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Abstract: We have reached an age of information overload. It is also an age of information
empowerment, an age where people are regularly bombarded with information. People have access
to far more information than they can possibly handle. Information plays a vital role in people’s lives,
as they are constantly challenged to locate the right information that they need in order to make
decisions and to complete their tasks. Unfortunately, people often have difficulties in locating relevant
information. Early studies on information seeking behaviour show that people searching for
information prefer asking other people for advice than searching through a manual. The issue
becomes then a matter of searching for the right person. This has led to interest in systems, which
connect people to others by making people with the necessary expertise available to those who need
it, when they need it. This study aims to undertake a baseline review of how UK police force
employees work and in turn provide a better understanding of how to develop IT systems that will
support employees in their daily activities. It documents the analysis of a questionnaire survey that
looks at how individuals at Leicestershire Constabulary seek information and how they share
information once it's located, in order to determine if an expert locator system would work at their
organisation. Results show that officers have difficulties when searching for information. The results
give an estimate of the amount of searching time that officers think could be saved by officers if they
know where to look for the relevant information and the reasons behind the time being wasted.
Moreover, results show that email remains to be the most intensely utilised communication medium,
used to help generate, organise, share, or leverage knowledge within the organisation. Although
specific websites and online databases were the first sources to be consulted by most officers when
searching for information, officers frequently query other peers for references.. The overall results
suggest that embracing the concept of an expertise locator at Leicestershire Constabulary could lead
to positive outcomes.

Keywords: Information seeking, information sharing, information behaviour, information technology,
expertise discovery

1. Introduction

We are living in an information-flooded society, a society characterised by a high level of information
intensity. Workers depend on access to information in order to perform their work. They try to obtain
the information that they need by using conventional tools of information technology (IT) such as
search engines in which information is stored, transmitted and processed. Cutting through the clutter
and selecting from the information sources returned in order to get to the right content can be both
daunting and time consuming. In order to perform better, workers are increasingly relying on gaining
additional knowledge and experience from other people or sources. Thus, it is essential for them to
know where to seek advice and how to access additional expertise from other professionals whilst
doing their job. A common way for employees to acquire the needed expertise is to locate internal
experts willing to share their specialised knowledge (Ackerman et at 2003). Employees ask others
they know for referrals or recommendations, following pointers until the right person is found
(Campbell et al 2003). The speed of locating the right expert is important to both the individual worker
and the company. When employees gain rapid access to experts, organisational performance can
increase (Dooley et al 2002). Therefore, many organisations try to provide employees with help in
relation to timely identification and location of expertise as a key part of organisational knowledge
management. Expertise locating systems, also known as expertise recommender systems, have
emerged for that purpose.

The study presented in this paper, and which was conducted through a questionnaire survey targeting
individuals at Leicestershire Constabulary, provides a useful snapshot of the force's views,
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experience and practical usage in relation to various aspects of information searching and sharing.
Moreover, it sheds light on barriers to sharing knowledge, key issues of concern that waste the
respondents’ time while searching for necessary information, and the respondents views on the
authors’ latest research.

2. Information Seeking

Information seeking can be described as a reaction to the recognition of an information need (Case
2007). For example, Tom Wilson (2000) has said that information seeking is “the purposive seeking
for information as a consequence of a need to satisfy some goal”.

Information is increasing, as is the difficulty of finding the required information. Approximately 70% of
business professionals responding to a Delphi (2002) survey agree that finding information is difficult.
The study also reported that most employees working at large enterprise organisations spend more
than two hours a day searching for information necessary to complete their jobs (Delphi, 2002). This
calculates to 25% or more of an 8 hour working day. This result is consistent with the results obtained
from the IDC study reporting that information workers spend 15% to 35% of their work time just
searching for information (Feldman and Sherman 2003). Furthermore, many other studies have
reported similar findings. For example, Davenport and Prusak (1997) report that managers spend
17% of their time (6 weeks a year) searching for information.

