutions proffered for overload reduction emphasizes
presumed cause and effect, precluding any need for systematic investigation of

how people actually experience and cope with this modern-day problem”.

With these pinches of salt in mind, it is interesting to note the presence of
overload terminology in LIS literature of the last 30 years or so. What begins
during the 1980s as a library-based concern develops over 30 years into a
seemingly pervasive quotidian phenomenon with, as Tidline (1999) suggests,
little attention paid to verifying its origins or real existence. However, some early
studies did seek to investigate the causes and nature of overload: Rudd & Rudd
(1986) explored whether an increase in information load (the amount of
information in a library system) necessarily resulted in information overload
(users experiencing a “tuning out”, “confusion”, or “shutdown”). They conclude
that the information explosion need not lead to overload, and that
“computerization will soon be seen as a major way in which library users may
access larger amounts of information than ever before, while simultaneously

being less and less threatened by information overload”.

The librarian’s role in negating overload issues was also a concern in the earlier
literature. This role was seen to be developing towards helping “users in
narrowing or focussing their information searches to the most essential or key

documents in a field of study” implying that deep and comprehensive subject
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knowledge would be an increasingly important part of the job (Hopkins, 1995). A
previous paper highlights the absence of need for librarians in most searches
and perceives a situation in which they “have consistently failed to establish
themselves as primary information professionals” (Biggs, 1989). Hensiak (2003)
presents a variation to the usual approach by focusing on the effect of
information overload on law librarians who are more often framed as helping

others in such situations.

The impact of overload (rather than the causes) has been looked at outside of
the library environment by, for example, Savolainen (2007), whose ELIS model
was introduced previously. The author explored people’s everyday coping
strategies and found that, in practical terms, overload was rarely mentioned
spontaneously. Some participants felt that overload was of such minor
importance that it did not occur to them to employ coping strategies. Others felt
especially that the internet and email contributed to a very real sense of
overload, and employed filtering and withdrawal strategies to negotiate the

situation.

There is an ongoing sense throughout literature that technology, whilst not
necessarily single-handedly responsible for overload, exacerbates and
exaggerates its impact. Usually investigated as a workplace issue, email is
highlighted as a particularly overloading information technology (Ingham, 2003;
Belotti et al, 2005). Workplace settings are a rich area for overload research
(see Edmunds & Morris, 2000) both within LIS and also within the related
disciplines of management and organisation science. However, there is a
distinction to be made between these usually systemic views of overload, and a
more human approach which characterises overload as an individual,

psychological experience (Case, 2007, p. 103).

Eppler & Mengis’ much-cited 2004 review of overload studies covers literature
from organisation science, accounting, marketing and management information
systems (Eppler & Mengis, 2004). This review identifies overload as an
important consideration within these disciplines, the main focus being “how the
performance (in terms of adequate decision making) of an individual varies with

the amount of information he or she is exposed to”. The authors summarise the
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general findings across these disciplines as showing a positive correlation
between performance and information quantity only up to a certain point, after

which performance declines rapidly.

Eppler & Mengis analysed the literature along three key topic clusters: causes,

symptoms and countermeasures. The causes were identified as:

e The information

e “The person receiving, processing or communicating information”
e The tasks in which the person is involved

e The organisational structure

e The technologies involved

Overload is seen to result from a mixture of these causes, rather than one
single driving factor. Moreover, these factors influence both the processing
capacity of the individual and the processing requirements of the task at hand:

when these two elements are mismatched, overload can ensue.

The symptoms of information overload identified by Eppler & Mengis relate, as
stated, to the individual's capacity to make adequate decisions. They too vary in

nature:

e Limited search and retrieval strategies
e Arbitrary analysis and organisation
e Suboptimal decisions

e Strenuous personal situation

There is, the authors say, “a wide consensus today that heavy information load
can affect the performance of an individual negatively (whether measured in

terms of accuracy or speed)”.

Lastly, the countermeasures proposed range from individual strategies that
might be adopted, to institutional level policies. The importance of training is
highlighted, as well as the provision of adequate tools to manage information

load effectively. Collaboration is a controversial notion, seen by some as a
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means of spreading the load laterally (Edmunds & Morris, 2000) and by others

as a possible cause of overload in itself (Bawden, 2001).

The framework devised by Eppler & Mengis as a result of their literature review
underlines the central position that overload research has assumed within some
management disciplines. It is of enough concern for frameworks and, moreover,
paradigms to be generated around it. The importance that theory and models
have to a discipline was discussed in earlier sections (1.2.1, pp. 22-32). This
position as a well-worn lens is especially clear in relation to decision making
behaviour, and even more so in relation to consumer decision and choice which
continues to grow as a research area (Sasaki et al, 2011; Messner & Waenke,
2011; Sicilia & Ruiz, 2010).

Information behaviour is entwined with decision making behaviour. A significant
portion of the information behaviour literature mentions decisions to be made or
problems to be solved (Case, 2007, p. 85). This is most often considered in
terms of one-off information seeking tasks. A variation on this is evident in
Savolainen’s ELIS which focuses on everyday repeated behaviours, or
practices, that assume a standard status. As Case suggests, the existence of
these standard procedures that are altered only in the event of negative
feedback is highly relevant to everyday information seeking (2007, p. 87).
Overload is one such piece of negative feedback which interrupts standard

procedures.

This review shows that information overload can exist at multiple levels, from
the personal to the organisational. At its core is the perception that there is
more information than can be adequately dealt with, and that this abundance of
information interrupts an individual’s capacity to make decisions and act
accordingly. A single definition does not exist, but “the term is usually taken to
represent a state of affairs where an individual’s efficiency in using information
in their work is hampered by the amount of relevant, and potentially useful,
information available to them” (Bawden & Robinson, 2008). This project extends

that view beyond ‘work’ to the everyday lives of individuals.
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1.2.4 Everyday pathologies

Having considered overload in a specifically informational sense, this section
establishes the notion of overload as an ongoing and current situation to be
addressed in everyday life. In order to do so, popular perceptions of the

phenomenon and suggested remedies are introduced.

This is a means of grounding the project in the real world beyond the academy,
as well as positioning it within the literature. It is very necessary to situate the
research problem as a qualitatively felt phenomenon in this way, as will be
underlined in Chapter Two’s treatment of the conceptual framework, and also
during the Delphi panel’s consideration of the difference between a field of
study and the object of its attention (3.9.3.1, pp. 164-166 and 3.11.1, pp. 177-
180).

1.2.4.1 Popular perceptions of overload

In order to look at everyday perceptions of overload, a broad search of
newspaper articles from UK publications was executed, for the period from
January 1st 2000 to the end of 2011. This search [‘INFORMATION
OVERLOAD”] was conducted using NexisUK News Search. It is acknowledged
that writers using the term are likely to view the situation as problematic
because of its inherent negativity. However, it was assumed that anyone
arguing for the positives of the situation would just as likely use the term
because of its anecdotal and widespread use. Selected results are presented
here, and the search was complemented with other news stories which were

identified on an ad hoc basis.

The results of the search indicate significant popular acknowledgement of the
negative aspects of the expanding and accelerating communication of
information. The results discussed here represent a wide spectrum of national
newspapers, both broadsheet and tabloid, and from a spectrum of political

persuasions and styles.
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There is a sense, amongst the journalists and commentators involved that
information overload can no longer be seen as “a fantasy of panicky Luddites”
(Burkeman, Guardian, 2001). Indeed, over the course of the period under
review, the term assumes an overarching quality used to describe
contemporary society. Information overload defines “the age” (Evans, Times,
2011; Davidovitz & Levitte, Guardian, 2011); “the climate” (Kelly, Sun, 2011);
“our world” (Tobin, Guardian, 2011); and “an era” (Rushe, Observer, 2011).
Society is variously in its grip (Day, Observer, 2011) and blighted by it (Mesure,
Independent on Sunday, 2011). “Perhaps the least controversial observation it's
possible to make about the world is that we live in an era of Too Much
Information” (Burkeman, Guardian, 2011a).

People really do feel mentally and physically dragged down by the onslaught of
digital information (Leith, Observer, 2009). Information overload is not a brand
new phenomenon, but digital technologies and instant connectivity have made
the problem more acute (Burkeman, Guardian, 2011a; Wighton, Times, 2011).
People are unable to step aside from its snowballing path (Cartner-Morley,
Guardian, 2009). The abundance of information is reported to have a range of
adverse effects on health and well-being (Doyle, Telegraph, 2004; Cavendish,
Times, 2005), as much as causing bewilderment (Soderblom, Times, 2000) and

a sense of loss of control (Haywood, Sun, 2011).

Many early stories in this selection focus on the advent of email, and especially
its impact on work-life practices (Moody, Mail on Sunday, 2000; MacErlean,
Observer, 2000; Gomes, Guardian, 2000). Most of the material from the first
two years of the search period focuses on work related issues, both from the
point of view of the individual worker (Bateson, 2000a; Pendle, 2000) and in
relation to business generally, finance in particular (Guarente, 2000a; Jackson,
2001). These early observations of overload seem relatively localised, where
later in the selection it becomes a defining characteristic of daily life, as outlined
above and as also illustrated in a number of articles regarding the dangers of
too much street furniture relaying too many messages to drivers (Chalk,
Express, 2010; Chapman, Mail, 2011).
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Several articles offer practical suggestions on how to cope with the surge in
communication (Oaff, Guardian, 2000; Bateson, Mail, 2000b; Kinchen, Sunday
Times, 2011), and it is also reported that email has become a specific source of
stress for surveyed workers (MacErlean, 2000). People are described as
enslaved to their computers (Moody, 2000) and under pressure directly
because of email (Hoare, Times, 2000). This is felt to such a degree that their
brains are liable to “buckle and die with the stress of knowing too much” if the
technology doesn’t break down first (Burkeman, Guardian, 2001). One answer,
it is suggested, is to actively monitor how much time is spent plugged in, and

whose decision it is to stay connected (Burkeman, Guardian, 2011b).

So what drives people into these quite desperate situations? The feeling of
being swept up in a spiral of perpetually developing gadget technology is
documented (Johnson, Guardian, 2005), along with a candidate for both its
cause and effect: connectivity (Cavendish, Times, 2005). Although many people
are reported to feel that they can’t cope with the sheer number of gadgets and
associated operational information (Vickers, Express, 2004), others, though a
minority in terms of this search, seem quite blissful in the face of such choice
(Margolis, Mail, 2009). Indeed, one article bemoans the almost daily publication
of another “crazy new scarestory about how we’re burning out brains out with

information overload” (Malbon, Telegraph, 2010).

As the period under review progresses, the nature of the material turns from
being predominantly about places of work to individual lifestyles, and how the
increasing volume of information, and the channels it is communicated through,
impacts on fundamental choices, down to how we choose to remember our
personal histories (Rowan, Times, 2002; Keegan, Guardian, 2002; Naish,
2011). An important overlap emerges between consumerism and information
(Leith, Observer, 2009; Naish, Times, 2004). Since “we are told we are hyper-
efficient superconsumers, ready to use technology to make the most of our
time-poor environment” (Johnson, Guardian, 2005), it is a source of great
tension that “too much information and too much choice now simply leave us
bewildered” (Naish, Times, 2004).

42



The repercussions of this bewilderment are reported in a selection of the
material. These repercussions include general, though serious, malaise as
noted above (Leith, Observer, 2009) as well as a more specific instability in
relation to knowledge and learning. The mass of information available via the
internet and, specifically, social media is felt to disrupt chains of trust and truth
(Bunting, Guardian, 2011; Williams, Guardian, 2011). In particular, young
people are, it is reported, “becoming stupid” because of an increasing inability
“to distinguish between important and unimportant information” (Norton, Sunday
Times, 2001). This perception ties in with a more recent view that the education
system should provide an antidote to the frenzy of modern life by offering a
stable structure (Alibhai-Brown, Evening Standard, 2009; Evans, Telegraph,
2011).

According to this broad search then, overload is keenly felt in the ‘real world’. It
is bound up with the speed of technology and communication, the quantity of
information that this creates and the convenience such speed and such choice
affords. There is also a sense of expectation that people should just keep up
and participate in the acceleration by, for example, replying to emails instantly
and buying the latest gadgetry to assist with this. The repercussions of failing to
keep up, or trying too hard to do so, are described in terms of anger, frustration

and general unhappiness.

