
ABSTRACT

While motivation is recognized as central to various as-
pects of information behavior, motives remain surpris-
ingly underemphasized in information behavior research.
Major theories focus almost exclusively on other psy-
chological elements, primarily cognition, while studies
of motivation have been limited or absent in a variety
of important respects. In this paper, I suggest that a
stronger emphasis on motives is warranted. Drawing on
recent trends in social psychology research, I argue that
a "motivated information behavior" approach can o�er
a variety of bene�ts: it can improve our explanations of
information behavior, unify disparate research areas, and
illuminate some of the mechanisms underlying important
information behavior phenomena.
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INTRODUCTION

Motivation plays a central part in information behavior.
Information needs are commonly assumed to rest on a
motivational base, and many formulations of this needs
concept invoke a motivational drive. These motives then
spark information seeking; as Donald Case notes [1] "in-
formation seeking is a catchall phrase that encompasses
a variety of behaviors seemingly motivated by the recog-
nition of "missing" information." Similarly, much of the
work on the related topic of information avoidance recog-
nizes the important role that motives play in this process.

Despite this acknowledged importance, however, motiva-
tion remains underdeveloped in LIS information behavior
research. Major theories pay little attention to motives,
focusing instead on other psychological factors, primar-
ily cognition. When motivation is examined, it is often
vaguely conceptualized, or analyzed through scattered,
ad hoc treatments which focus on speci�c motives rele-
vant to particular areas. Unfortunately, these approaches
have failed to identify more fundamental aspects of mo-
tivation or to capture its core importance in information

behavior.

In this paper, I argue that existing information behavior
work contains the seeds of a more productive approach.
Drawing on recent social psychology studies, I suggest
that a focus on "motivated information behavior" (MIB)
can move LIS research in a more productive direction.
While simple in itself, MIB o�ers a variety of important
advances; better explanation, a framework for organizing
disparate research areas, useful new predictions, and the
illumination of some key mechanisms underlying impor-
tant information behaviors.

The (Relative) Neglect of Motiva-
tion

Information Seeking

Motivation has never played a particularly prominent
part in information seeking research. Along with other
psychological factors, motives were largely ignored by the
"system-centered" approaches that dominated early in-
formation retrieval study. These early approaches em-
phasized the rational, purposive dissemination of infor-
mation"typically treating users as little more than pas-
sive receivers"and thus psychological factors were seen as
largely irrelevant [2].

Nor did the "user-centered" turn in the 1970s and 1980s
introduce an emphasis on motives. This is most appar-
ent in the major theories that have gained prominence
in the information behavior �eld. To one degree or an-
other, most of these theories place a central emphasis
on cognition. Nick Belkin's ASK formulation was ex-
plicitly cognitive, with other theories like Robert S. Tay-
lor's model and Brenda Dervin's sense-making approach
also centered primarily around cognitive concerns [3,4,5];
reviewed in [6,7]. Another approach, Carol Kuhlthau's
Information Search Process model, (ISP), incorporates
a�ect while retaining a strong focus on cognition [8].

The lack of theoretical focus on motivation is readily ap-
parent in a recent overview of information behavior the-
ory. Of the seventy-some theories outlined in Theories of
Information Behavior, only one explicitly invokes "moti-
vation" in the title. Moreover, while a handful of these
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theories concern subjects with a clear connection to mo-
tivation, like monitoring and blunting, and library anxi-
ety, the presentations of these theories make no explicit
references to this term. Nor is motivation mentioned in
any the thirteen "meta-theories" discussed in the open-
ing chapter of the book [9].

Of course, motives have not been entirely absent from in-
formation behavior research. The most popular approach
has been to identify speci�c motives thought relevant for
particular informational contexts or tasks. Studies of
Web-based activities, for example, have examined mo-
tives like entertainment and communication that are seen
to drive Web use [10,11], while other studies have ana-
lyzed motives in educational settings [12,13]. The num-
ber of cited motives varies widely; some studies employ
a general, unspeci�ed information seeking drive, while
others identify dozens of speci�c motives [14,15].1 These
studies have been useful, but they have neither yielded
broader theory nor identi�ed what one can call "basic
motives more fundamental to the nature of human desire
than particular motives that are the result of relatively
speci�c conditions [16]."

