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CONTROL OF COMMUNITY INFORMATION:
AN ANALYSIS OF ROLES!

Karen E. Pettigrew? and Margaret Ann Wilkinson®

Many formal and informal sources within a community disseminate commu-
nity information. People seek information from their peer-kin network, di-
rectly from service providers, and from intermediaries, such as libraries and
information and referral (I&R) agencies. I&R agencies specialize in commu-
nity information by maintaining an inventory of the area’s human services
and disseminating that information to the public. Another recently devel-
oped vehicle for this information is the online community network, an elec-
tronic environment where service providers can post information about their
services and members of the public can then access that information using a
computer and modem. But the respective roles of I&R agencies and commu-
nity networks are unclear: are they, in part or in whole, providing the same
service or product? What are the implications for funding and data collec-
tion if they are? If not, what relationship, if any, should they have with each
other? This study explores the differences between 1&R agencies and com-
munity networks from an information policy perspective and uses a frame-
work proposed by Wilkinson (1992) to analyze the positioning of control
within the two intermediaries under six facets: agency ownership and gover-
nance, funding, information flow, access, information ownership, and qual-
ity control. Existing community networks and I&R agencies are used as ex-
amples to illustrate the arguments.

Many sources within a community disseminate community information,
both formally and informally. Individuals seek information from their
peer-kin network, directly from service providers, such as the Ontario
Ministry of Housing, and from intermediaries, such aslibraries and infor-
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374 THE LIBRARY QUARTERLY

mation and referral (I&R) agencies. I&R agencies specialize in commu-
nity information primarily by maintaining an inventory of their commu-
nity’s human services and disseminating that information to the public.
Another recently developed vehicle for community information is the
online community network, an electronic environment where service
providers can post information about their services and members of the
public can then access that information using a computer and modem.
However, the explosion of community networks across North America
may challenge the older facilitators, the I&R agencies, in three areas:
(1) when they seek to attract funding from the same agencies, (2) when
they seek to collect community information data from the same organiza-
tions and service providers, and (3) when they seek to meet the needs of
the public they are intending to serve. Indeed, situations have already
arisen where the need for I&R agencies has been questioned upon the
arrival of community networks. For example, Dick Manikowski [1] de-
scribed a colleague’s situation where potential funders balked at plans
to automate an I&R agency since that area already had a community
network and the public library announced plans to upload a database of
local human service providers. The funders’ position, wrote Manikowski,
was that ‘“‘there will already be an electronic database of human services
available to the community without any additional expense and that
automating the [I&R] agency’s files would be wasteful” [1, p. 10].
Manikowski added that while it is possible that the funders used this
argument as ‘‘an easy way to say no,”’ it is also possible that ‘‘they’re
serious in confusing a publicly accessible database with the resource
file which the I&R agency maintains’’ [1, p. 10].

Both the American and Canadian governments have recognized the
importance of delivering community information in tandem with our
emerging information society [2, 3]. Proponents of community net-
works see their electronic pathways as the logical vehicle for delivering
community information (and other services) twenty-four hours a day
into every home and shopping mall. As a result of financial constraints,
most I&R agencies cannot provide such round-the-clock service. While
neither the U.S. nor the Canadian government has a federal policy on
the provision of I1&R, both governments have recognized the need to
provide adequate access to quality information (that is, accurate, cur-
rent, and comprehensive) as a means of empowering citizens so that
they can participate democratically in their local and global communi-
ties [3, 4].* How can efficiency and effectiveness in delivering commu-
nity information be achieved?

4. In the United States, for example, Vice President Al Gore remarked on ‘‘bringing the

Information Revolution to every classroom, hospital and library in the Nation by the end
of the century” [4].
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COMMUNITY INFORMATION 375