1.2.4.2 Further perceptions

Beyond the newspaper search, a number of writers in the same period (i.e. the
last ten years or so) have been considering the causes and the effects of
overload in everyday life, with specific reference to information in almost all
cases. Whilst much of this material draws together scholarly research from a
variety of fields, it remains largely opinion based. It is nevertheless useful for
building a picture of popular feeling about these issues in order to clarify and
centralise the problem. A brief review of these books follows, organised by
writer and according to the key areas emerging from the newspaper search:
speed and time, choice and convenience, consumerist tendencies and the loss

of everyday joy.
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e Too fast: James Gleick & Thomas Hylland Eriksen
A central observation in both Gleick (1999) and Eriksen (2001) is that time has
undergone increasing compartmentalisation since its standardisation during the
Industrial Revolution. This is illustrated through the scientific history of atomic
and rubidium clocks, the reclaiming of leap seconds and the division of

nanoseconds (Gleick, pp. 4-7).

This relentless scientific segmentation means “time is hacked up into such small
pieces that there is hardly anything left of it” in everyday experience too
(Eriksen, p. 5). It gives the impression that there are now somehow more time
units available, filling the gaps that were otherwise free (Eriksen, p. 21). This in
turn suggests that there is more opportunity to save time, at work and in leisure,
and exploiting these opportunities has in itself become something which we
spend time doing (Gleick, p. 10). The cumulative effect is a sense of

compressed, and therefore accelerated, time.

The qualitative experience of this compression is addictive, so much so that
reclaiming even hundredths of seconds is “an obsession in all but a few
segments of our society” (Gleick, p. 12). It is also presented as contagious,
extending from the demands we make of technology and the media, to the
frustration we feel waiting for a bus. “If one gets used to speed in some areas,
the desire for speed will tend to spread to new domains” (Eriksen, p. 71). The
primacy of instantaneity in the network is mirrored in our emotional lives (Gleick,
p. 13).

The repercussions of this desire for speed, and of speed itself, are felt as a
scarcity of control (Eriksen, p. 22), and as anxiety and stress (Gleick, p. 15). In
relation to the communication of information “the wave patterns of all these facts
and choices flow and crash about us at a heightened frequency” (Gleick, p. 10).
We are, it is argued, in danger of being overwhelmed by the perceived
acceleration of time, and the associated proliferation of information. The main
culprit is not, however, information, or speed, but us. We are expected, and we
expect, to live according to this acceleration (Eriksen, p. 58), and “we believe

that we possess too little [time]: that is a myth we now live by” (Gleick, p.10).
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e Too much: John Naish & Barry Schwartz
Society is operating at a faster pace and one vital repercussion is that “there is
a growing amount of everything” (Eriksen, p. 89). Life is not simply quicker, it is
now fuller than before, which makes choosing the right option even more
complex. Naish’s (2009) focus is on the human behaviour which drives this
overabundance of work, food, ‘stuff’ and information, while Schwartz (2004)

explores the associated surfeit of choice.

Living at breakneck speed has engendered a culture whose “founding creed [is]
that everything is much better if we can get hold of it sooner” (Naish, 2009, p.
243). This drives the creation of more and more ‘stuff’ to satisfy this belief,
which consequently drives transient attitudes to possessions (p. 104), a
preference for instant gratification (p. 247) and a general expectation of
convenience (p. 249). The acquisition of, for example, more ‘stuff’ and more
information is accelerated, in “the belief that there is no real point pushing on
after the novelty...has worn off” (p. 249).

Where Naish cites convenience as the primary driver of our excessive
behaviour, Schwartz highlights our cultural belief in “freedom, self-determination
and variety” and our reluctance to surrender them (Schwartz, p. 3). The
opportunity to rebuild durability and sustainability in this context is damaged by
the quantity of options we are faced with. “As more decisions are required and
more options are available, the challenge of doing the decision making correctly
becomes ever more difficult to meet” (p. 74). This inability to identify the best
option is compounded by a blindness to how important each decision might be

(p. 75).

The repercussions are “considerably higher than mild disappointment” ranging
from the fundamental issue of poor or inefficient decision making, to feelings of
helplessness and regret (Schwartz, p. 201). Naish imagines the repercussions
spiralling out on a global scale, the cycle of overproduction and
overconsumption set to “continue until the planet is only fit for cockroaches”
(Naish, p. 3). Both writers, however, and in addition to Gleick and Eriksen,

describe a situation heavy with serious emotion and devoid of anything
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approaching happiness. Indeed, the quest for happiness is held up as a barrier
to itself by Naish (p. 11). It must also be said that not one wholeheartedly
yearns for slower, simpler times. The solutions are not as easy as that, as will

be reviewed in due course and in discussion of the Slow Movement.

e Consumer expectation
A common thread through these four texts is the consumerist tendencies which
sustain the speed and choice deemed to be so problematic. This is illustrated
by Naish’s focus on convenience culture and Schwartz’s exploration of
consumer choice. The argument is, as we have seen, that because
instantaneity saves us time it is desirable (Eriksen, p. 71), and because we can
obtain instantaneity in consumer contexts they too are desirable (Naish, p. 104),
and so we pursue comparable efficiencies in all contexts of our daily lives, no
matter the negative repercussions. The supporting argument is that because we
have such freedom and variety of choice in consumer contexts (Schwartz, p.
99), this too is desirable, regardless of the potential overload. We expect as

much freedom in all our decision making.

Another point to tease out of this material is that consumerist behaviour is not
seen to just be about making the best choice as quickly as possible. Consumers
are not as rational as that (Schwartz, p.19). It is also linked to projecting ideas
about social comparison and status (ibid., pp. 189-190), relative prosperity
(Naish, pp. 89-90) and the broad spectrum of people against whom we can now

compare ourselves given the rise and reach of celebrity (ibid., p.81).

1.2.5 Everyday solutions

Three of these writers directly suggest remedies for the issues that they have
each observed and presented. These prepare the ground for discussion of the
Slow Movement by representing elements of that approach, without embodying
it entirely. What is interesting at this point is that remedies are at least
suggested, illustrating that the overwhelming effects that this material describes
are not considered to be a terminal situation by the authors. This suggests that
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a Slow framework for use in the more specific realms of information and the LIS

discipline could be possible if similar perspectives on overload exist there.

On the other hand, James Gleick’s dystopian treatment of acceleration appears
to be without solution, rather the implicit suggestion is that if nothing is done,
volatility and chaos will increase. It is also possible to identify his belief that
simply increasing the speed still further will not address the skewed nature of
life as he sees it because “efficiency does not imply equilibrium” (Gleick, p.
285).

John Naish’s approach to overload and its solutions operates on a wholly more
individual level and as such, his writing contains very precise suggestions as to
how we might embrace ‘enoughness’. The notion that binds all of his remedies
is mindfulness which encourages “purposefully paying attention to the moments
of life that you are in” (Naish, p. 252). This, he suggests, can be achieved by
defining your limits with data-diets and time budgets, by recognising the futility
of the struggle to know or have everything, and by appreciating the source and
monetary value of material goods. Overload, he asserts, is an individual
responsibility and the solutions must be too.

Barry Schwartz’s focus is also on what the individual can do to “mitigate — even
eliminate — many of these sources of distress” (Schwartz, p. 221). Although he
Is writing about the quite specific sphere of consumer decision making, there
are parallels with Naish’s ideas about recognising limits. Satisficing is
encouraged over maximising, expectations and social comparison should be
controlled, and constraints should be appreciated as ways of decreasing the
number of choices we have to make. Schwartz also suggests a series of
changes that we must make to our patterns of thinking if the burden of choice is
to be lessened: proactively engage with the decision making process; anticipate

more; regret less.

Eriksen’s Tyranny of the moment is the most information-centric material
introduced in this brief review. His proposed solutions are grouped into what the
individual can do, and what policy makers and employers can do. The core, and
seemingly counterintuitive, proposal is that “what can be done quickly, should

47



be done quickly” (p.154): core because it clarifies the key notion that Eriksen is
not anti-speed and yet counterintuitive because it apparently contradicts the title
of the solutions chapter, ‘The pleasures of slow time’. As Eriksen explains, his
position is not about denying fast time, or the benefits of accelerated
communication, it is about preserving the space which enables the survival of
necessarily slow processes (p 152, p. 164). To that end, he proposes a
‘personal training programme’ to encourage conscious interaction with the
tempo of different processes (pp. 154-160): embrace dawdling and delays to
allow creativity to fill the gaps otherwise consumed by time; be conscious of the
switch between fast and slow processes; accept that nobody will ever know
most things. Romanticising free time is unhelpful because the fact remains that

decisions still need to be made.

The solutions offered by Eriksen go beyond individual choices, to what policy
makers and employers should do to enable this space for tempos to flourish
(pp. 161-164). Media guidelines should include rules about different tempos for
different types of news stories, and all information providers (including
academics and authors) should reduce the quantity of material they produce.
Public spaces should be planned with slower tempos in mind, and telecoms
should be banned from them. Employers should incorporate offline time and
holidays into the working day, and admit what conferences are really for, so that

interpersonal relationships are strengthened and made more human.

This section has brought together a variety of popular perceptions on overload,
and introduced some of the suggested solutions. Section 1.3 below outlines the
Slow Movement as a particular approach to social life which can be seen to
combine many of the issues raised here.
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1.3 The Slow Movement

A further general approach to combating accelerated life has evolved over a
number of years. This is the Slow Movement, and its development and
application will now be introduced. It has been described as “organized signs of
dissatisfaction with the pace of life in developed industrial societies” (Tomlinson,
2007, p. 146).

1.3.1 History & applications

The Slow Movement has come to be an umbrella term for a variety of areas
which have developed in the name of Slow, of which the core and founding
branch is Slow Food. Throughout the 1970s, a group of left-wing writers in Italy,
“nurtured by a vision of life that was at once ethical and hedonistic” (Petrini &
Padovani, 2006, p. 45), turned their efforts of reclaiming Italian tradition to
supporting and promoting local culinary cultures. The political orientation of the
group was made clear in the publication of the Slow Food Manifesto in 1989
which was intended to reach out to “the multitude who mistake frenzy for
efficiency” (Portinari, 1989) and their most vocal member, and current president,
Carlo Petrini, brought his experience in local politics to the group. Petrini, and
others, had organised a protest against the opening of a McDonald’s restaurant
in Rome in 1986. The protesters brandished bowls of penne as a demonstration
against the non-sustainability of the fast-food industry and the related

destruction of local culinary culture and gastronomic tradition.

Today, Slow Food has over 100,000 members worldwide (Slow Food, 2012a),
each contributing to the protection of the gastronomic tradition of their local
culture. Officially recognised as a non-government organisation, Slow Food also
lobbies the EU with considerable political force on eco-agricultural issues. Local
branches of Slow Food are known as convivia because it is through these
groups that the core philosophy of conviviality is expressed, and through which
people can learn “to be open to sensory pleasures, the company of others, and

an attentiveness to self” (Parkins & Craig, 2006, p. 20). Ethical consumption of
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local produce is of paramount importance in Slow and it runs alongside the
notion of taste education, of “developing taste rather than demeaning it”
(Portinari, 1989), so that people are able to step outside of fast food channels

and recognise the quality and provenance of their food.

Slow Food elevated taste education to a formal level in 2003 when the
Universita degli Studi di Scienze Gastronmiche (University of Gastronomic
Sciences) was founded near Bra, Italy, the town where Slow Food has its
headquarters. The University’s “goal is to create an international research and
education center for those working on renewing farming methods, protecting
biodiversity, and building an organic relationship between gastronomy and
agricultural science” (University of Gastronomic Sciences, 2012). This academic
institution, combined with the Slow Food Foundation for Biodiversity, work to
raise awareness of alternatives to fast food and fast living. In striving to protect
current food products from disappearance, the Foundation maintains the Ark of
Taste which lists endangered products by country that “have productive and
commercial potential and are closely linked to specific communities and
cultures” (Slow Food, 2012b). This demonstrates Slow’s readiness to exploit
contemporary opportunities (in this case, commerce) to protect tradition and

diversity.

Slow principles have spread beyond food and beyond lItaly, to apparently
include any area of life which an individual may feel they have lost control of. It
encourages making connections “to people — ourselves, our family, our
community, our friends; to food, to place (where we live), and to life” (Slow
Movement, 2012a). The loss of connection to these areas, and to the natural
tempo of life, is a result of filling the time saved by technological developments
with more haste and more ‘stuff’, rather than preserving it for leisure. The Slow
Movement encourages purposive reflection about the choices we make every
day, and encourages that those choices should be made according to the
values of transparency, simplicity and consciousness (World Institute of
Slowness, 2008).