Outsell's (2001) survey (a survey of US information users carried out in 2001 which surveyed 6,300
people across 20 different industries) found that employees were spending an average of 8 hours a
week looking for and using external information content. In 2005, Outsell conducted another study to
measure how information users have changed their behaviours over the four years (Outsell, 2005).
Comparing the new research with results from 2001, the study found that knowledge workers now
spend 11 hours per week searching for information, versus eight in 2001. In addition, the time they
spend analysing versus gathering information has changed. In 2005 professionals seemed to spend
most of their time (53%) seeking out information. In 2001 however, professionals spent 56% of their
time analysing and applying what they had found. The time wasted searching for information results in
a significant organisational productivity cost. The International Data Corp. (IDC) estimates that an
enterprise with 1,000 knowledge workers loses a minimum of $6 million a year in time spent searching
for and not finding the information needed for knowledge workers to complete their tasks.

Even with the vast array of existing information management tools (such as search engines,
document management systems, databases, and the web), knowledge workers are still finding it
difficult to locate the needed information to perform their jobs, resulting in an increase in time and
money wasted. The concept of an expert locator system emerged as an attempt to contribute
towards overcoming these difficulties. Expert locator systems connect people to people rather than
people to information. The Email Knowledge Extraction (EKE), a tool the authors are developing, is
an example of such a system. It tries to uncover “who knows what” in an organisation by using email
content as evidence of expertise.

3. Study Methodology

The data needed for the study was collected through an online questionnaire survey that was
completed by individuals at Leicestershire Constabulary during March/April 2007. A questionnaire
was used because it enabled the authors to gather anonymous information in a relatively easy
manner.

3.1 Questionnaire Structure and Content

The questionnaire consisted of 31 questions divided into 6 sections. A brief introduction about the
research, along with instructions on how to complete the questionnaire were presented at the
beginning of the questionnaire. No deadline was set for the respondents to complete the
guestionnaire. Respondents were informed that the completion of the questionnaire was expected to
take 10-15 minutes and were assured that all responses would be treated with strictest of confidence.
A successful pilot study for the questionnaire was undertaken.

The first part of the questionnaire asked respondents to provide general information about themselves
(e.g. gender and number of working years). The second part of the questionnaire asked the
respondents about their searching experience. This included questions relating to the number of
hours they spend searching for information or advice related to their work, and the amount of time



which could be saved if they knew where to look for the information or advice. It also included
qguestions focusing on the respondents’ frequency of use of various sources when searching for
information, ease of finding information, how often they consult their colleagues for information, and
how often they know who to contact when they need information.

The third part seeks to obtain the extent of the respondents’ agreement or disagreement with
statements relating to their information sharing experience. This included asking the respondents
about the most important barrier that hinders them from sharing knowledge. In part four, respondents
were asked questions regarding their usage of different types of mediums, with a particular focus on
emails.

Questions in part five try to obtain the respondents’ views regarding the Email Knowledge Extraction
application (EKE) that the authors are developing. The sixth part of the questionnaire allowed the
respondents to add any comments they would like to make.

3.2 Questionnaire Sampling, Distribution, and Response

In this study, convenience sampling was used. Such type of sampling may not be optimal for making
generalisations (Bryman and Bell 2003), however it was seen appropriate to adopt for the purposes of
the study and for accessibility reasons. The study does not aim to make generalisations about
employees’ information seeking and sharing behaviours. Rather, it aims to obtain better insights of
employees’ information behaviour and in turn improve understanding of how to develop IT systems
that will support employees in their daily activities. With regards to accessibility, contacts developed
previously by the authors have facilitated accessing Leicestershire Constabulary to conduct the study.

The questionnaire was sent out to 150 employees working at Leicestershire Constabulary. Two weeks
later, a follow up email reminder was sent. Finally, by end of April, 44 responses were received. This
presented a response rate of 29%. In relation to the audience, the questionnaire was sent to all Chief
Superintendents, Superintendents, Chief Inspectors as well as a police staff head of business.