Literature Review

No research has been conducted to date on the control of community
information in the sense that the concept is explained in this article.
While there is a growing body of empirical research and theory on the
information-seeking behavior of the public as reviewed by Roma Harris
and Patricia Dewdney [5], little research has actually focused on com-
munity networks [6] or I&R agencies. Aside from two recent master’s
theses by Andrew Avis [7] and Anne Beamish [8], most literature on
existing community networks and services [9-15] is of an instructional
and descriptive nature rather than analytical. Notwithstanding the re-
search conducted by Thomas Childers [16] on I&R services in public
libraries, the literature on independent I&R agencies has also tended
to be of a descriptive or applied nature. To date, the most extensive
index to the I&R literature is an annotated bibliography compiled by
Dick Manikowski and Norman Maas [17], while Risha Levinson’s work
[18] is highly recommended for a comprehensive review of the history
and current operations of 1&R agencies in North America and the
United Kingdom. Margaret Ann Wilkinson [9] is one of a few research-
ers who have attempted to study empirically the control of information,
although in a slightly different context, and her theoretical model pro-
vides the basis for this article.

Research Objectives

In seeking to explore the challenges facing both community networks
and I&R agencies, this study focuses on a search between the two from
an information policy perspective. The study concentrates on the ques-
tion of control for each of the two types of organizations, where control
is defined as the power to direct, command, or dominate an activity
or outcome. Whoever possesses control ultimately determines the
shape and success of a service, and only once these sources of control
have been identified can the implications of that control for service
delivery of community information be discussed. Hence, for each of
the two types of facilitators (I&R agencies and community networks),
the objective is to identify where control lies within the following facets:
(1) agency ownership and governance, (2) funding, (3) information
flow, (4) access, (5) ownership of information, and (6) quality control.

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

This investigation was conducted using an information policy frame-
work adapted from Wilkinson’s [19] work on the implementation of
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376 THE LIBRARY QUARTERLY

access to information and privacy legislation in provincial ministries
and corporations in Ontario. The data used in our analysis consisted
primarily of policy documents obtained from existing I&R agencies and
community networks and the associations to which they belong. Two
organizations in particular were chosen for case study: Information
London, an I&R agency in London, Ontario, and the National Capital
Freenet, a community network in Ottawa, Ontario. Each follows an in-
ternationally recognized model. Information London is a member of
the Alliance of Information and Referral Systems (AIRS), while the
National Capital Freenet follows the guidelines of the National Public
Telecomputing Network. Their relationships with these organizations
are described below. Before proceeding with our analysis of control
within these environments, a number of key terms need to be clearly
defined. These terms are considered as two conceptual groups: process
definitions (information and community information) and the players
(I&R agencies, community networks, service providers, and users).
The question of the respective roles of the I&R agency and the com-
munity network must be discussed within a context common to both
agencies. The first task of this inquiry, therefore, is to establish that
common context, if possible. Are the two agencies engaged in the same
aspect of the information process? In order to discuss information pro-
cesses, we require an understanding of information. Wilkinson has de-
fined information as “‘all data which have been made to flow.””* From
this definition, we can envisage three ways of defining community in-
formation: (1) all data (about a community) that have been made to
flow, or (2) all original data that have been made to flow from within
the community, or (3) all data that are flowing anywhere that is useful
to a community. Of these possible definitions, the third is the most
encompassing because the source of the information may be anywhere,
while the information may be on any subject. The only criterion for
inclusion is that the information be useful to someone in the commu-
nity. It is indeed theoretically possible, but almost certainly empirically
not the case, that every item of data in the world is wanted by someone
in the community. (The proportions in fig. 2 do not claim to be accu-
rate: the diagram merely illustrates relationships.) The second is nar-
rower because it restricts the sources of the information to those within
the community, although the subject matter is unlimited. The first, on
the other hand, restricts the subject matter to the community itself but
leaves the sources unrestricted. However, it can be seen, in figure 1,
that each definition intersects with the other two. For example, the

5. This definition was adapted by Wilkinson [19] on pp. 27-37 from the American Library
Association Glossary (1983) definition.

This content downloaded from 129.100.58.76 on Wed, 03 Jun 2015 16:04:14 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

COMMUNITY INFORMATION 377

ABOUT
COMMUNITY

Fi6. 1.—Comparison of definitions of community information

second definition includes both information about the community
(which brings that definition into intersection with the first definition)
and information useful to the community (which it brings it into inter-
section with the third).