With its emphasis on agriculture and rural sustainability, the Slow Food ethos
initially appears incompatible with urban settings and lifestyles. However, the
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general doctrine of purposive reflection and social awareness has filtered
through to engender Slow Cities (or Citta Slow). Strict pledges concerned with
environmental policy, hospitality and a sense of community, are laid out in the
Citta Slow guidelines against which a town must assess themselves if they are
to gain full membership of the network. There are currently 147 Slow towns
worldwide, 5 of which are in the UK with a sixth to be added imminently
(CittaSlow UK, 2012). This illustrates that the movement is current and
regarded as a valid approach to modern life in some areas. No town of more
than 50,000 inhabitants can become Slow, a size limit which “aims to facilitate
the virtues of urban living while minimizing conventional problems” (Parkins &
Craig, 2006, p. 30).

The guidelines and pledges governing Citta Slow predictably relate to the
environment and agriculture, but also take in urban planning, technology and
business with the intention of enabling Slow life in as many contexts as
possible. If an initiative is thought to improve quality of life, Citta Slow embrace
it: electric buses in medieval towns, the technologies required to provide solar
and other renewable forms of energy (Honoré, 2004, p. 87) . Many people in
huge cities have also grasped the Slow ethos and attempt to apply it as best
they can to their frenetic lifestyles: some Slow Movement members even
believe that this grass-roots application of Slow principles is more in keeping
with the movement’s underlying values than the privileged membership of Citta
Slow (Slow Movement, 2012b).

1.3.2 Broad principles

The application of Slow manifests itself in many ways. According to Carl
Honoré, exponent of the Slow lifestyle and author of In praise of Slow (2004),
there are opportunities to reconnect and rebalance, and evidence of people
doing so, in the food we buy and how we eat it, the cities we live in and how
they are planned, the attention we pay to our mental and physical health, and
the ways in which we spend our work, family and leisure time. Information use

is not mentioned explicitly. Just as Eriksen stated that his argument was not
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directly against fast time, so Honoré begins his proposals by saying that “this
book is not a declaration of war against speed” (Honoré, p. 4). His assertion,
like Gleick’s, is that our love of speed has become an obsession, an addiction,
“a kind of idolatry” which must be confronted. As was seen in both Eriksen’s and
Schwartz’s treatments of overload, the concern is that speed and instant variety
have become central characteristics of all processes: “when you accelerate
things that should not be accelerated...you forget how to slow down” (pp. 4-5).

The idea that Slow could apply in almost every area of life might be seen to
contradict the central tenet that different processes require different attitudes to
speed and choice. This is, perhaps, an issue of terminology. ‘Slow’ implies ‘not
fast’, but the Slow Movement is resolutely not anti-speed. Rather it is concerned
with how individuals might better “negotiate the different temporalities that they
daily experience” (Parkins & Craig, 2006, ix) and the contemplative attitude to
consumption which that demands and promotes (ibid., p. 132). “It is a response
to a complex and value-ambiguous cultural condition rather than to an obvious
situation of social injustice or oppression” (Tomlinson, 2007, p. 148), the cultural

condition in question being that of immediacy.

The fundamental driver is the personal and individual quest to regain not just
control but also enjoyment of the everyday, and indeed the two are closely tied.
If we think outside of our habitual behaviour (which is mostly directed by
dominant modes of operation), pleasure springs from this mindful experience
rather than from instant, unthinking excess (ibid,. pp. 94-95). The key values are
not Puritanical abstention and patience, but focus and balance which “are
distinctly modern ideas” when used to take “a grip of the speed that surrounds
us in ways that reflect the energy of modernity” (Tomlinson, 2007, p. 153).

Interestingly, neither Carl Honoré nor the Parkins & Craig publication Slow living
(2006), directly mention information overload or the effects that applying Slow
principles to information communication might have. Honoré describes how “the
information highway carries over five billion emails” every day but leaves the
situation unchallenged, implying that there is little we can do about it. He also
mentions reading, an example of information use, as an antidote to the cult of

speed, but does not consider the overwhelming effect that the rise in book
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production has helped to create (Eriksen, pp. 89-93). Honoré also neglects the
idea that speed can intrude upon the act of reading, just as it can intrude on the
areas of life he does cover.

John Miedema, however, explores exactly this issue in his book, Slow reading
(2009). Frustrated with information overload and the rush of modern life, more
people, he says, are turning to slow reading as “a pleasure when reading fiction
and an aid to comprehension when deciphering a complex text” (p. 2). The
emphasis on difference is once more apparent: slow reading is not the direct
opposite of speed reading, it is taking the opportunity to choose which tempo is
appropriate. Crucially, such behaviour must be voluntary, and is as much a
reaction to being forced to read as quickly as possible as it is a style or
technique in itself (pp. 15-16). This practice, based on close or critical reading,
seems a useful means of combating overload, and it is indeed very Slow in its

purposeful pursuit of pleasure and deep comprehension.

However, Slow information practices (whatever they might be) are largely
absent from these proposed popular solutions to overload. Turning technology
off is one broad response, but that denies the benefits of speed which Slow
endeavours to exploit. Making informed and responsible decisions to better
navigate the overload is also suggested, but that presupposes that the time is
available to do so. Slow practices would largely be personal behaviour choices,
but might also be embedded in policy. There seems to be a strong case for
Slow as a remedy for everyday overload, which in turn is possibly information-
based (but not reported as being so). As a remedy for information overload, the

case seems similarly strong but unreported.

1.3.3 Key themes & information

A common theme in Slow approaches is the desire to regain control and
balance that has somehow been lost or sidelined. Whilst this is a subjective
perception, it poses very real problems to those who feel this way, as shown in

the popular interpretations and experiences of overload and in the suggested
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solutions from, for example, Naish and Honoré. In information terms, this can be
seen as the desire to regain or attain Savolainen’s ‘mastery of life’, to have the
ability and opportunity to apply appropriate strategies, or to have “the scope to
intervene, to apply deliberate pressure to either pedal” (Tomlinson, 2007, p.
154). There are two areas in particular which resonate in thinking about
information along these lines: control of time and control of consumerist choice

or tendencies.

Firstly, those who adopt Slow approaches seek to regain control of time, on a
personal level and also in their interactions with other people, organisations and
institutions. There is a feeling in Slow literature that the pace of life has
accelerated and this causes a pressure to behave increasingly quickly in the
majority of situations. This interrupts personal choice to such a degree that

critical thought is diminished and there is little room for reflection or connection.

This relates to the second area of consumerist tendencies which are also felt to
have accelerated in terms of accessibility and development: there are more new
‘things’ available more rapidly and more easily than previously. Obtaining more
‘things’ has become de rigueur simply because it is possible, and the speed of
their delivery is arguably a selling point in itself (Tomlinson, p. 139). Slow
philosophies emphasise the mindful elements of both areas so that time and

space are created to engage in appropriate consumer behaviour.

1.3.3.1 Time

It is not within the scope of this project to analyse the philosophical arguments
around human perceptions of time, but a review of its treatment within LIS, and
specifically within information behaviour, is pertinent. As Savolainen (2006)
says, “one of the problems of defining temporal factors is that they tend to be
‘everywhere’ because time is embedded in all human action” or indeed vice
versa. Time is therefore an important variable and influence on information
behaviour, but it is rarely defined or conceptualised in the literature because of
its ubiquity, if it is mentioned at all.
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Only a quarter of the entries in Fisher’'s reader on information behaviour (2005)
mention time as an influence, and none cite speed or acceleration specifically.
Time is often represented as a finite resource which causes pressure in its
scarcity, most explicitly as a factor in the equation for deriving affective load (p.
41). The equation’s other factor, “irritation + frustration + anxiety + rage”, is
multiplied by that pressure. Because time is scarce, it follows that information
seeking should occur as rapidly as possible in order to alleviate the pressure:

the less spent, the better.

This is also reflected in Zipf's much-cited Principle of Least Effort (Zipf, 1949)
which has been adopted by many in LIS as a general model for information
seeking behaviour (see Case, 2007, for examples). This principle posits that
people generally will behave in ways which require the least average effort, or
which offer the greatest benefits against the lowest costs. These costs can be
thought of in temporal terms, so that the less time a particular way of completing
a task will take, the more likely it is that way will be chosen. This can be
extended to information choices which is reflected in the task-based models
described before, where reaching a specific goal in a limited time-frame is
central (for example, in Kuhlthau’s Information Search Process).

Time as a resource is one of three approaches identified in the literature by
Savolainen (2006). A related approach, which is also reflected in Kuhlthau’s
work, is of “temporal factors as qualifiers of the information-seeking process”.
The end-points of task- and stage-based models imply a point to which the
information user is travelling: there is a sense of chronological process. Any
model which frames information seeking in this way is using time as a boundary
of behaviour, which is then a temporally fixed process. Wilson’s 1981 model
reflects this, as does Kuhlthau’s ISP. It does not, however, also imply a fixity of
behaviour, which can loop back on itself and progress along different lines
according to the individual and other variables. This non-linearity of behaviour is
reflected in Wilson’s later developments and also in Ellis’ ‘features’ of

information seeking.

Temporal influences are most often implied through end-points and

chronological progression, rather than extrapolated or conceptualised. This is
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likely due to the difficulty of doing so, and the natural (obvious) ubiquity of time.
This is keenly illustrated in the third approach identified by Savolainen which
includes work where time is itself the context in which behaviour occurs
(Savolainen, 2006). Here, time is an abstract concept that exists across all
situations. Its influence is bound up in fundamental human existence that it is
impossible to tease out. In this sense, information users exist and their
behaviour occurs at points in space and time. Dervin’'s Sense-Making adopts
this approach by being more general in nature, although she has argued
against this sense of context as “a kind of a container in which the phenomenon
resides” (Dervin, 1997). Nevertheless, much empirical work in information
behaviour asserts this approach by pinpointing the temporal moment at which

information seeking occurs.

In models which describe task-based information seeking, there is an
assumption that information is best obtained as quickly as possible. Successful
information seeking, or information literacy, here relies as much on speed as it
does on knowledge of sources. There is no literature that is concerned either
with the possible benefits of acting slowly, or with the effect of acting at varying
tempos. The effects of temporal factors on information seeking which occurs
outside of specifically task-based situations is perhaps more complex, as Case
describes (2007). Hartel's work with Serious Leisure has sought to describe the
information behaviours of hobbyists without externally enforced time boundaries
(2003). A Slow approach to time in information seeking would emphasise the

choice and the need to engage in a variety of tempos at different points in time.

1.3.3.2 Consumption & consumerism

Consumption and consumerism should be interpreted as two distinct aspects of
the background to this project. On the one hand, consumption is opposed to
production and implies the processes that occur somewhere along the
information (or other) chain. On the other hand, consumerism is an approach to
consumption that often entails some commercial aspect. It implies an attitude,
on the part of both producer and consumer that expects, amongst other things,

value, quality and efficiency. As with time, Slow adherents often perceive that
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the opportunity to choose how and when to consume has been sidelined in

contemporary culture, and seek to regain an element of control in this area too.

e Consumption
There is a substantial body of literature in the field of cultural studies that
explores the role and nature of consumption, the most relevant area being
media consumption. Media consumption tends naturally to relate to television,
radio and internet use, and studies are often bound by geography. For example,
two recent studies looked at media consumption in India (Singh & Punjabi,
2011) and Russia (Kolomiets, 2011) highlighting the increasing influence of
technologies and media flows on the social and commercial life of these
countries. There is a relationship between this section of cultural studies and
LIS: ‘media’ in this subject domain could be ‘information’ in the other.

Media consumption literature can be positioned along a spectrum of focus: from
the commercial end of marketing and advertising (Thomson & Laing, 2003;
Singh & Punjabi, 2011) to less commercial, more sociological research
concerns such as the role of media consumption in the formation of identity
(Strelitz, 2002) and community (Shields, 1992; Couldry et al, 2007). This project
is situated alongside the sociological explorations, although the commercial end
has some resonance, not least in light of the consumerist tendencies which

form the background to Slow. This will be assessed in due course.

The emergence of digital technologies has modified the character of the media
so that traditional ways of talking about ‘media consumption’ are no longer
adequate (Kolomiets, 2011). The experiential view of consumption holds that
technology has transformed the experience by synchronising transmission and
reception, and by allowing content to be reformatted at will (Addis, 2005). The
frequency of “reception in a state of distraction” has been increased by the
multiplication of communication channels and objects available. The need for
meta-information to explain this multiplication leads to a parallel need for “meta-

consumption” (Rutsky, 2002).

Moreover, the instantaneity of consumption is seen as a central principle of

cultural modernity, encapsulated in a “condition of immediacy” which arises
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from a widespread reliance on communications media and information
technologies (Tomlinson, 2007, pp. 74-75). The attraction of these technologies
and, indeed, one of their key selling points, rests on their “impatient and

immoderate” nature (ibid., p. 132).