Information Avoidance

If information seeking research has paid little explicit
attention to motives, motivational considerations have
been more prominent in studies of information avoidance.
Situations where people desire to avoid threatening or
ego-challenging information seem to prompt an intuitive
recognition that motivation plays an important part, and
a number of studies have analyzed the dynamics of this
process [17]. Many of these studies have focused on the
areas of medicine and health, where "bad news" can have
dire consequences.

However this research has su�ered from several problems
in terms of motivation. Motives have rarely been well
speci�ed, and many studies simply posit a vague drive
to avoid information. Little attention has been paid
to theory. More fundamentally, information avoidance
studies have been a minor sidelight to information seek-
ing work; as Donald Case notes, information behavior
research has generally rested on the assumption that in-
formation seeking represents the norm [18].

1If inclusion of motivation has been so sporadic, how do these
various theories move from mental factors to action? Some ap-
proaches simply proceed as if behavior follows directly from mental
activity, while others have suggested that emotions drive behavior.
While these approaches are not unreasonable, especially the lat-
ter, by de�nition neither can capture the nature or importance of
motivation.

Causes and Consequences

The previous sections document the limited and frag-
mented attention paid to motivation in the information
behavior literature. From a psychological perspective,
this is somewhat surprising. Psychology research has
traditionally posited a "triumvirate" of three basic men-
tal elements; cognition; a�ect and emotion; and a third
area which includes the interrelated concepts of conation
and motivation [19]; from this perspective, the absence of
motivation is apparent. This raises an obvious question;
why have motives not played a larger part in information
behavior research?

The most obvious answer is that motives have been over-
shadowed by cognition. In part, this seems to be a legacy
of the early systems-centered approach. As Savolainen
notes, in that type of model "the system is the essential
order, and the individual or user bends to it [20]" If the
purpose of information systems is to provide a rational
supply of information, then the role of the user is to ra-
tionally retrieve it; rational systems were seen to beget
rational "task oriented" users. And rational users are
cognitive users. Re�ecting this, psychological approaches
have tended to place a strong focus on cognition.2

More broadly, cognitive approaches have dominated re-
lated disciplines. In the1970s and 1980s, when the user-
centered turn was developing in information behavior re-
search, the social psychology sub�eld was in the midst of
an intellectual cycle which strongly asserted the primacy
of cognition [21]. This "cognitive imperialism" drew at-
tention away from other factors like a�ect and motiva-
tion. In the case of motivation, the e�ect was particularly
dramatic. A variety of psychological phenomena can be
explained in either cognitive or motivational terms, and
thus motivational approaches languished behind more fa-
vored cognitive rivals [22]. These trends a�ected a num-
ber of disciplines that "import" from social psychology,
information behavior research among them.

This under-emphasis on motivation has had several un-
fortunate consequences. As indicated earlier, the the-
oretical underspeci�cation of motives has been accom-
panied by empirical work which is fragmented across a
variety of speci�c motives and particular areas of applica-
tion. More importantly, these theoretical and empirical
limitations have obscured more basic forms of motiva-
tion, and their importance in information behavior, as
the next section will suggest.

2This cognitive focus may have been further advanced by this
early work's focus on scientist and engineers, two disciplines which
place a strong professional emphasis on rationality and objectivity.
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Motivated Information Behavior

While information behavior studies have paid relatively
little attention to more fundamental motivations, this
does not mean that such motives have been entirely ab-
sent from this work; rather, most of these studies have
implicitly assumed a basic model of motivation. This
can be appreciated through the lens of recent social psy-
chology work. Following several decades where motives
were out of fashion, this �eld has returned to an earlier
interest in motivation; as the most recent Handbook of
Social Psychology has it, "motivation is back [23]."

The central thrust of this recent work has focused on the
motivated construction of understanding. This approach
posits two basic types of motives. The �rst emphasizes
accuracy. In many cases, people wish to form accurate
beliefs and impressions about the world; that is, to reach
conclusions that are best supported by available evidence
and information. Given the obvious importance of accu-
racy in many instances of "sense making," much of this
recent psychology work has analyzed accuracy-seeking
motives and how they shape people"s thinking and in-
formation use [24].

However accuracy is not the only possible goal, and at
other times people seek to construct more comforting
conceptions of reality [25]. Motives serving these kinds
of goals are characterized as "directional," and they help
people to arrive at conclusions which they wish to reach.
These conclusions can be used to ward o� threatening
implications, or to defend basic values or existing points
of view. Directional motives function primarily through
biased strategies for selecting and evaluating beliefs and
information; for example, by a�ecting which types of in-
formation are considered or how this information is used
[26].