4. Analysis of the Survey Data

The quantitative data from the survey was analysed using statistical software package SPSS. The
analysis carried out was based on obtaining frequencies and conducting non-parametric statistical
tests. The first type of analysis (frequencies) was used to obtain percentages of scores in each
category. The second type of analysis (non-parametric tests) was used to explore the relationship
between two or more categorical variables (particularly this involved conducting chi-square test and
fisher's exact test). Conducting the chi-square yielded invalid results due to small sample size.
Categories had to therefore be collapsed into two categories in order to provide an appropriate basis
for performing the Fisher's exact test (a two-sided probability less than .05 was considered to be
statistically significant).

4.1 General Information about the Respondents

Table 1 also shows the general characteristics of the sample that responded; 68.2% of the
respondents were male and 31.8% were female, with 84.1% of the respondents have been working at
Leicestershire Constabulary for six years or more. This indicates that the respondents involved have
generally a significant working experience. Most of the respondents (95.4%) have been working within
their current job role for five years or less.

Table 1: General Information

Gender Male Female
68.2% 31.8%
Working Years at Leicestershire  Under1 1-5 6-10 11-20 Over 20
Constabulary year years years years years
2.3% 13.6% 11.4% 29.5% 43.2%
Working Years within current job Under 1 1-5 6-10 11-20 Over 20
role year years years years years

31.8% 63.6% 2.3% 2.3% 0%




4.2 Respondents’ Searching Experience

Regarding searching experience, results show that 45.5% of respondents spend between one and
five hours per week searching for information or advice relevant to their work (See Table 2), a figure
lower than IDC's (Feldman and Sherman 2003) and Delphi’'s (2002) research. Table 2 also shows that
59.1% of the respondents believe that a minimum of 21% of their time could be saved if they knew
where to look for this information and that only 18.2% believe that no time is wasted as a direct result
of not knowing about information that was available within their organisations.

Table 2: Searching Experience

1 hour 1-5 6-10 hours 11-20 over 20
Number of hours spent per week or less hours hours hours
searching for information/ advice 18.2% 45.5% 20.5% 11.4% 4.5%
Time saved if you knew whereto 95005 21-400  41-60% 61-80%  81-100%
look for this information/ advice

40.9% 27.3% 13.6% 15.9% 2.3%
Days wasted within thg past year None Upto5 6-10 days 11-20 days Over 20
as aresult of not knowing about days days
available information 182%  52.3% 15.9% 6.8% 6.8%
Frequency of finding the Never  Rarely Sometimes Frequently  Always
information needed

0% 0% 38.6% 59.1% 2.3%

Frequency of having difficulties Never  Rarely Sometimes Frequently  Always
identifying resources for new
information 4.5% 20.5% 54.5% 20.5% 0%
Frequency of c_onsulting Never Rarely = Sometimes Frequently  Always
colleagues for information before
conducting a search 0% 9.1% 43.2% 47.7% 0%
Frequency of knowing who to Never  Rarely Sometimes Frequently  Always
contact when you need
information 0% 4.5% 54.5% 38.6% 2.3%
Rank of the task of locating Very About - Very
information within another Easy Easy Average Difficult Difficult
department 0%  11.4% 61.4% 27.3% 0%

Moreover, a significant association was noted between the time the employees report that they spend
searching for information relevant to work and the time the employees report that they waste due to
not knowing about information available within the company (p=.001, Fisher’s exact test). Table 2 also
shows the frequency of finding the needed information when searching. The analysis reveals that only
a small proportion of respondents (2.3%) always find the information they need while 97.7% of them
sometimes/frequently find the information they seek. Moreover, the majority of the respondents (75%),
when searching for information that is new to them, sometimes/frequently have difficulties identifying
resources for new information. This shows us that almost all officers are unable to always find the
information they need to perform their jobs. Accordingly, a large proportion (90.9%) admitted that they
sometimes/frequently consult their colleagues before conducting a search. This concurs with other
studies showing that employees prefer asking others for expertise rather than searching documents
or electronic knowledge repositories (EKR) (Swaak et al 2004) Moreover, results illustrate that a large
percentage of the respondents (93.1%) sometimes/frequently know who to contact when they need
information. Analysis of results showed that 88.7% of the respondents do not think that the task of
locating information within another department is easy (61.4% think of this task as “about average”
and 27.3% think of this task as “difficult”).