As mentioned above, the consumption of media can be seen to influence and
be influenced by the social structure in which it occurs. Kolomiets (2011)
describes it as a “social practice of using communication means (the media) to
obtain and use symbolic content and be involved in social connections and
interactions”. Rather than the passive reception of media products, it is the
active practice of processing symbolic material as enabled or hindered by the
socio-historical context of the individual. This context has been modified by the

advent of information and communication technologies.

As a social practice, media consumption supports the formation or confirmation
of individual and collective identity. Strelitz (2002) found that a group of students
at Rhodes University in South Africa gathered to watch television programmes
that reflected their rural backgrounds, and in doing so emphasised their feelings
of isolation from the rest of the mostly middle-class student body. A sense of
community membership was established through this practice. The wider sense
of belonging to a community, as implied by ‘citizenship’ or the term ‘public
connection’, can be traced through media consumption. Couldry et al (2007)
assessed the extent to which shared practices of media consumption also

reflect shared orientation to a public world.

Media consumption (and production) is an important notion with widespread
social value and influence. As suggested, it echoes and mingles with
information research. It has been used to quantitatively assess the emergence
of the Information Society (Skogerbg & Syvertsen, 2004) and, conversely,
levels of information consumption (and production) have been used to assess
centres of media power in the USA (Kellerman, 2000). This relates to issues of
whether it is really possible to measure information or media consumption other
than by quantitative means, issues which relate to the nature of information and

which are discussed at greater length in the conceptual chapter to follow.
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Changes to the media have brought about changes to media consumption, but
Cohen & Rutsky (2005) regard these changes as being even more
fundamental: “understanding our changing relationship to consumption requires
a re-examination of the often unstated assumptions that underlie our views of
consumption.” They assert that profound questions about what constitutes
consumption need to be asked precisely because of its complex, dynamic and
variable relationship with information. Knorr Cetina (2010) uses consumption
theory to model the use of financial information in order to outline the epistemics

of information, again illustrating their fundamentally interwoven nature.

One reassessment of what constitutes consumption perhaps lies in bringing
notions of production together with those of consumption. Deacon (2003)
argues that in dividing the two processes, researchers tend “to underestimate,
or even deny, the complexities of social and cultural processes beyond their
immediate purview”. Acknowledging the relationship between the two ends of
the spectrum allows for a more holistic view of their nature. This approach is
encapsulated by ‘prosumption’, a term employed to describe the increasing
levels of participation required on the part of the traditional ‘consumer’. Ritzer &
Jurgensen (2010) argue that whilst attention has shifted to this participatory
form of consumption only recently, it has existed in several forms for decades.
Examples given include self-service petrol stations and restaurants, as well as

calling in to participate in a radio show.

A reason that attention has shifted to prosumption is the advent of participatory
information technologies, specifically Web 2.0 and social networking sites
online. Ritzer & Jurgensen suggest that the popularity of Web 2.0 applications
establish them as “the most prevalent location of prosumption and its most
important facilitator”. This is echoed by Beer & Burrows (2010) in their
introductory article to the special issue in which Ritzer & Jurgensen’s piece
appears: Web 2.0 has modified the form of consumption to demand active
participation where before none was required. This is the consumption of

information.
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e Consumerism
This can also be seen as an intersection of consumption and consumerism,
indicating the increasingly commercial (perhaps pseudo-commercial) nature of
contemporary consumption. This intersection is described by Juliet Schor
(1999) as a “new politics of consumption” which entails an “upscaling of lifestyle
norms; the pervasiveness of conspicuous, status goods and of competition for
acquiring them”. She highlights the social (American) context in which
consumption occurs as one of acquisitiveness and compulsion, rather than one
of need. As described in the preceding sections concerned with overload (1.2.3

and 1.2.4, pp. 35-45), there are a range of responses to this profusion of ‘stuff’.

In consumption terms of how to negotiate this profusion, one such response is
the adoption of the “craft consumer” role (Campbell, 2005). In developed
societies where profusion is linked to commodification, individuals are prompted
to “seek new and more effective ways to combat its effects”. The craft consumer
is one who engages in a form of prosumption by modifying and personalising
commercially acquired items in order to render them special or more valuable. It
is a form of subversion which offers the opportunity for self-expression and
creativity, in line with the authenticity often ascribed to craft production as it
contrasts with mass production. This image, Campbell argues, should be “set
alongside those of ‘the dupe’, ‘the rational hero’ and the ‘postmodern identity
seeker’.” Other possible incarnations of the consumer are available: chooser,
communicator, explorer, hedonist, artist, victim, rebel, activist and citizen
(Gabriel & Lang, 1995).

Critical consumerism often depicts the consumer as one who invests politically
in their consumption practices. They are concerned with the economic and
environmental impact of their choices. Slow Food has been cited as a
movement which feeds this personal approach to consumption whilst also
training the consumer in the aesthetics of pleasure (Sassatelli & Davolio, 2010).

That there are many interpretations of the term ‘consumer’ will become more
pertinent to this project’s exploration of disciplinary perspectives and the
information actor’s role in the contemporary information environment. It has

been used in sections of the LIS literature, with apparently little thought given to
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its various connotations. This is perhaps understandable given that it originates
from a different discipline and is defined more closely in that field. However, “the
consumer has become the focus of extensive debates in many human
sciences, including economics, sociology, psychology, cultural studies” (Gabriel
& Lang, 1995) and should be approached critically within LIS too. Consumer
health informatics, which is beyond the scope of this project, is an established
field derived from the existing notion of consumer health: “the field devoted to

informatics from a consumer view” (Hersh, 2009).

The information user has been described as an information consumer
(Nicholas, 2003; Withey; 2003) who promiscuously jumps from source to
source, flicking and bouncing without taking much notice, because “the wealth
of alternative digital sources enables them to do so” (Nicholas et al, 2003). At
the same time, the information consumer is suspicious of many sources and
unpredictable in their choices. They “seem to crave information to an extent that
is surely unparalleled in the history of mankind” and “simply shop around for
information and...take decisions for themselves on what they perceive to be
appropriate to their needs” (Herman & Nicholas, 2010). Moreover, “consumers
do not even remember where they went on their journey or if they will retain any
of the information, nor how they can get return to it [sic]” (Nicholas et al, 2006,
p. 227). One reason for using the term ‘consumer’ instead of ‘end-user’ is that

“there are too many of them, and...they have considerable clout” (ibid., p. 206).

There is however, a sense that information organisations, and especially
libraries, are somehow exempt from or should resist consumerist tendencies.
“The fact is that the role of the public library as a social, educational and
recreational space is becoming increasingly challenged by commercial
alternatives that offer quick and efficient gratification for citizens” (Rooney-
Browne & McMenemy, 2010). Years before the prevalence of digital
information, some quarters questioned whether the proposition ‘customers of
libraries are consumers of the services and resources provided by librarians’
could ever be appropriate. The feeling being that it was appropriate in retail but
not in librarianship (Jones, 1998). This creates a tension between how LIS

practice views its place in consumer society, as an impartial non-consumerist
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space, and how LIS research frames the behaviour of digital information users,

as consumers.
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1.4 Summary

This opening chapter has described the motivating questions underlying the
project, and the methodological perspective from which they were explored. The
broad subject of enquiry is human information behaviour, and more specifically,
whether principles derived from the Slow Movement have anything to offer the
study and practice of information management in contemporary overloaded

society.

Academic literature relating to information behaviour was reviewed, with a focus
on the role of theory and theorising within the discipline. Some existing models
of information behaviour were introduced. Attention then turned to the related
areas of information literacy and information pathologies, and how these areas
interact. Existing suggestions for the alleviation of overload were also

introduced.

Slow principles were reviewed in light of the above, as an antidote to speed and
excess through the mindful and critical perception of the appropriateness of
choice. Specific attention was paid to the key areas of time and consumption
and how they have been addressed and conceptualised in relation to

information or, in the case of consumption, media use.

The next chapter is an extended exercise in conceptual thinking, using the
background developed here as a foundation. The intention of this conceptual
work is to position this project against that background, and within a broader

social and cultural context.
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2.1 Introduction

In Chapter One, the research background of the project and the nexus of issues
it explores were developed. The sub-field of LIS concerned with human
information behaviour (HIB) was explained, some models introduced and the
importance of theorising within that field was outlined. Elements of information
behaviour were then explored in the context of accelerative speed and
increasing scale, namely information literacy and information pathologies. The
Slow Movement was established as a current and increasingly popular means
of managing overload in this context, and its relation to information was also

considered.

This chapter aims to outline a broader conceptual perspective in which Slow
and information can be brought closer together. This applies to both a
disciplinary view (where Slow might sit within LIS and HIB), and a practical view
(where Slow might sit as a behavioural approach to information use). Both
areas are here treated hypothetically, and will be explored in more detail in
subsequent chapters (the Delphi study will explore disciplinary views, and the
focus group will look at real-world examples). The purpose is not to present a
model to be tested, but to describe the theoretical underpinnings of Slow
information behaviour. In so doing, a conceptual picture of the contemporary

social condition will emerge.

The conceptual perspective is presented as a three-layered diagram (Figure 2,
p. 84). The key assumption is that information has attained a role of central
social and cultural significance. This significance is established through analysis
of various theories of the Information Society, and is represented by the
enveloping nature of Layer A. How information is conceptualised within that
society is the subject of Layer B, and the work of Raymond Williams is used to
explore this. The notion of the human element at the centre of information
behaviour is at the heart of the diagram, and is explored through a variety of

existing conceptions.

Figure 2, then, illustrates the conceptual layers which underpin this research.

The layers move from a general view of the Information Society as ‘information
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culture’, through the flow of information as knowledge communication within that
culture, towards the information behaviour (or practices) of individuals as
communicators. Slow principles may be exhibited within that information related

behaviour, and that possibility is explored in subsequent chapters.

Layer A
Information
culture

Layer B
Communication
of knowledge

A

Layer C
Communicator
citizen

Figure 2: The conceptual framework
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2.2 Layer A: information culture

This section will clarify layer A which corresponds to how this research views
the Information Society, and why ‘culture’ may be a more appropriate

description for a constructivist approach.

2.2.1 The Information Society

The ways in which writers have argued the existence of the Information Society
is met with some scepticism by Frank Webster in his Theories of the Information
Society (2006). Nevertheless, as a term it is “valuable in exploring features of
the contemporary world” (Webster, 2006, p. 21), and so it provides a useful
point of conceptual departure. The scepticism does not relate, it should be said,
to the existence of the Information Society, but to the arguments used to
support it. We take the Information Society to exist, we are simply unsure as to
how to prove it. A summary of these different arguments now follows, as laid out
by Webster, and the concept is developed further to include Raymond Williams’
ideas about culture and communication, which emphasise the constructivist

approach of this research.

2.2.2 Definitional groups

Webster identifies six theoretical groups into which literature regarding the
emergence of the Information Society can be separated. These groups are by
no means mutually exclusive and the separation should not be viewed as stark
or inflexible, but by isolating the defining aspects of each group Webster is able
to compare the quantitative or qualitative notions which underlie the
conceptions at work. By associating this project with one or, as will be shown,
several of these groups, its scope is defined, its underlying perspective is

clarified and, ultimately, its qualitative grounding is consolidated.
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Webster’s groups are reviewed in summary, and other literature is included
where pertinent. Connections to this project’s conceptualisation of the
Information Society will be teased out as the section progresses. This summary
takes the groups in the order they appear in much of Webster's work (Webster,
2004; Webster, 2006): technological, economic, occupational, spatial, cultural.
These first five definitions hinge on the idea that more information exists now
than in any previous time, although they identify this proliferation in different

ways.

This order is not a random sequence, running as it does from the largely
guantitative approach of theories with a technological focus to the qualitative
nature of culturally inspired perspectives. The sixth definitional group differs
because it takes the character of information as its crux and suggests that
“theoretical knowledge/information is at the core of how we conduct ourselves
these days” (Webster, 2006, p. 9, original emphasis). As Webster says, this last
group is “singularly qualitative” and as such, completes the quantitative-

qualitative spectrum of how the groups are presented.

e Technological
Technological developments underpin the first of Webster’s analytical
definitions, and are arguably the most common factor outlined in discussions on
the emergence of an Information Society. The very rapid growth of affordable,
accessible technologies has enabled the dissemination of information on an
unprecedented scale. The internet, as a communications technology,
permeates the everyday to such a degree that it is now considered by many to
be the normal, preferred mode of information exchange. This blanket eruption of
information technology into every layer of daily life is considered emblematic “of
a new kind of society emergent on a revolutionary mix of electronics and
telecommunications technologies” (Martin, 1988, p.38). The popularity of the
technological definition is based on the quantifiable nature of a scientific
discourse, as well as the popularity of technology itself. The predominance of

information is made possible by the predominance of technology.