What does this tell us about information behavior? If in-
formation seeking and information avoidance are motive-
driven, as Donald Case argues, and if these motives will
be either accuracy-seeking or directional, as the social
psychology research suggests, then many information be-
haviors will be driven, at a fundamental level, by one or
the other of these basic motives.

While information behavior research has not explic-
itly recognized or labeled these directional or accuracy-
seeking motives, in many cases this work has assumed
their existence. This is most evident in the information
avoidance literature. As indicated earlier, it seems in-
tuitively apparent that a desire to avoid certain types
of information is motivationally driven, and informa-
tion avoidance research has regularly, if rather casually,
treated motivation as important. Though the term "di-
rectional" is not used, the motives involved here-for ex-
ample with serious medical conditions-obviously are in-

tended to help people attain or preserve a particular per-
spective or conclusion; i.e. one that is uninformed by
troubling information.

On the other hand, assumptions about accuracy seek-
ing motives have been less apparent. Accuracy motives
are not explicitly invoked in the information behavior
literature-indeed, seeking accuracy hardly seems like a
motive at all-but most information seeking studies have
implicitly assumed that people wish to reach accurate
conclusions. This assumption comes easily; absent any
reason to think otherwise, accuracy seeking constitutes
a reasonable, almost automatic default. Moreover, along
with being an often functional strategy, seeking accuracy
also is a core value in the LIS professional culture; biblio-
graphic systems, reference and instructional services are
designed to emphasize accuracy. And if the system prizes
accuracy, then, in an odd echo of the early information
retrieval literature, it is rather easy to assume that users
do too. Accordingly, the belief that people desire accu-
racy has served as an unrecognized assumption in most
research on information seeking and use.3

Discussion

What does it buy us to recognize that information be-
havior is motivated in this basic sense? Most directly,
positing "motivated information behavior" can improve
theory and explanation. We can appreciate this by con-
sidering one of the leading information seeking theories,
the ISP model. This model emphasizes "a�ective (feel-
ings) [and] cognitive (thoughts)," and these two factors
interact to shape information seeking behavior [28]. As
noted, this approach di�ers from most theories by its in-
clusion of a�ect. But what does this add? If one can
model information behavior in purely cognitive terms-as
most theories do-what do we gain by adding emotion?
The payo�, of course, is richer understanding and expla-
nation. Kuhlthau's research subjects report that feelings
are an important aspect of information seeking, and this
points to useful insights; how anxiety can short-circuit
information seeking, for example, or the discovery that
uncertainty actually rises at certain points in the in-
formation seeking process rather than simply declining
monotonically.

Similarly, then, considering motivation can also con-
tribute additional insights. While information behaviors

3The point that unrecognized assumptions guide research is a
generally acknowledged one, and accuracy-seeking is not the only
implicit assumption in information behavior work. Commenting on
the relative lack of attention to information avoidance, Donald Case
notes the underlying assumption that people seek information; "As
in Aristotle"s time, it is assumed that people want to know; looking
for information is a natural aspect of being human� [27].

3



can be explained without it, motivation can add explana-
tory and theoretical insights that other psychological fac-
tors cannot, particularly when information behavior is
viewed as an active process of construction.

Most broadly, motivated information behavior can pro-
vide a powerful organizing framework, one that helps
to connect disparate literatures and �ndings. While in-
formation seeking and information avoidance have been
treated as distinct phenomena, the MIB perspective
views these two behaviors as di�erent sides of the same
motivational coin, with the choice between them driven
by the particular goal that people happen to employ.
When they wish to gain an accurate understanding of
some unfamiliar area, people will typically tend to seek
information; alternatively, they may avoid or reject infor-
mation when their motives direct them toward reaching
or preserving particular positions or states of mind.

The MIB framework can also organize more speci�c be-
haviors. While information avoidance has been the only
form of "non-use" to receive much LIS attention, MIB
suggests that avoidance is hardly unique; rather, it is
simply one type of directionally motivated information
behavior.4 Another such behavior involves information
rejection. Studies in a number of other �elds have ex-
amined the use and evaluation of information, and they
have consistently found that people show a strong bias
toward accepting information consistent with their exist-
ing views while rejecting information which clashes with
these views or undermines them [30,31,32,33]. Accord-
ingly, a MIB approach can o�er predictions about the
existence and basic nature of directionally-driven infor-
mation behaviors.