In order to investigate the time wasted by employees as a direct result of not knowing about
information that was available within the company, respondents were asked to provide examples to



help better understand the issue. The examples that the respondents provided could be classified
into the following categories: Information overload, problems with the search facility, inappropriate
titing/labelling, constant change within the force, unpublished material, folder organisation issues,
repetition and replication of work, and problems with policies and protocols.

Furthermore, in relation to the sources of information that are difficult to locate, there seemed to be a
general consensus among respondents that these include policy and procedures, in addition to
persons with expert knowledge. Some respondents stated that it is often difficult to locate persons
with expert knowledge of a particular subject.

Table 3: Frequency of use of sources when searching for information

Order of frequency of use when searching for information or advice

Ran k| n g 1St 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6th
Search Engines 159% 6.8% 68% 705% 0% 0%
References from peers  11.4% 43.2% 18.2% 159% 23% 9.1%
Online databases 205% 114% 6.8% 11.4% 13.6% 36.4%
Intranet ... 15.9% 18.2% 25% 0% 9.1% 31.8%
Mailing lists 13.6% 15.9% 36.4% 2.3% 11.4% 20.5%
Specific Websites 227% 45% 6.8% 0% 63.6% 2.3%

In relation to the frequency of sources utilised when searching for information (see Table 3), specific
websites and online databases were ranked as the most frequently utilised sources by 22.7% and
20.5% of the respondents respectively. It can be noticed that a considerable percentage of the
respondents (43.2%) indicated that references from peers was the second most frequently utilised
source. Such results could be explained by the respondents searching behaviour. They start
searching for the information using the traditional information retrieval tools (e.g. databases). If they
fail to locate the required information, they then revert to gaining the required information from their
peers.

4.3 Respondents’ Information Sharing Attitudes

Table 4 summarises the respondents’ information sharing attitudes. It is notable that the majority of
respondents (77.3%) widely share the information which they consider useful or interesting. This
result is consistent with the finding which shows that 72.7% of respondents disagreed with the
statement, “l only share on a ‘need to know basis’ or if | am told to do so”. This gives an indication of
the Leicestershire Constabulary’s positive information sharing culture.

A majority of the respondents (90.9%) believe that the knowledge they have is of value to the Force.
On the other hand, only half of these (45.5%) believe that the Force fully utilises their knowledge.

Table 4: Information Sharing Experience

IW|deI_y share the_mforma_tlon which Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree S_trongly

| consider useful/ interesting Agree disagree
15.9% 61.4% 13.6% 9.1% 0%

| only share on a ‘need to know Strongly : Strongly

basis’ or if | am told to do so Agree Agree Neutral Disagree disagree
0% 15.9% 11.4% 65.9% 6.8%

The knowledge | have is of value to Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree S_trongly

the Force Agree disagree
22.7% 68.2%  9.1% 0% 0%

The Force fully utilises my Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree S_trongly

knowledge Agree disagree
2.3% 43.2% 29.5% 25.0% 0%

In order to investigate barriers to sharing knowledge, respondents were asked to select the most
important barrier that hinders them from sharing knowledge. They were given six options from which
they had to select the most important one. The options they were provided with were:

o ‘If I share knowledge | will lose some of my power’ (not selected by any of the respondents),




‘I am insecure about the value of my knowledge’ (selected by 9.1% of the respondents),
‘| lack trust in my colleagues’ (selected by 2.3% of the respondents),

‘I am afraid of negative consequences’ (selected by 2.3% of the respondents),

'If others do not share, why should I?’ (selected by 2.3% of the respondents), and
‘Other’ (selected by 84.1% of the respondents).