There are problems with this definition, in relation to theorising about the

Information Society generally, as Webster points out, and in relation to this
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research in particular. Webster sees a fundamental shakiness in the
guantitative aspects of this group which purport to measure the increase of
information by measuring the increase in information technologies. The
shakiness stems from uncertainty about which ICTs are measured, how
different ICTs can be compared or synthesised and at what point enough ICTs
exist to constitute an Information Society (Webster, 2006, p. 11). Further
concerns stem from the use of these quantitative measures (for example, the
number of networked PCs) to denote the qualitative change represented by the
emergent Information Society (ibid., p. 21). Webster also questions the primacy
of technology in this particular perspective because it represents “an
oversimplification of processes of change” and “relegates into an entirely
separate division social, economic and political dimensions of technological

innovation” (ibid., p. 12).

The reasons for avoiding a purely technological definition of the Information
Society in this research echo Webster’'s concerns, in addition to the simple fact
that the project’s focus is not technology. The impact and power of ICTs is
acknowledged, but the point remains that technology is a social product of
innovation and not a determining factor of social development. Clearly, when
considering the impact of speed and choice in a consumerist environment, ICTs
play a vital role, but that role is assumed to be as socially constructed as the
technology itself. ICTs can therefore be subsumed into other perceptions of the
Information Society, for example the cultural group. The processing speed of
computers and the very technical aspects of information communication are not
within the scope of this project and, as such, this quantitative systems-centric

approach to interpreting the Information Society is of only indirect importance.

e Economic
Put simply, this group of theories about the Information Society identifies the
increasing economic value of informational activities (Webster, 2006) but not,
Webster implies by omission, the increase in economic worth of information
objects themselves. This commodification of information is, perhaps, a by-
product of the Information Society rather than an underlying driver, and it is an
idea which will return in later sections. The economic view of the Information

Society postulates that “information is...a commodity language” (Morse, 1997,
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p. 87), and quantifies the Society’s existence in terms of informational economic
activity in direct contrast to agriculture or industry. Webster highlights as central
to this perspective work by Fritz Machlup (e.g. 1962), later developed by Marc

Porat (e.g. 1977), and their identification of distinct information industries.

Webster’'s concerns with the purely economic view of the Information Society
again refer to the quantitative / qualitative discord of the approach. Whilst
acknowledging the scope of Machlup and Porat’s work, the drive to incorporate
disparate industries as informational activities appears to skew the reality of
those activities. “The ‘construction of information buildings™ is one example
used (Webster, 2006, p.13). This generous classification exaggerates the
existence and economic value of such industries, and reveals the value
judgments that influence the inclusion or exclusion of certain spheres. These
two factors combine to render the quantitative foundations of this approach
somewhat unstable. Further, as with the technological group, quantitative
measures are being used to illustrate a qualitatively experienced phenomenon,

namely the Information Society.

The economic perspective was unlikely to demonstrate strong connections to a
Slow perspective for the reason that economics in this sense are not a primary
focus. The quantitative emphasis within this group fails to capture the socially
experienced (and constructed) aspects of information communication which
must be underlined in a framework at whose core lies personal information
behaviour. As with technology, the importance of the rise in economic value of
information is acknowledged, but it is a sideline to, and may also be subsumed
by, the central notion of an information or knowledge culture. Nevertheless,

consumerist economics do play a role in the formulation of a Slow framework.

e Occupational
Where the previous group concentrates on the increasing economic worth of
information activities, the occupational group concentrates on the increasing
numbers of people engaged in those activities. The Information Society can be
said to exist because “the preponderance of occupations is found in information
work” (Webster, 2006, p. 14). Webster asserts that Daniel Bell's Post-Industrial

Society has been achieved revolves via this same idea. As the argument of
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choice for sociologists, the occupational approach rivals the technological
perspective in its popularity, perhaps because it differs from it on a fundamental
level. “A focus on occupational change is one which stresses the transformative
power of information itself rather than that of technologies” (ibid., p. 15). This
approach also acknowledges the position of power occupied by those who
occupationally create and disseminate information, these power relations
forming the basis of Manuel Castells’ mode of societal development,

informationalism (Castells, 2000, p. 14).

Webster identifies the most questionable aspect of this approach as being that it
relies on similar judgments to the economic group about what to include as
‘information work’ (Webster, 2006, p. 15). How an occupation is divided
between informational and non-informational activity is inexact and largely
subjective, and how much informational work a role must include to be deemed
wholly informational is not clear. The quantitative support of qualitative change
is once more questioned and the loss of nuance in social hierarchies

bemoaned.

Again, a basic issue with aligning a Slow perception of the Information Society
with the occupational group is that the structures and changes to which, for
example, Daniel Bell refers, are not a central concern of this research.
Occupational change is of interest but in relation to how it demonstrates a
broader informational culture, not in how the changes themselves may or may

not ‘prove’ that the Information Society exists.

e Spatial
The approach of this definitional group is to emphasise the proliferation of
connections between locations as evidence of the Information Society
(Webster, 2006, p. 17). People are increasingly plugged in to any number of
these information networks, and as such networks are increasingly important
features of the structure of social relations, in both private and public spheres.
The distinction between these spheres, and the relative influence of
communication networks in both, is a core feature of the work of Jurgen

Habermas (e.g. Habermas, 1962).
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The more quantitative approaches, especially the economic group and some
aspects of the occupational group, tend to collapse hierarchies and homogenise
different examples of information activity in order to be able to count their
frequency. The reality, however, is that the informational content of one job may
not equate to that of another, although they are pooled together just the same
(Webster, 2006, p. 14). The spatial approach takes quite a different angle by
emphasising the variety of activity and the flows of information that are enabled
through the networking of society. Ultimately, time and space are viewed
differently because of these connections and the ways that they allow us to live

our lives.

Webster identifies the same issues with this approach as with the previous
three, and as we shall see, with the concluding two groups. It is the imprecision
of definition which causes the most concern, specifically how we are to identify
networks, at what level they operate and at what point their proliferation equals
an Information Society. Further, Webster asks whether attention to networks is
really just another technological definition or whether the flow of information is
the proper focus, in which case, how should this be measured, if indeed it can
be. A final criticism is that proponents of the spatial definition appear to neglect
the fact that networks have existed for a very long time, albeit in reduced

capacity and reach.

In relation to this research project, there are compelling concepts within this
definitional group. Attention to time, space and connections are tied closely to
Slow perceptions of society and the research problem at hand. The reworking of
these elements that instant global connectivity allows is a fundamental driver of
overload and, as such, the concerns of this group have much to offer a Slow
conceptualisation. Time is accelerated, space simultaneously expanded and
collapsed, connections more diverse (and more transient) than was previously
possible. Nevertheless and without wishing to over-simplify this conceptual
area, networks are not the defining feature of the Information Society largely
because they are a technological development, as Webster also suggests. As
such, they can be subsumed by social and cultural interpretations of the
Information Society. However, the flow of information through these networks,
between people and places, is central to this project’s standpoint.
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e Cultural
The final group to take the proliferation of information as its focus does so in an
almost purely qualitative way, “rarely attempt[ing] to gauge this development in
quantitative terms” (Webster, 2006, p. 20). The assertion is that more
information symbols exist than ever before, and their circulation permeates our
everyday lives, from the multiplication of broadcast media channels to incessant
advertising to the cheap availability of clothes with which to present our
personal informational message to the world. This “explosion of signification” is
deemed by writers in this group as a sign itself that we live in an Information
Society. This is tempered, Webster says, by the post-modernist view that the
impact, meaning and permanence of signs is diminished by the increasing

communication of them.

Webster is wary of assertions regarding the Information Society based on
experiential observations rather than any list of criteria by which the growth of
information signification can be measured: “How can we know this other than
from our sense that there is more symbolic interplay going on?” (ibid., p. 21).
The imprecision of definition again proves a rocky foundation for this approach,
although one might argue in this qualitative group that it is precisely the
mercurial ubiquity of information which denotes a society built upon it. Although
it cannot be pinned down quantitatively, it is felt to relate to everything.

This definitional, or conceptual, group most closely resembles the model of the
Information Society which might be thought of as Slow. It is the qualitative
experience of living in a society brim-full of information that is of interest, not the
number of networked PCs or what percentage of a job description qualifies as
informational. The rapidity of the growth in informational output and of its
communication, and the monetarily cheap nature of most of Webster’s
examples (“inexpensive magazines”, “free sheets”, “junk mail”), are crucial

elements of this project’s perspective.

There are, however, issues with aligning a Slow view with the specific form of
cultural definition which Webster presents, most notably in its focus on post-

modernist interpretations of culture. Slow may exist as a reaction to a perceived
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fracturing of social structures, but that fracturing is not a terminal situation
leaving no true reality to pursue. Indeed, the promotion of Slow practices
(generally and informationally) may be framed as just such a pursuit. Further,
whilst the post-modernist view tends to picture fundamental and systemic
change, the conceptual existence of Slow information relies on a sense of
continuity, of adapting pre-existing social behaviours and structures to current
situations. It is also important to acknowledge that elements of overload existed
in relative terms before recent times, as explored in Chapter One (1.2.3, pp. 35-
36). Overload in itself is not a marker for a radically new social system (though

its increase may indicate an acceleration of those elements).

e Theoretical knowledge
The last of Webster’s groups is the approach that “a decisive qualitative change
has taken place with regard to the ways in which information is used” (Webster,
2006, p. 28). Quantitative criteria are irrelevant because this approach takes the
changing character of information and information use to be central, rather than
the amounts of information in circulation. Webster presents Daniel Bell's work
on post-industrial society as describing that, more than ever before, scientific
and technological innovation stems from theoretical principles (ibid., pp. 54-55),
while social and political policy (such as combating climate change) is
increasingly founded on models of future likelihood. The influence of theoretical
knowledge is far-reaching, to the point that “we make the world in which we live
on the basis of reflection...(rather than following the dictates of nature or
tradition)” (ibid., p. 30).

Webster admits that measuring the influence of theoretical knowledge is difficult
to imagine though its significance has undoubtedly increased. Whilst this
approach is obviously keenly felt in innovation, invention and policy making
spheres, the assertion that theoretical knowledge “is now a defining feature of
contemporary life” is a significant leap. The extent to which this perceived,
rather than experienced, knowledge is not tied to an individual’'s experience of
the world is debatable. With these concerns in mind, the relation of this group to

a Slow conceptualisation is unclear.
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2.2.2.1 Summary

In summary, Webster’s first five groups provide a web of conceptual strands for
how this projects perceives the Information. The sixth is, as Webster says,

anomalous and its relevance of as yet unknown strength to this research.

The key points are that technology is a social product, created and used by
humans in the social world. As such, global information networks are a
consequence of technology which enable a different understanding of time and
space to that which would be possible without them. Human economic activity
drives information technology development and is affected by its growth, as
commercial activity expands beyond the local sphere. Occupational trends are
similarly affected, which has social and individual repercussions, as does the

proliferation of cultural symbols, also enabled by network expansion.

Layer A of the framework accepts this entanglement of strands as indicative of
the need for an inclusive, constructivist approach to the Information Society: it
is, to some degree, all of these things and more. Taken in isolation, this
statement explodes rather than focuses the conceptualisation and needs further
refinement to be useful. The following section seeks to remedy this by
describing the holistic approach required through an introduction to Raymond
Williams’ work on culture and communication. This will clarify the universality of
the Information Society, why and how the phrase ‘information culture’ is used

and how the subsequent layers of the framework fit within this view.

2.2.3 Raymond Williams & culture

Raymond Williams (1921-1988) was an academic, critic and novelist who wrote
about politics, literature, drama and television, communication and culture. A
committed socialist activist from the 1950s to his death, Williams was strongly
influential in the rise of the New Left, although he often distanced himself from
Marxist theories on the grounds that they, in relation to culture at least, were
“confused” (Williams, 1993, p. 274).
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There are two areas of Raymond Williams’ work which clarify the perception of
the Information Society which frames this research project. The first is his
etymological exploration of culture, which helps clarify its use over ‘society’. The
second area covers his studies and writings in cultural studies, especially in
relation to communication(s). This latter area is important in delineating Layer B
which relates to what information is in this conceptualisation, namely the

communication of knowledge and, as such, will be covered in the next section.

2.2.3.1 Etymology

In Keywords (1983), Williams traces the complex history of a series of words,
culture itself being “one of the two or three most complicated words in the
English language” (Williams, 1983, p. 87). This etymology will not be discussed
in depth since the linguistic routes of modern usage is not of primary
importance. However, there are a number of salient points in Williams’ review of

this history which illustrate the appropriateness of using culture in this context.