The service providers in the community function primarily within
the second definition: disseminating original information from within
the community. As will be shown later, the definition of community
information that reflects the mandate of the community network is the
third and broadest definition of community information: all data that
are flowing anywhere that is useful to a community. Of course, other
organizations in the community also operate in that domain of this
definition, most notably the public library. It would appear neat and
tidy, then, if the remaining definition of community information (the
first, data about the community) could be easily identified as the do-
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Service Proy

I1&R
Agencies

ABOUT
COMMUNITY

Fi6. 2.—Comparison of I1&R agencies and community networks in the contest of definitions
of community information.

main of the remaining type of organization in this examination, the
I&R agency. However, our later analysis leaves little doubt that this
would probably be to ascribe too large a domain to the I&R agency.
Rather, it would appear that the I&R agency occupies a role at the epi-
center of the three definitions: information about a community flowing
from within the community that is useful to the community (see fig. 2).

Returning to the task of establishing a common context for one com-
parison, we examine the information process itself. Within the informa-
tion process there are three key elements: acquisition, use, and dissemi-
nation, which ‘“‘are all human processes. Technology is only a tool
which aids in these processes at the directions of humans’’ {19, p. 43].
An important aspect of the information process model is that a player’s
role can change, depending on the situation. Therefore, players’ posi-
tions in the information process are not static, but dynamic—they play
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information
disseminated
by
service provider

i";g":;:':" information information
qbg —— u;ed — dissel::inated
y y
I & R agency | & R agency | & R agency
in creating to public

online & paper
databases and
other products

information
acquired
by
user

Fic. 3.—Role of I&R agency

different roles at different times with respect to a given item of data.
At one point they are on the acquiring end of an exchange and then
may later disseminate that same data to another. This article will discuss
a particular type of information process—the community information
process—and those who play various roles in it.

The I&R agency (through its employees) seems to be an active player
in the community information process at all times (fig. 3). Information
is acquired by the agency and then actively used by the employees of
the agency in preparation for dissemination to the public.

Differences in the roles of the community network and the I&R
agency appear inevitable as soon as one begins to consider the commu-
nity network in this context (fig. 4). The people involved in the man-
agement of the network are not directly involved in the information
process flowing through it. Once the system is in place, the system oper-
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infermation
disseminated
by
service provider

(community network)

Y

information
acquired
by
user

Fic. 4.—Role of community network

ators do not appear to be an integral part of the information processes

that are occurring through the medium of the technology.

The analysis of the definitions of community information, developed
from the general definition of information, and discussion of the com-
munity information process, a particular type of information process,
lead to our hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Community information networks and I&R agencies do not
occupy the same roles in the information process since the
community network, by definition, deals with a much broader
scope of information than the I&R agency.

Hypothesis 2: The two roles are directly related in some way because the area
of information with which the 1&R agency deals lies completely
within the boundaries of the scope of the community network,
and yet must be distinct in some way because the scope of the
I&R agency is clearly bounded by a consistent definition that
does not fully describe the role of the community network.

These hypotheses are tested in the remainder of this article.

Defining the Players

Analysis of the community information process being presented here
involves four key players: I&R agencies, community networks, service
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1 & R AGENCY COMMUNITY NETWORK

¢ Inquiry service e Electronic mail

e Database e Discussion forums &

e Publications news groups

e Social reporting e Community information

e Community consultation ® Access to other databases
& education ¢ Internet access (in some

networks)

F16. 5,—Comparison of services

providers, and users. I&R agencies can be defined as those delivery
‘“programs whose primary purpose is to maintain information about
human services in the community and to link people who need assis-
tance with appropriate service providers” [20, p. 202], and whose pri-
mary goal is ‘‘help[ing] people access social and human services infor-
mation. Correct and accurate information allows people to make
informed decisions, increases a person’s independence and their abil-
ity to solve problems and enables them to participate fully in the life
of their community”’ [21]. Simply put, I&R agencies maintain and dis-
seminate community information (exactly, it may be noted, as defined
in the restricted domain set out earlier in this discussion) as their pri-
mary mission. The Alliance of Information and Referral Systems
(AIRS), a North American association for I&R agencies, states that an
1&R agency’s main services or functions are to ‘(1) develop and update
files about community resources in the human service area; (2) provide
information over the phone about these resources and make formal
referrals to the appropriate service agencies; (3) follow up with clients
and service agencies to determine if the needed service was obtained
and if it adequately met the need; (4) participate in community educa-
tion activities; (5) engage in advocacy for the development of new hu-
man services; and (6) prepare statistical reports on service requests and
undertake research on local needs to help community planners and
funders’” [22]. These functions can be summed as inquiry service, data-
base, publications, social reporting, and community consultation and
education [23] (see fig. 5).