If they opt for the ‘Other’ option, they have to enter in their own words what stops them from sharing
knowledge. The majority of the respondents (84.1%) chose the ‘Other’ option. The comments they
provided were grouped into the following categories given their responses: time constraints, sensitivity
of position/ information, information overload, lack of systems and mechanisms to sharing knowledge,
lack of knowledge among people regarding possessing that expertise, individuals not asked to share,
lack of gratitude and feedback, lack of confidence about the value of the knowledge possessed,
unutilised shared information, and lack of knowledge regarding the needs of others.

4.4 Respondent’s usage of different types of mediums

It was important to understand how employees use different media to generate, organise, share, or
leverage knowledge within the organisation, because it gives an indication on whether email is
actually used for those purposes. To address this question, responses to the questionnaire instrument
of frequency of use of different mediums were examined (See Table 5).

Table 5: Individual's usage of different types of mediums

Frequency of use of various media to help generate, organise, share, or build upon the
knowledge with the organisation

Daily Weekly Monthly 6 monthly Yearly Never

Face-to-face 88.6% 9.1% 0% 0% 2.3% 0%
Telephone 79.5% 20.5% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Email 93.2% 6.8% 0% 0% 0% 0%
Online 2.3% 9.1% 9.1% 4.5% 0% 75%
Memos 11.4% 43.2% 25% 6.8% 0% 13.6%
Intranet 40.9% 13.6% 31.8% 4.5% 4.5% 4.5%

Chatting over lunch/ tea

50% 20.5% 11.4% 2.3% 4.5% 11.4%
breaks

Results show that email is the most frequently used medium; it is used by 93.2% of respondents on a
daily basis. This is followed by “face-to-face” which is used daily (88.6%) and then the “telephone”
which is used daily by 79.5% of the respondents. Such results seem consistent with previous findings
by the authors in which results showed that on a daily basis, email was the most frequently used
medium, followed by the face-to-face medium and then by the telephone medium (Tedmori et al
2006). Nevertheless, when enquired about the communication medium that one could not do without
(Table 6), half of the respondents selected “face-to-face”. Email was selected as the second most
important medium (favoured by 27.3%). The medium “Telephone” remains the third most favourite
medium (ranked by 18.2%).

Table 6: The medium an individual can not do without

The medium that Face-to-face Chatting over

you can not do meetings Telephone Email Online Intranet lunch/ tea

without breaks
50% 18.2% 27.3% 0% 2.3% 2.3%

Respondents were asked to indicate what they mostly use email for. The choices were: to ask
guestions, to answer questions, or both equally. This intended to uncover whether the respondents
tend to share knowledge, seek knowledge or use it for both purposes. The findings indicate that
68.2% of employees selected the third option (i.e. both equally), while 6.8% and 25% of employees
selected the ‘to ask questions’ option and the ‘to answer questions’ option respectively. Table 7
summarises the number of knowledge related emails sent and received per day.




Table 7: Number of knowledge related emails sent and received per day

Number of knowledge related 0-5 6-10 11-20 21-40 More
emails sent a day emails emails emails emails than 40

50% 34.1% 11.4% 2.3% 2.3%

Number of knowledge related 0-5 6-10 11-20 21-40 More
emails received a day emails emails emails emails than 40

43.2% 31.8% 13.6% 6.8% 4.5%

4.5 Respondents’ views regarding EKE

Results show that more than half of the respondents (52.2%) believe that EKE would benefit their
organisation (See Table 8). The promising response was that if their organisation was using EKE,
88.7% are willing to make their interest/knowledge/expert areas public. 9.1% expressed neutral views
and only 2.3% indicated that they were not willing to publicise their knowledge areas. Table 8 also
shows the number of enquires that respondents are willing to deal with per week. These enquires that
could possibly be generated by EKE are not part of an employee’s normal workload. They are
additional enquiries that the employee is willing to reply to. The result could indicate that employees
realise the importance of sharing knowledge to improve their working day by helping their colleagues.
The results reported in table 8 indicate that the officers realise the benefits of the system and
demonstrate the potential for it to be used.