The earliest uses of culture were as a noun relating to the process of natural
growth, to the tending of something organic, which came to be applied to the
process of human and, eventually, social, development. In all later senses, the
implication is that culture contrasts with mechanical activity and that it rests
predominantly in human, rather than material, development. Beyond the
physical sense of nurturing something organic, Williams highlights three modern

uses:

1) A general process of intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development
2) A way of life, whether of a people, a period, a group, or humanity in
general
3) The works and practices of intellectual and especially artistic activity
(ibid., p. 90)

There is a danger of opting for one or other definition as “true’ or ‘proper’ or

‘scientific’” in order to clarify concepts and Williams argues that the significance
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lies in the range of meaning (ibid., p. 91). This approach shapes the Slow
conceptual framework in two ways: first, the Information Society can be seen as
operating along all three of the above uses and second, there is significance in
viewing the range of definitional arguments laid out by Webster as evidence of

the Information Society’s construction.

This range of arguments can be joined through the notion of ‘culture’. It is
possible to interpret each of Webster’s definitions along these lines. In so doing,
all the definitions can be linked through their cultural significance, rather than

segregated by their internal epistemological assumptions.

So, information technologies, both their development and what they enable, can
be interpreted as a process, a work and a practice of intellectual activity
(regardless of how they may then be measured). In this sense, they can be
thought of as constituting ‘culture’. Similarly, economic worth and occupational
change may both be measured quantitatively, but the qualitative changes they
represent may more usefully be appreciated as these same processes and

practices of ‘culture’.

Spatial arguments, as far as they can be subsumed by technology, can also be
viewed in this way. Beyond networks, this group begins to foreground the
second modern use of culture: “a way of life” (in developed countries at least)
as lived against a modified backdrop of time and space.

Webster’s cultural group adheres to all three uses, being the intellectual
development, transmission and reception of information symbols, and the
implication that our way of life is “manifestly more heavily information-laden than
its predecessors” (Webster, 2006, p. 20). When allied with Williams’ assertion
that social existence is fundamentally to do with “an extraordinary, rapid and
confusing expansion” of life (Williams, 1989, in Eldridge & Eldridge, 1994, p.
75), a powerful notion of the cultural significance of dynamic information flows

becomes apparent.

Information culture, then, embraces all the evidence for the Information Society

and in so doing, foregrounds human behaviour, experience and development.
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This point will be returned to in introducing Layer C, but it is worth noting that
information behaviour is taken to be the act of living, the way of life, in such a
culture since much, if not all, activity is information-centric. This perception
echoes that of John Tomlinson in relation to media and information
technologies, that “it is not only the question of their ubiquity, their integration
into pretty much every sphere of life in developed societies, it is their power to
shape and perhaps even constitute experience” (Tomlinson, 2007, p. 96;

original emphasis).
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2.3 Layer B: communication of knowledge

This section will review different conceptions of information in order to tighten
the building blocks of the information culture in the context of this project. Whilst
the assertion remains that information culture exists because of the range of
definitions available, and that they are all therefore relevant, some clarity is
required in order to be able to pinpoint where Slow might apply. Established
debate about the nature of information is summarised, the communication of
knowledge highlighted and Raymond Williams’ perspectives on communication,

education and power introduced.

2.3.1 What is information?

The different perspectives of the Information Society (Webster, 2006) have
already illustrated the difficulty in pursuing precise definitions in this field. This
echoes the multiplicity of theories and models concerning information behaviour
which were described earlier. This is extended, and also to some extent
explained, by the range of opinion on what information itself is: different views of
one necessarily result in different views of the other, which lead to different
views of LIS as a discipline too (Talja et al, 2005). Indeed, the LIS discipline has
a tense history with the task of defining exactly what information is. The
conclusion seems to be that there can be no consensus. The term information
is fundamentally too ambiguous (Buckland, 1991), probably because it has
been adopted by too many disciplines (Case, 2007, p. 42), to be pinned down.
Although precise definition is “not entirely necessary for the study of information
phenomena to proceed” (ibid., p. 59), it is important to tighten the underlying

concepts of this research.

Compulsion to track definitions down persists (Madden, 2000; Bates, 2006),
undoubtedly due to the perpetually shifting landscape of information production
and use (Zins, 2006; Zins, 2007) and the ways that this landscape constitutes
the Information Society. Through a Delphi study, Chaim Zins explores and

synthesises an array of expert opinion on the building blocks of LIS: data,
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information and knowledge. This attempt to build solid foundations under the
discipline indicates the fluidity with which such fundamental terms have been
interpreted, and the very many other attempts to do likewise reveal information
as a rich field of theoretical (and empirical) enquiry (Belkin, 1978; Boyce & Kraft,
1985; Capurro & Hjgrland, 2003; Bates, 2006, and Schement, 1993, for a

review of definitions).

The pursuit of definition is an ongoing and controversial quest which provides
material for disciplinary debate, as well as for research. The Bates article cited
above has been critiqued by Birger Hjgrland over a number of years (Hjgrland,
2007; Hjegrland, 2009; Hjorland, 2011), with the original author publishing
rejoinders (Bates, 2008; Bates, 2011). The discursive dynamism which these
concepts generate illustrates the fundamental importance of paying attention to

them.

Multidisciplinarity is seen to affect the struggle for definition in two key ways.
Firstly, and in a largely negative way, the term information has come to mean
certain things in certain fields which do not necessarily translate across
disciplinary boundaries (Spang-Hanssen, 2001). This can cause confusion,
though it can also act as a spur to regain control of the term through redefinition
and reconceptualisation. Secondly, and more positively, whilst clarity may
remain elusive or circular within the confines of information science (see above
paragraph), forays into other fields can provide alternative perspectives which
arguably strengthen any resulting view of the concepts involved (Bawden,
2007).

2.3.2 Typologies

In much the same way that Frank Webster grouped theories of the Information
Society, Donald Case (2007, pp. 43-45) describes four key typologies in which
information is classified to establish ‘families’ of definitions. Case groups loosely

the typologies of Brenda Dervin and Brent Ruben, and the parallel, but not

98



identical, typologies of Michael Buckland and Maureen McCreadie & Ronald

Rice.

The first two offer epistemological perspectives of information. Sense-Making in
Dervin and social information in Ruben, are positioned as the processes and
structures involved in or indicative of movement between the objective and
subjective spheres in the former, and the environmental and internal spheres in
the latter. As Case points out, the key difference between them is that Sense-
Making is fundamentally related to the individual actor, whilst Ruben’s emphasis

is on the social construction of context.

The second ‘pair’ consider what is being related and are therefore more
pertinent at this point. These typologies move away from the spheres of
objective and subjective information, emphasising instead the differences
between process and thing (Buckland), or process and representation
(McCreadie & Rice). Both retain types of information which relate to knowledge.
Using Case as the starting point, with additional material where relevant, these

typologies present a useful means of working towards clarification of Layer B.

Buckland (1991) stresses the distinction between that which is tangible (‘thing’)
and that which is intangible (both ‘process’ and whatever is perceived in the
process as ‘knowledge’). Importantly, information-as-knowledge cannot be
measured in any way. There are three meanings (Buckland’s term) of

information:

¢ information-as-process
¢ information-as-knowledge

¢ information-as-thing

The first two are, he states, “academically respectable” whilst information-as-
thing is often dismissed. The paradox of this situation is that information
systems, the focus of the IR branch of information science research, “can deal

directly with information only in this sense” (original emphasis).
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Buckland asserts that information-as-thing must be studied with the same
contextual attention that is extended to information-as-process. This prevents
information-as-thing from becoming a mere list of objects by including the
influence of human context: objects are invested with characteristics and with
value by the process of using them to become informed, which brings
information-as-knowledge to the foreground. This does not, however, mean that
objects can only be informative when intentionally communicated, hence the

latent informativeness of information-as-thing.

In the fourth typology outlined by Case, McCreadie & Rice (1998) explore
information as part of a review of how access to information has been perceived
and analysed. They arrive at four groupings, which Case interprets as a
process-related group, plus a branching out of Buckland’s information-as-thing
and information-as-knowledge in to three further categories. The four groups

are:

information as commodity or resource

information as data in the environment

information as a representation of knowledge

information as part of the communication process

This branching out can be further explicated as a set of overlaps, with ‘thing’
featuring in both the commodity and data groups, and ‘knowledge’ featuring in
both the data group and, clearly, the representation of knowledge. The main
aspects of interest and difference within this typology are, first, the introduction
of value as represented by the inclusion of commaodity or resource and, second,

the explicit introduction of the unintentional, as seen in data in the environment.

Whilst the monetary cost of information is quantifiable (Oppenheim, 2001), its
value is so context dependent that it cannot easily be predicted (Eaton &
Bawden, 1991). Eaton & Bawden outline four other characteristics which further
distinguish information from other kinds of resource, and which can also be
seen to impact on value. These are that the exchange of information multiplies
rather than diminishes its value; it is dynamic; it has no fixed or predictable life-
cycle, and ‘it’ actually consists of very many individual forms and expressions of

information.
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The second aspect introduced by McCreadie & Rice which is of interest at this
point is that of unintentional information, where “neither the individual nor the
data intentionally engage in communication”. This type of information can be
seen as simply existing, and informing simply through its existence. There are
also allowances for information which is unintentionally discovered, that is,
when some form of information seeking is going on, either when browsing for
something else (as in McBirnie, 2008) or by proxy in encountering (as in
Erdelez, 1997). This does not, however, account for information which is
unsolicited, though not necessarily unwanted, but which is communicated to an

individual regardless.

2.3.3 Information as the communication of knowledge

Buckland’s discussion of information-as-thing is of some relevance to this
conceptual layer because it reflects the ubiquity and totality that information
culture is intended to represent. This is amply achieved by the statement that
“we are unable to say confidently of anything that it could not be information”
(Buckland, 1991, p. 356). As Buckland points out, however, this is not
particularly useful and in fact diminishes any special status that information

might have.

Buckland’s information-as-process and information-as-knowledge are more
appropriate conceptions in the context of this research because they clarify the
human (‘knowledge’) and dynamic (‘process’) view of information which
permeates information culture. This view is complemented by the notion that
information can be framed as a part of the communication process in
McCreadie & Rice.

The Slow focus would therefore be on the processual aspects of how these
things are deemed to be informative, that is, the interaction that takes place
between information and user. This is similar to Floridi’s “meaningful data”

(Floridi, 2005). However, the focus does not exclude other conceptual groups
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since it also allows for the latent informativeness of things which is ‘activated’
when perceived by the user, as in Buckland’s ‘thing’ and McCreadie & Rice’s
‘data in the environment'. It also allows for the unintentional quality of much

information activity.

Although ‘knowledge’ can be a controversial term (Zins, 2006), it is used in this
context to emphasise a humanist view of social relations and of information
seeking and use. It is not intended to initiate discussion about subjectivity,
reality or truth. It is, however, a conscious decision to retain the term in

describing Layer B, rather than simply opting for ‘communication’.

2.3.4 Raymond Williams & communication

Use of the word ‘knowledge’ is also intended to emphasise the educative
qualities of information culture. Life in this culture is a process of information
use by which personal knowledge is developed and, ultimately, more
information produced as representations of that knowledge. The work of
Raymond Williams in relation to communication is of interest at this stage to
underline this educational aspect, as well as introduce ideas about dominative
social structures and choice. These ideas reinforce the appropriateness of
positing information as the communication of knowledge, since “social life and
patterns of communication are inextricably intertwined” (Eldridge & Eldridge,
1994).

Despite the intervening years, Williams’ Communications (first published in
1962) is relevant to the peculiarly modern conceptual arguments at hand. The
internet was clearly still some way off. At root is the statement that
“communication begins in the struggle to learn and to describe” (Williams, 1976,
p. 19). This quite accurately, though unintentionally, describes the intentions of
Layer B. It also informs Layer A, since “what we call society is not only a
network of political and economic arrangements, but also a process of learning
and communication”. To initiate this process, Williams says, we rely on and

behave according to communication models, replacing, modifying or extending
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them when necessary. The focus of Communications is on these models,
namely books, newspapers, theatre, broadcast media, and the growth of
advertising. The relevance to this conceptual framework is tangential, rather

than direct, but powerful nevertheless.

The educative force of communication is vital to Williams’ view of these models,
both in individual terms of knowledge growth and in institutional terms of the
operating system: what a person can learn from the act of communicating in
contrast to what is being taught or delivered by the overarching system. These
two aspects exist in relative proportions in the four kinds of system which
Williams observes, from the authoritarian system’s emphasis on controlling
what is taught to the primacy of what might be learned by active contribution in
democratic systems, via the paternal and commercial concerns of social
responsibility and choice (Williams, 1972, pp. 116-124). The key to the
democratic typology is “the struggle for space that allows for a pluralism of
perspective and a diversity of contributions” (Eldridge & Eldridge, 2004) and it
can be argued that developments in digital communication and the ease with
which individuals may publish, and receive, information goes a long way to
representing the democratic system which Williams imagines. Contributors to
the World Wide Web as a communication system are largely free to
communicate when and what they choose, though it is acknowledged that this

Is not the case in some countries and under some political regimes.