Community networks have flourished across North America since
the mid-1980s and their appearance has been described as ‘‘a quiet
revolution . . . penetrating the fabric of America’s cities” [11, p. 24].
Many terms are used to refer to community networks—community-
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382 THE LIBRARY QUARTERLY

based information networks, community bulletin boards, public access
networks, community nets, community computer systems, and
Freenets, to name a few. The last term actually refers to a specific type
that uses software developed by Tom Grundner at the National Public
Telecomputing Network (NPTN) in Cleveland, Ohio [24]. The NPTN
also provides guidelines and support to its community network mem-
bers (similar to the support provided by AIRS to I&R agencies). But
what is a community network? Fundamentally, it ““consist[s] of one or
more computers providing services to people using computers and ter-
minals to gain access to those services and each other” [9]—that is,
in the terms developed earlier, providing access to data that are flowing
anywhere that is useful to a community. Doug Schuler [14] expands
this description, saying community networks are ‘‘intended to provide
‘one-stop shopping’ using community-oriented discussions, question-
and-answer forums, electronic access to government employees and in-
formation, access to social services, email, and in many cases, Internet
access,” and adds the community networks are ‘‘intended to advance
social goals such as building community awareness, encouraging
involvement in local decision making, or developing economic oppor-
tunities in disadvantaged communities’ [14, p. 39]—an objective not
dissimilar to those of I&R agencies (discussed above—see fig. 5). Spe-
cial interest groups (SIGs), a popular community network service, are
spaces on the computer used by persons or groups to post information
they believe to be of interest. Serving an informal social networking
function, a SIG can contain community information. Since this article
is confined to an examination of formal channels for community infor-
mation, it excludes discussion of the roles of newspapers, neighbors,
corner stores, and SIGs in the provision of informal channels for com-
munity information.

Another class of players involved in the community information pro-
cess, service providers, broadly includes all organizations, government
departments, and groups who provide some type of service to the com-
munity. For our purposes, this definition would include, for example,
a recreational club, such as a lawn bowling club, because its organizers
operate a service for the public’s benefit. Service providers play an im-
portant role in the community information process because they are
primary sources upon which both I&R agencies and community net-
works rely for acquiring information. Their agreement to participate
in the information process is crucial if I&R agencies and community
networks are to have a useful product. (It may be noted that, in a cer-
tain sense, I&R agencies and community networks are themselves ser-
vice providers. However, in this discussion they are considered to facili-
tate access to other providers.)
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The final player is the individual user or the collective public.
Within a community, many dynamic subpopulations may exist, and
a user may be a member of any combination of subpopulations at
one time. Recognizing these distributions and the demographic
characteristics of user groups, service providers’ programs are often
tailored to fit the needs of specific groups, such as the elderly or
the unemployed. Specific user groups are also created when service
providers erect barriers (either purposely or inadvertently) to restrict
wider public access to their services. Examples of barriers include
geographic service area restrictions, limited hours of operations,
imposed user fees, age restrictions, physical barriers, and the prerequi-
site of special equipment (such as computers) to access the service.
Users of community information determine the sources and relative
importance of the service providers, the I&R agencies, and the
community networks as information sources by the extent to which
they consult any or all of them for information.

All four types of these players have power over the community infor-
mation process, but they exercise control in different ways and to vary-
ing degrees. Their control varies from high to low, and its exercise
from the subliminal or indirect to the obvious and stated. One area of
control over community information is the user’s decision either to
use or not to use a particular service for accessing information. Another
is the service provider’s decision to provide information to an I&R
agency or not. A third would be the community network’s decision to
charge a membership fee or not. These four players are directly in-
volved in information flow activities. There are other players who can
indirectly influence that flow through direct involvement with any one
of these types of players. For example, a funding agency retains control
over the receiving agency’s services as a result of built-in requirements
in the funding agreement. Both direct control and indirect influences
on that control will be explored in the analysis of community networks
and I&R agencies that follows.