Table 8: Respondents views regarding EKE

The force would benefit from using Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree S.trongly
this software Agree disagree
4.5% 47.7% 34.1% 9.1% 4.5%
! would be willing to make my Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree S.trongly
interest/ knowledge/ expert areas Agree disagree
public 20.5% 68.2% 9.1% 2.3% 0%
Ngr_nber of enquires you would be None 1-3 47 8-10 More than
willing to reply to per week 10
0% 15.9% | 34.1% 9.1% 40.9%

Table 9 shows the mediums the respondents prefer to be contacted through by their colleagues.
Comparing these results with the results shown in table 5, it can be noted that email, the most
frequently used medium, is not the respondents’ preferable way of being contacted by co-workers for
help. Results show that officers at Leicestershire Constabulary prefer “face-to-face” communication.
Telephone and email were ranked as the second and third most favorite mediums respectively. This is
also consistent with previous research reported in Tedmori et al (2006).

Table 9: Preferable way of being contacted

Preferable way of being contacted by co-workers for help

1SI 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 61h
Face-to-face 47.7% 27.3% 25% 0% 0% 0%
Telephone 20.5% 50.0% 20.5% 0% 45% 4.5%

Email 20.5% 13.6% 40.9% 0% 18.2% 2.3%
Online 6.8% 45% 114% 23% 43.2% 31.8%
Memos 0% 45% 23% 11.4% 29.5% 52.3%
Intranet 0% 0% 0% 864% 45% 9.1%

5. Concluding Discussion

This paper presents a snapshot of a UK Police Force’s information seeking and sharing behaviour.
Results in Table 2 show that 59.1% of the respondents believe that a minimum of 21% of their time
could be saved if they knew where to look for necessary information. Analysis of results show that the
amount of time wasted can be attributed to information overload, problems with the search facility,
inappropriate titling/ labelling, constant change within the force, lack of publication, folder organisation
issues, repetition and replication of work, and problems with policies and protocols. Furthermore,




there seemed to be a general agreement among respondents that the sources of information that
were difficult to locate included policy and procedures, in addition to persons with expert knowledge.

As shown in Table 3, specific websites and online databases were ranked as the most frequently
utilised sources when searching for information. This result may be an indication of how EKE might
help employees search for the right expert. Results presented in Table 2 show that when searching
for information, the minority of respondents (2.3%) always find the information they need, while the
majority of them (75%), sometimes/ frequently have difficulties identifying resources for new
information. This could explain why a large proportion, 90.9% sometimes/ frequently consult their
colleagues before conducting a search.

Fisher's exact revealed a significant relationship between the frequency of knowing who to contact
when you need information and the number of years working at Leicestershire Constabulary (P =
.022). The higher the number of years an employee has worked at the constabulary, the higher the
probability of knowing who to contact. The people who found it difficult to locate expert knowledge are
mostly likely to be new to the organisation.

This was reinforced by one of the participants who said, “As a new person to the Force | believe that
this system would be very useful. | often am unaware of who | need to ask in relation to specific
topics, having this would aid this and also cut out time asking the wrong person.”

In summary, the survey results showed of the amount of searching time that could be saved by
officers if they know where to look for the relevant information and the reasons behind the time being
wasted. The overall results suggest that the embracing the concept of an expertise locator at
Leicestershire Constabulary could lead to positive outcomes as the majority of officers realise the
benefits of the system and are willing to use it. This finding will be further explored by the deployment
of EKE at Leicestershire Constabulary.
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