However, as Williams states, communication relies on an element of convention
so that the models which enable it often “become quite deeply learned, and any
growth of change beyond them can be very difficult” (Eldridge & Eldridge, 2004,
p. 89). The conventions become ingrained, and expected, by those who operate
within them. The dominance of the digital mode of communication can be seen
to structure the communication system in such a way that information
(communication of knowledge) must be instant and must be freely available.
One assertion to be explored is that LIS has, to some degree at least, absorbed

this dominative structure of (consumerist) speed and choice.
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2.4 Layer C: the communicator citizen

The purpose of this section is to clarify Layer C of the diagram which relates to
the human actor who populates the information culture. This layer is essential
because it emphasises the human element of the project’s perspective, and
reiterates the centrality of information behaviour as an ongoing process of
knowledge communication and growth.

In many ways, this is simpler than the clarification of preceding layers since how
the actor or user is viewed derives from what has already been said about the
environment in which they can be said to exist. Nevertheless, it is useful to
acknowledge the variations of perspective, not least to reiterate the project’s
scope. For the most part, ‘actor’ is used to denote neutrality at this stage given

the complexity of what constitutes ‘behaviour’ or ‘use’.

2.4.1 A unified notion of the information actor?

As Wilson (2006) describes, LIS may be considered as comprising two broad
fields of enquiry: information retrieval and user studies, or information
behaviour. The third related arm of information organisation is less relevant to
this thesis. The former is mostly concerned with systems research and design,
the latter with how people interact with those systems (and other sources). It
has been argued that the two are so distinct as to be divided by an
unbridgeable gap, while others perceive overlaps which are simply yet to be
explored and formalised (Miksa, 2009). How these fields frame the information
actor is necessarily and understandably different: IR may be less inclined to
delineate ‘users’, where HIB may naturally pay more attention to this element

(although this is not always the case).

The difficulty of establishing a unified notion of the actor across the fields is
perhaps an indication of their fundamental split. Moreover, there is a mystery to
the notion of actor, or user, largely resulting from the “vagueness in how we as

professionals have conceptualized and spoken of users when attempting to
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think and talk about them, especially when we identify classes of such people
and classes of information use in the contexts of our systems, of their use of the
informational objects in our systems, and of their use of information in general”
(Miksa, 2009). This section is intended to outline several ways in which the

actor has been conceptualised, and clarify the project’s view in the process.

2.4.2 A cog in the system: the ‘user’ in IR

How the actor is framed is not a primary concern in retrieval research. Technical
perspectives on information retrieval and systems design necessarily focus on
the systemic aspects of the information environment, and often frame the actor
as a disembodied generator and modifier of queries (Kumaran & Allan, 2008;
Vechtomova, 2008). The actor is conceived as a system or machine user,
rather than an information user and, whilst central to whatever system
evaluation or design is being undertaken, is framed rather amorphously.
Information itself tends to be conceived objectively, as material in a system

awaiting human perception.

Other retrieval research posits the actor to an even greater abstraction as part
of a loosely defined variable, such as “searchers” (Lehtokangas et al, 2008).
There is an underlying sense that these people exist and that they are the
audience for which the research will ultimately provide benefits, but they are
barely acknowledged, and sometimes not mentioned at all (Efron, 2008). This is
understandable since the actor or their behaviour is not the primary focus of the
research at hand. By omitting the human actor from the information chain, or by
only implying their existence, the actor is still being conceptualised. In this
respect, the actor is framed as one cog in the information machine, or as the
system operative, with little or no life outside of the searches they execute

within the system.

There are also cases in information retrieval research where the individual
actor’s needs and interaction with the system are very much the focus. ‘Users’

become the crux of the research around which the notion of retrieval revolves,
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rather than one of many implied ingredients. This can be either in terms of the
demands users make of the systems (Bai & Nie, 2008), or in terms of user
evaluation of the relevance of search results (Petrelli, 2008; Saracevic, 2008).
In these instances, the actor is bound to the system which is still the focus of

research.

2.4.3 Human information behaviour

Who the actor is, and how they are conceived, is of more direct importance in
research which sits towards the information use end of the LIS spectrum, as is
the case with this project. Notions of the ‘user’ have a naturally greater bearing
here, but this does not always result in conscious or explicit description of how
the actor is perceived. In literature of this kind, the actor is often framed
implicitly or demographically, according to the situation being explored or

observed. Some examples of this implication of identity will now be discussed.

2.4.3.1 Worker & student

The use of information in the workplace is a burgeoning area of research within
LIS, despite the well-developed and parallel field of learning in the workplace
(Crawford & Irving, 2009). The related fields of knowledge management and
organisational behaviour are beyond the scope of this short section, but it is
noted that the information actor in much of that literature is also implicitly, rather
than consciously, defined. Where workplace scenarios are the focus, the

information actor can consequently be described as a ‘worker’.

In the LIS literature, workplace information behaviour is closely tied to
information literacy skills (Cheuk, 2008; Kiron & Barham, 2005). The impact of
research such as this is to identify informational training needs of employees,
and suggest avenues of development. Specific types of behaviour, such as
environmental scanning, have been explored as ways in which workers achieve
information literacy (Xue et al, 2010). The conceptual relationship between

information literacy and knowledge management has also been explored at
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length (O’Farrill, 2010; Ferguson, 2009). In these cases, there is an underlying
sense of learning and development, but the information actor’s role as
employee or worker is foregrounded by the context under investigation. Donald
Case provides a detailed view of the ways in which occupational, and
demographic, groups determine the ways in which these particular users are
studied (Case, 2007, pp. 252-315).

In work of the above kind, the information actor is conceived of as a worker
because of the setting in which their behaviour is studied. This idea of a
situationally derived definition can also be applied to information behaviour
research concerned with studentship, where the information actor is

characterised by their behaviour in educational contexts.

There is an established body of research which looks explicitly at students in
formal education settings, often in academic libraries at university level (Ismail,
2009; Ho & Crowley, 2003) but also at school level (Abbas, 2005). Academic
journals and associations devoted to both of these areas show that there is
widespread interest, both in research and practice. Students and pupils in these
cases are generally used as research subjects to develop and improve the
services which the libraries provide (Zhixian, 2007), and also, some argue, as
tools to justify the promotion of certain services and the educational core of
librarianship itself (O’Connor, 2009). Interestingly, students on library and
information science courses figure fairly frequently in user studies too (O’Farrell,
2009). Again, Donald Case provides a more detailed view of these contexts
within LIS research (Case, 2007, pp. 301-303).

2.4.4 Momentary frames & lifelong learning

Framing the actor according to their quite specific situation at the time of
information use pinpoints their role and conceptualises them with a precision
that rarely exists in life. The above examples suggest a momentary frame in
which the actor is captured, and this reflects the stage process models

described in the previous chapter. This is an effective means of highlighting
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instances of behaviour in well-defined contexts, but it is not appropriate to the
notion of an information culture characterised by the near-constant
communication of knowledge. Nor, as Miksa (2009) suggests, is it the only
starting point for considering users at all: “How, in fact, would the way we refer
to information users and use be altered if we were to begin with a more complex

picture of the human as an information-processing species?”

More appropriate to this project are the conceptions of the actor which arise
from the more general models of information behaviour which have already
been discussed. Both Dervin’'s sense-maker and Kuhlthau’s meaning-seeker
offer a sense of the actor being engaged in a continual, lifelong process of
learning. Moreover, Dervin (1999) asserts that “information seeking and use are
defined as communicative practices” in the Sense-Making methodology, which
implies that the sense-maker is also engaged in a continual process of

communication.

2.4.5 The communicator citizen

If this perspective of the actor as communicator is allied with Raymond Williams’
(1976) assertion that “communication is the struggle to learn and to describe”, a
powerful picture of the human element is established. The phrase
‘communicator citizen’ is therefore used to describe the human at the core of
the diagram. The phrase represents the constructive nature of participation,
both in the process of communication and in society. ‘Communicator’ is used for
the reasons cited above. ‘Citizen’ is not intended to simply reflect an individual’s
interest or participation in civic or necessarily public endeavours, but to intimate
that the actor is perceived as an active member of the social structure of

communication.
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2.5 Summary

Having outlined the project’s hypothetical view of information behaviour and
associated concepts, it is possible to offer a summarising statement which
encapsulates these underlying assumptions. This is intended as a backdrop to
the subsequent studies, and to illustrate how and when Slow might intersect

with information seeking and use.

In hypothetical summary, then: Slow information exists as a behavioural
framework available to the communicator citizen, who is continually engaged in
the two-way communication of knowledge within the saturated information

culture.
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3.1 Introduction

The background of the Delphi method will be explained in this first part of
Chapter Three, alongside the modifications made to the technique for the
purposes of this project. Round-by-round analysis and discussion will follow,

from section 3.8 onwards.

The Delphi technique was selected to explore the implications that a Slow
perspective may have on the theory and study of information behaviour, as
represented by a group of disciplinary experts. The Delphi can be defined “as a
method for structuring a group communication process” (Linstone & Turoff,
1975, p. 3), through the use of an iterative process where each participant’s
response is fed back to the group for consideration. The rationale for using the
method, and its history, are provided in later sections (namely 3.2 and 3.3, pp.
122-128)

In this project, the Delphi method was modified for use as a purely qualitative
research tool, here termed the Slow Delphi. The iterative format of the tool
allowed a discursive and collective approach to the issues to emerge: the
general nature of the process was constructivist as panel and moderator
constructed their understanding of the subject through interaction. This reflects
the constructivist perspective and nature of the project and the preceding
conceptual discussion. Aspects of several formal variant Delphis were used as

a framework.

Exploring the variety of perspectives was the desired output, rather than
consensus, and conceptual issues were the subject rather than the forecasting
of future developments. The moderator took an active role in the process to
inject points of contention where necessary and in order to keep discussion
relevant. However, constant comparison of responses with subsequent rounds,
and verification of that material with participants, served to moderate the
moderator’s involvement so that researcher bias was kept to a minimum and
minority perspectives were protected. The process was overlaid with elements

of Grounded Theory to provide a methodological framework.
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The Delphi phase of this research project was devised to address what a Slow
perspective means for the study of information behaviour. A panel of
information behaviour scholars was engaged to explore the key issues. In doing
so, what actually constitutes a Slow perspective in an information context was
also refined. How information behaviour is perceived and studied is of interest
because it is here that we may discover whether there is compatibility between
Slow principles and information, as illustrated by the ways in which we frame

and study information use and information users.

The Delphi tests the conceptual grounding developed in previous chapters in
order to understand if Slow and information behaviour engage with
fundamentally different conceptions, and it examines existing theoretical
perspectives and frameworks that emerge from this. Information, in an
academic context, may then be perceived as immune to Slow principles
because of differing fundamental conceptions. This is relevant to the popularly
felt and anecdotally reported ideas that (a) there is too much information around
to be effectively dealt with — an overloaded information culture - and (b) Slow is
a useful means of addressing overload. This section reports on the Delphi

phase.

The contributory research question which guides this phase is:

¢ What, if any, are the implications of a Slow perspective for the study and

theory of information behaviour?

The project was not yet exploring or describing a Slow attitude within the
processes of seeking and using information, or within the everyday occurrence
of information practices. These areas constitute the focus of enquiry in Chapter
Four: the focus group.

A conceptual perspective may emerge from this process which contrasts with
the one outlined in Chapter Two. This perspective may be built on different
understandings of information and society, and may not therefore allow for Slow

concerns to be addressed (especially those of speed, choice and pleasure).
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This would limit not only the applicability of Slow principles in information terms,
but also the value with which they are regarded by information professionals (in
research and practice).
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3.2 Rationale

The Delphi technique was appropriate for addressing this part of the research
question because discussion amongst information behaviour experts was
expected to create current, dynamic material from which it would be possible to
explore the range of disciplinary perspectives of the issues at hand. This range
of perspectives was expected to support or explain the gaps perceived both
conceptually and in the literature, or indeed fill those gaps. If they exist,
disciplinary barriers to a Slow perspective would also become apparent. This

would not be achievable through other means as will be shown.