Analysis: Where the Control Lies

It will be recalled that the six facets to be discussed in this connection
are (1) agency ownership and governance, (2) funding, (3) informa-
tion flow, (4) access, (5) ownership of information, and (6) quality
control. During the analysis, each facet will be examined and the locus
of control along that dimension will be identified for an I&R agency
and for a community network.
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A

B

C

D

F16. 6.—Organizational ownership: economic sectors matrix

NOT-FOR-PROFIT

FOR PROFIT

PUBLIC PRIVATE
A B
public libraries Information London
National Capital
Freenet
C D
[Statistics Canada] CANCOPY

FiG. 7.—Economic sectors matrix, with examples

Facet 1: Agency Ownership and Governance
The first facet for analysis is ownership of the organizations involved
and their governance. An organization can be owned either by private
individuals or corporations (‘‘private’’) or by governments (‘‘pub-
lic’’).® In either the public or the private sector, the organization can
be operated on a ‘“‘for-profit” or a ‘“‘not-for-profit’’ basis. These four
possibilities are illustrated in figure 6.

If an organization is in the public sector (quadrants A and C of figs.
6, 7), then it is owned by, and accountable to, the general public.
Therefore, it is the public, through government and legislation, that

6. Also known as ‘“‘crown’’ in Canada and other constitutional monarchies.
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controls whether such an organization exists, its purposes and services,
and how it is funded. The public library, for example, is an information
organization clearly within quadrant A (see fig. 7). The Ontario Public
Libraries Act [25], for example, states in s. 23: ‘(1) A board shall not
make a charge for admission to a public library or for use in the library
of the library’s materials. (2) Every board shall allow the public to,
(a) reserve and borrow circulating materials that are prescribed or be-
long to a prescribed class, and (b) use reference and information ser-
vices as the board considers practicable, without making any charge.”
The identification of organizations in quadrant C, the *‘for-profit/pub-
lic”” sector, may be more contentious. However, it is argued here that
the implementation of ‘“‘cost recovery’’ initiatives has effectively placed
some organizations in that sector. The Policy Manual of Statistics Can-
ada [26, pp. 1-3], for example, contains the following statements
(among others):

Standard products and services are provided to clients on the basis of predeter-
mined fees and charges with due regard, where applicable, to the price of
similar products from other sources.

The rationale underlying the fees and charges for [standard products and
services] is designed to recover the full cost of making available such services
and products to their anticipated clients over and above the costs covered by
Parliamentary Appropriations. Such fees and charges will take into account,
where appropriate, the price of corresponding products.

Publications: in their collectivity [emphasis in original], the prices established
for publications are based on recovering the agency’s full costs of making sur-
vey data available in publications format.

When an organization belongs to the private sector, on the other hand,
control ultimately rests within its own structure, as further discussed
below. Current examples of private organizations are the Canadian Liv-
ing Foundation, which funds the *‘Breakfast for Learning’’ program
(a literacy charity) in quadrant B (not for profit), and the Canadian
Copyright Licensing Agency (formerly the Canadian Reprographic
Collective), known as CANCOPY, in quadrant D (for profit).

The location of an agency within the matrix, as shown in figure 7,
is a public policy decision, and particular agencies can be relocated
from time to time. For example, the forerunners of the public library—
Mechanics Institute libraries—were in the private sector. While most
I&R agencies and community networks are currently located in quad-
rant B—the private not-for-profit sector—Schuler [14] makes the point
that community networks could be moved when he says that instead
of using the private not-for-profit structure (B in fig. 6), a community
network may be organized as a nonprofit/government cooperative
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venture (a combination of A and B, like CANARIE), a governmental
organization (A or C), or a for-profit organization (C or D).’ Public
organizations are mandated by government to provide specific services.
Since they are currently located in the private sector, I&R agencies and
community networks do not have to conform to any legally imposed
guidelines, aside from the statutes governing their types of incorpora-
tions, leaving aside the question of a regulatory framework that can be
imposed by government in the private sector but has not been directly
imposed with respect to information flow in our cases.