Following from this, the MIB approach can also help
to identify speci�c mechanisms underlying particular in-
formation behaviors. For example, psychology studies
suggest that a main mechanism underlying information
rejection is "counterarguing," an active endeavor where
unpalatable information is challenged or contested, then
dismissed through the mobilization and use of reasons or
arguments which undermine or dispute undesirable evi-
dence. While people accept a�rming information rather
uncritically, discordant information is subjected to strin-
gent evaluation [34]. Alternatively, people may simply
pay more attention to con�rming information than dis-
con�rming information [35]. Along with information
avoidance and rejection, MIB can also shed light on in-
formation seeking; studies show that people driven by
accuracy motives seek information in a more balanced
manner, and are resistant to cognitive biases that can
undermine e�ective information seeking.5

4The term "non-use" is from Wilson [29].
5Finally, besides contributing to LIS study, applying motivated

information behavior theory to this area could also help to extend

Turning from theory to practice, does the MIB perspec-
tive help to inform practical library work? Yes, but not
in the usual sense. While we typically expect research to
guide practice, a MIB perspective probably raises more
practical questions than it answers. This is due to the
prevalence of directional motives. While LIS studies of
information avoidance have focused heavily on health
concerns, studies in social psychology and other disci-
plines predict that directional motives-and the behaviors
they inspire-will be common, even the norm, in areas
where people wish to preserve existing opinions, defend
cherished interests or values, or to ward o� perceived
threats. Clearly, many types of information o�ered in
the library-involving politics, for example, controversial
issues and events, or any matters where people are in-
vested in some settled view of the world-can involve the
kinds of concerns that tend to prompt directional mo-
tivations. These points thus combine to suggest that
library-related directional motives and behaviors will be
far more common than the "accuracy-assuming" LIS lit-
erature has supposed.

This poses an obvious problem; when people reject or
avoid information, information literacy will typically suf-
fer. This problem is hardly a novel one, of course; infor-
mation literacy routinely is compromised by a host of
factors, including users' lack of e�ort, their cognitive bi-
ases or anxieties, or limitations in information systems
[38, 39, 40, 41]. But motives are di�erent. Whatever the
unfortunate e�ects of these other factors, we can assume
that users still have some basic desire to utilize the care-
fully assembled "public knowledge" that libraries exist to
supply. With directional motives, however, we cannot.

The implications are important. While problems stem-
ming from user biases or "least e�ort" can be addressed
through traditional library approaches like instruction,
reference services, and improvements that facilitate eas-
ier use of information systems, it is not clear how libraries
can deal with the rejection or outright avoidance of infor-
mation. Aside from the practical di�culty of providing
services-many people who wish to avoid information will
probably just avoid the library-there is a deeper problem
as well. Helping anxious or casual users to �nd relevant
information falls squarely within the traditional library
paradigm, but serving people who have some basic wish
to remain ignorant is another matter. Users who prefer
"illusion," to use the social psychology term, would seem

the theory itself. Given its reliance on experimental methods, social
psychology research has tended to focus primarily on information
evaluation; experiments present researcher-collected information to
subjects, and then analyze its e�ects. However LIS research can
direct attention to the prior information seeking stage, which has
received little attention in psychology motivational research. Ex-
tending the theory in this manner would help to "export" LIS
�ndings to other disciplines, a useful excercise which has tended to
lag in the past [36,37].
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to present a unique challenge.

Conclusion

Motivation occupies a paradoxical place in the informa-
tion behavior literature. Recognized as central for in-
formation needs, motives have nonetheless played only a
sporadic and fragmented role in research on information
seeking and use: it is as if motives provide a powerful ini-
tial spur to the process, then virtually disappear. Clearly
this is account is unconvincing, and we would expect mo-
tivation to in�uence subsequent stages in the information
process.

As indicated, motives can make a signi�cant contribution
to the study of information behavior. While simple in it-
self, the notion of motivated information behavior o�ers
several important bene�ts: improved explanation, frame-
works to organize multiple research areas and �ndings,
and the ability to o�er new predictions and illuminate
mechanisms of action. This array of bene�ts is broad,
but probably not surprising. If such basic motivation is
central, as the social psychology literatures suggest, and
if it has remained underemphasized in information be-
havior work, then incorporating it would be expected to
provide a variety of useful dividends.

Obviously this does not mean that motivated informa-
tion behavior is the only way to conceptualize motives,
or that motives must be incorporated into every theory or
approach. However it does suggest that many informa-
tion behavior literatures could pro�tably include these
and other sophisticated treatments of basic motives and
motivation.
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