The Delphi technique can generate a range of opinion from the experts
involved. Eliciting as many contrasting perspectives as possible helps to
illuminate the issues within the context of LIS by exploring all potential
viewpoints. From this process it is also possible to delineate where attention
should be focused in the subsequent empirical phase, thereby linking the
project’s chapters and the objectives. The Delphi provides a means of testing
whether the conceptions with which the project engages are currently
recognised within the LIS discipline, and specifically within the field of human

information behaviour where ideas of Slow information most readily sit.

There are several further reasons why conducting a modified Delphi was
appropriate to this research, and these can be outlined by answering Linstone &

Turoff's questions for determining the appropriateness of the technique:

1) Who should be communicating about the problem?
2) What alternative communication mechanisms are available?
3) What can we expect from those alternatives?
(Linstone & Turoff, 1975, p. 4)

The ‘problem’ of question one is rooted in the conceptual gaps developed in
Chapters One and Two. In order to link this problem with the research question
of this phase, it was necessary to engage a panel of published experts in

human information behaviour. This answers the question of who should be

122



communicating about the problem, and more detail on the process of panel
selection follows. To pursue the constructivist approach, the experts’
communication about the problem would have to be with each other in addition
to with the researcher. These experts would likely be dispersed internationally

and undoubtedly busy, which immediately gives rise to logistical issues.

With reference to question two above, if a Delphi study was not used to facilitate
this communication, other mechanisms exist in the publishing of papers in
journals and also in presenting material at conferences. This is how ideas are
communicated within the field, but neither channel engenders communication
per se or delves deeper as a research method. One-to-one two-way
communication (that is, between one expert and researcher) would also be
possible in the form of interviews, but given the geographical dispersion,
impossible to organise in person. If conducted remotely, by email or telephone,
interaction between participants would not occur. Group sessions would not be
possible for the same logistical reasons. Conference attendance might be a
viable alternative, but the timing of conferences and availability of panel

members would not be controllable.

The face-to-face interview option is logistically impractical. Remote interviews
would elicit opinion, but would prevent panel interaction, as well as the
opportunity to iterate and revise opinion. The variety of opinion regarding the
Information Society and information itself suggest that a similar range of
perceptions will exist in relation to speed, choice and pleasure, and no

alternative to the Delphi offers as much scope for that diversity to be discussed.
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3.3 History

The Delphi technique was developed in the 1950s to estimate the probable
effects of an atomic attack on the USA. It was used primarily to facilitate
technological forecasting (Helmer, 1975, xix). Project RAND devised the
technique specifically for use in situations that were ill-defined or about which
there was little established knowledge. It was used extensively in military
contexts, and soon extended to other areas of complex social concern, such as
the environment and health. Extensive early use in forecasting meant that the
technique was for a time perceived as a tool for use in exclusively technological
forecasting where the key objective of any study using a Delphi was a single
point of consensus, its strong quantitative feel restricting its use to appropriate
fields. However, the fundamentally qualitative nature of the Delphi process “as a
method for structuring a group communication process” (Linstone & Turoff,
1975, p. 3) was increasingly recognised as a strength in its own right, and this
led to a divergence of use in fields such as healthcare policy and organisational

behaviour.

Any Delphi study begins with an issue to be considered. The traditional Delphi
moves through a series of stages, or rounds, as the panel reassess and revise
their opinions about that issue in light of other responses. Participation is
generally anonymous in order to afford all opinions parity of platform: although
the panel may know who is involved, statements and responses are
anonymised. The original style of “Delphi Exercise” used a monitor group to
devise a first round questionnaire which was then distributed to a larger
respondent panel. The returned questionnaires would then be summarised by
the monitor group, redistributed in a second round and the larger panel given
the opportunity to revise their original answers. This iterative process would
focus opinion towards a point of consensus about the original propositions or

questions.

The predominant style and form of analysis during rounds has evolved in line
with the recognition of the Delphi’s qualitative roots. Early proponents of the
technique developed statistically driven processes from which to ‘calculate’ the

output, for example Norman Dalkey’s cross-impact analysis (Dalkey, 1972).
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This form of analysis determines the mathematical probability of events by
cross-referencing opinion gathered during the Delphi study with other potential
events and impacts. As such, it reaffirms the quantitative appearance of early
incarnations of the process, although the material with which such analysis
interacts remains judgmental and qualitative. This apparent strait-jacketing of
subjective data into objective formulae can be criticised, and is perhaps one
reason why the discursive qualities of the technique emerged as a key strength

and a key area for analysis.

Other forms of Delphi which do not aim at achieving statistical consensus have
emerged over time as it evolved from use in technical fields to use in the social
sciences, and in academia. These forms are known as ‘variant’ or ‘modified’
Delphis. Here, exploring the differences of opinion is a stronger objective than
deriving one clear ‘truth’. For example, Murray Turoff’'s Policy Delphi “seeks to
generate the strongest possible opposing views on the potential resolutions of a
major policy issue” (Turoff, 1975, p. 84). This develops a range of futures,
organised according to their probability. The Imen-Delphi, devised by David
Passig, explores the preference rather than probability of emergent futures and
therefore emphasis the personal reaction of panel members (Passig, 1997).
Relatedly, the Disaggregative Policy Delphi, is concerned with not just what a
participant think will happen, but why and how they think those developments
will come about (Tapio, 2003). Osmo Kuusi’'s Argument Delphi is similarly
focused on breadth of opinion, but also presents another methodological
difference by being more concerned with the process of debate and generating

arguments than with the likelihood of an event occurring (Kuusi, 1999).

This range of modifications can be interpreted as flexibility within the technique
which allows for emergent research design to accommodate the unpredictable
progress of a study which involves a relatively large group of individuals (Turoff,
1975). It can also be interpreted as an instability against which the moderator
must build sufficient methodological rigour (Landeta, 2006). Whilst criticisms
have also been made as to how scientific a process it is, those criticisms
become largely irrelevant where a scientific outcome is not the goal
(Baruchson-Arbib & Bronstein, 2004). The design and execution must be robust

and justifiable, but if the desired outcome stresses the subjective nature of the
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opinion involved, as with several of the variant Delphis noted above, the lack of
scientific output cannot be criticised (Ludwig & Starr, 2005). Indeed, the process
has been complementarily described as “more of an art than a science”
(Linstone & Turoff, 1975, p. 3). Other criticisms of the technique revolve around
the role and actions of the moderator/monitor, either imposing their views on the
process or too strongly or not doing enough to retain the trust and interest of the
panel (ibid., p. 6). Steps were taken in the design of this Delphi to avoid such

pitfalls and will be fully explained later.

3.3.1 The Delphi in LIS

Variations of the Delphi have been used in a range of fields of study including
LIS. These studies tend towards exploring the future, though not necessarily
building consensus, and also towards libraries and the library profession. The
use of Delphi studies in LIS is actively encouraged as a means of generating
“consensus without all the meetings” (Howze & Dalrymple, 2004), although the
studies presented here provide a range of rationales. This is a summary of
studies from the last ten years or so.

In line with original Delphi objectives, the majority of LIS studies using the
technique look towards future developments in the field. Feret & Marcinek
(2005) “reload” their earlier Delphi (1999) about academic libraries to track its
accuracy and to build further opinion about prospective changes and priorities.
This reloading entailed reviewing earlier findings and assessing them through
the use of a follow-up Delphi. Four themed groups of opinion were used: factors
which shape the image and operation of a library; the activities in which a library
engages; the skills which a librarian must or should possess; issues concerning
electronic media. The findings illustrated how the influence of technology was
not, or could not be, predicted and how this influence was not limited to the
group concerned explicitly with electronic media. Managing access to
information and the skills required to do so become much more important in the

reloaded Delphi than was supposed in the original study.
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Other recent LIS Delphis take technological developments as their primary
focus, exploring opinion about the future of digital libraries (Baker, 2006) and
the development of electronic journal delivery and use (Keller, 2000). The
evaluation of web pages for addition to collections is another digital area of
focus and features in two Delphis which illustrate the changing nature of the
field. The earlier study (Green, 2000) engages a Delphi panel of reference
librarians to evaluate websites on behalf of students, saving them time and
ensuring quality. The subsequent, though unrelated, study (Nicholson, 2003)
uses a Delphi panel to devise the criteria against which an automatic evaluation
tool rates and selects websites to create a digital library. This development
saves the librarian’s time, but it could also be perceived as sidelining their role

in the process.

The future of librarianship is itself a focus for several studies which use the
Delphi technique. Baruchson-Arbib & Bronstein (2009) explored similar areas to
the Feret & Marcinek study, but gathered opinion through a specifically
professional lens to assess the possible impact of technological developments
on the role and skill-set of the librarian (in this case Israeli academic librarians).
The key areas here were the transition from traditional to virtual library, and
from a technical to a user-centred approach. This attention to the skills which
Wilson’s (2009) Delphi study of the research needs of Swedish librarians, which
identifies their changing priorities in order to inform the LIS research agenda.
Taking both of these studies into account, the future nature and direction of the
LIS profession is uncertain but there is optimism that opportunities will emerge
to add value to and preserve information. Specific value-adding roles are
explored in other Delphi studies, such as managing and evaluating repositories

(Kim & Kim, 2008) and providing information literacy training (Saunders, 2009).

Despite the uncertainty, the experts involved in these studies perceive generally
that there will be a place for libraries and librarians as the information landscape
develops. The changing physicality of the library itself is explored in Ludwig &
Starr (2005) by generating and synthesising opinion about the future of library
architecture and space planning. The changing role of LIS professionals within
that space is again brought into the debate. Feret & Marcinek (2005) found that
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managerial skills will become increasingly important as budgetary restrictions
grow and, similarly, Ludwig & Starr find that managerial skills in the form of

change management will be increasingly required.

With the exception of Feret & Marcinek (2005) who explicitly “reload” an earlier
study, the Delphis described here are related only in as much as they employ
the technique. Similar themes and complementary conclusions can be drawn
together, but the variety of approach within the method must also be
acknowledged. As stated, the majority of these studies are concerned explicitly
with future developments, in keeping with original Delphi objectives. What the
developments might actually be is sometimes centralised, as in Baker’s ‘Digital
library futures’ (2006) and Keller’s ‘Electronic journals’ (2001). Others
emphasise the possible impact of certain developments either on the services
currently provided, for example, on assistive technologies in Gillespie & Green
(2001) or on those employed to deliver them, for example, information literacy
instructors in Saunders (2009). The key difference in the execution of these
Delphis is that the former type generally invites the panel to suggest possible
futures, and the latter proposes a range of futures for consideration of their
impact.

In both contexts, the Delphi is employed as a tool for exploring complex issues,
and this is also true in cases where the area of focus is not necessarily future-
oriented. Those studies which seek to establish evaluation criteria for services
or resources deal with existing issues, rather than proposed ones. For example,
Nicholson’s bibliomining tool, built around the criteria refined by a Delphi panel,
seeks to automate the collection building process of web-pages because
librarians are unable to manually do so as they would with print resources
(Nicholson, 2003). “The rapid proliferation and frequent updating” of web-based
materials is cited as the cause. Similarly, the performance of existing electronic
libraries is the subject of the Delphi devised by Hsieh et al, which also
generated evaluation criteria (Hsieh et al, 2006). The Delphi in LIS is not then
limited to consideration about the future, but has been used to explore existing

issues and potential solutions.
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3.4 Key variant features

The studies summarised above display both traditional and variant Delphi
characteristics in differing proportions. Traditional characteristics can be seen in
those that use the technique to narrow the focus of enquiry (Nicholson, 2003;
Hsieh et al, 2006) or in other words, to arrive at a consensus of opinion. Others
explore the future of different contexts, or the impact on them from future
external developments (Gillespie & Green, 2001; Ludwig & Starr, 2005). The
variant characteristics lie in the modifications that each study makes in order to

streamline the process for the task in hand.

The most noticeable difference of this kind is the way in which material is
generated for use. The traditional Delphi would engage a monitor group to
devise the first round questionnaire, and also to analyse responses, but these
LIS studies use a variety of methods to develop material. These differences
often arise as a consequence of time constraints where the use of a monitor
group would add an impractical amount of additional time to an already lengthy
process. Establishing such groups also demands additional human resources,
and so other means of devising the initial material have been developed. This

illustrates one element of flexibility within the research method.

Ludwig & Starr (2005) used a preliminary group of experts to generate areas of
enquiry, which resembles traditional Delphi practice, but most others use the
literature to devise questions and statements for consideration. For example,
Baruchson-Arbib & Bronstein (2005) invited responses from a 40 member panel
librarians to help formulate the issues and then complemented this by scanning
discussion lists and boards, as well as the literature. Whilst most of the studies
display certain modified characteristics such as these, and many state as much,

none say explicitly if a particular variant version is being employed.

The Delphi process in this research draws together elements from three formal
variant techniques. These are Turoff’s Policy, Kuusi’'s Argum