Information London [27] is in quadrant B, the private not-for-profit
sector, because it is incorporated in Ontario and is specifically gov-
erned under The Corporations Act [28), The Charities Accounting Act [29],
and The Charitable Gifts Act [30]. These acts restrict how monies can be
acquired by the agency, how its executives can be paid (only expenses
incurred through the performance of agency-related duties), the roles
of its directors, and how its properties can be distributed in case of the
agency’s dissolution. The bylaws of the agency itself specify the constitu-
tion and operations of its board and the responsibilities of its board
members. The National Capital Freenet in Ottawa is also a nonprofit
Ontario corporation [31] (in quadrant B), and its bylaws specify a con-
stitution for its board similar to that of Information London. In this
respect I&R agencies and community networks do not differ on locus
of control.

Governance, the other half of our first facet, is the management
structure imposed on an organization that dictates who is financially
and legally liable for the organization and who ultimately controls its
operations. Schuler lists the areas a community network’s governance
must be involved with: “‘the day to day operations, including system
maintenance and administration, as well as community outreach, fund-
raising, and participation in the political process’ [14, p. 46]. Under
the bylaws of the National Capital Freenet [32], the powers of one com-
munity network’s directors to make decisions are described in items
18-20 as follows:

18. The directors of the corporation may administer the affairs of the corpora-
tion in all things and make or cause to be made for the corporation, in
its name, any kind of contract which the corporation may lawfully enter
into and, save as hereinafter provided, generally, may exercise all such
other powers and do all such other acts and things as the corporation is
in its charter or otherwise authorized to exercise and do.

19. The directors shall have power to authorize expenditures on behalf of the
corporation from time to time and may delegate by resolution to an officer

7. CANARIE stands for the Canadian Network for the Advancement of Research, Industry,
and Education.
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or officers or executive committee of the corporation the right to employ
and pay salaries to employees. The directors shall have the power to enter
into a trust arrangement with a trust company for the purpose of creating
a trust fund in which the capital and interest may be made available for
the benefit of promoting the interest of the corporation in accordance
with such terms as the board of directors may prescribe.

20. The board of directors shall take such steps as they may deem requisite
to enable the corporation to acquire, accept, solicit or receive legacies,
gifts, grants, settlements, bequests, endowments and donations of any kind
whatsoever for the purpose of furthering the objects of the corporation.

Upon comparison, it appears that the powers and duties of Information
London’s board of directors (as outlined in sec. 6 of its bylaws [27])
are quite similar to those held by the directors of the National Capital
Freenet.

Therefore, our analysis concludes that ownership and governance
are the same for Information London and the National Capital
Freenet: both organizations belong to the private, not-for-profit sector,
and their boards exercise similar powers and duties.

Facet 2: Funding

The second facet, funding, plays a major role in controlling the com-
munity information process. If we define funding as the sources and
means of financial support an organization uses to build and maintain
its services, then it is obvious how the amount of funding can affect an
organization. Obviously, in a general way, funding sources (whether
they are government programs, other nonprofit associations such as
the United Way, private donations, or revenue earned through cost-
recovery schemes such as user fees) control the range and extent of
the services an organization can provide. A specific funder may also
be able to dictate specific terms in the funding. For example, govern-
ment may offer program funding on the condition that it be used to
provide services to a particular group, such as seniors, or that it only can
be used for creating a database and not for operating an information
counseling program.

Major funders of 1&R agencies include ‘‘local United Way programs,
libraries, city or county government or the military’”’ and ‘‘many pri-
vate, non-profit organizations operate on a contract with other commu-
nity entities’”” [33, p. 2]. Information London is financially supported
by the United Way of Greater London, the City of London, the Prov-
ince of Ontario, and Canadian federal government ministries [34].
During 1992 the National Capital Freenet operated its services using
mostly federal and provincial seed grants, donations, fund-raising
drives, and line sponsorships [35]. In general, few community networks
receive government funding, and therefore they depend, as Steve
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Cisler [9] notes, ‘““‘upon a constantly changing group of partners, corpo-
rate angels, foundations, and user fees and donations to keep going.”
Charging user fees is antithetical to the bases upon which these net-
works are established, and since community networks ‘‘are free of
charge or have a very low charge” [14, p. 41] user fees are not a source
of substantial funding. Neither Information London nor the National
Capital Freenet charges user or membership fees, though Freenet
members are encouraged to enclose a donation (of any amount) with
their applications. Schuler observes that ‘“funding for community net-
works so far has been sporadic and unreliable. Equitable, reliable, and
replicable funding approaches from indirect and/or direct partici-
pants must be developed’ [14, p. 48]. The early history of I&R agencies
described by Levinson [18] reports similar funding difficulties for
I&R agencies. It is clear that community networks are seeking funding
from the same sources that I&R agencies already depend upon.

Facet 3: Information Flow

The third facet, information flow, refers to the pathway information
follows as it moves through the community information process from
source to user. Wilkinson [19] describes information flow in terms of
volume and direction, where direction is the actual pathway the infor-
mation follows and volume is the amount or quantitative measure of
the information in movement. Since, as was also the case in Wilkinson’s
original study, reliable data for describing volume is unavailable, only
flow direction is examined here. Information flow is an intrinsic part
of the community information process described earlier. Figure 8
shows the potential paths or flows of information and the information
process in each of our two settings. Note that the process is cyclical in
that once users obtain community information from the I&R agency
or community network, they may then contact the service provider di-
rectly for some service or product. The cycle then continues as service
providers alter their services based on their users’ expressed needs, and
these information changes must in turn be made in the community
information databases. The guidelines and operational documents is-
sued by I&R agencies [36] and community networks confirm that infor-
mation flow can be modeled precisely as shown.

Figure 9 shows the actual flow of information in the Information
London setting and expands on the I&R agency role shown earlier
(in fig. 3). First, Information London staff collect data from service
providers such as Fanshawe College, the London Centre for the Deaf,
and the Ontario Ministry of Housing. Next, staff organize the data and
use them to create online and paper databases and other information
products. Then the information is disseminated through various means
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(described earlier) to the public, who may in turn contact the service
providers. During 1993-94, Information London staff ‘‘responded to
45,000 telephone inquiries, provided in depth information support to
over 1500 professionals through [their] Community Service Directory and
SkillSearch Directory, and published 51 newspaper columns and over
30,000 brochures’ [34].

The pathway information assumes in the community network model
is described as follows: ‘‘Each [community agency] can now share a
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Fic. 9.—Information flow involving Information London

single, cost-effective, interactive and sophisticated computer facility. A
Freenet permits each organization [information provider] to have its
own dedicated space on the central network, and to determine autono-
mously how it is used. The network is assessed by a common telephone
number, much like 911, and provides ‘one-stop shopping’ for all those
seeking community information”’ [37]. Following this description, the
flow of information originates with (is disseminted by) the service pro-
vider, is held or stored on the Freenet, and then is accessed by the
public. The actual flow of information in the National Capital Freenet
setting is shown in figure 10. Service providers, such as Amnesty Inter-
national, Scouts Canada, and the City of Ottawa, post information
about themselves and maintain their own areas. Users then access the
information by dialing into the system. They can later choose whether
to contact the service provider directly for additional information or
services. As of October 1994, the National Capital Freenet had over
27,800 members, and between August 28 and October 15, 1994, 10,931
users logged into the system [38]. The distinction between members
and users of the Freenet is that members sign a user agreement and
are entitled to use additional features of the Freenet, such as having an
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Fic. 10.—Information flow through the National Capital Freenet

E-mail account. Often when gathering statistics no distinction is made
between members and users, as a member is considered a user of the
system. But a user is not necessarily a registered member. Also, the
figure 10,931 includes multiple log-ins by the same users. It does not
represent the number of individual users but, rather, the number of
demands on the system. The Information London inquiry statistics also
reflect demand rather than individual users. But Information London
would also need to be able to quantify those served by its directories,
brochures, and columns in order to do direct comparison with the
Freenet statistics.

Extending the idea from the information process discussion that all
members of a community, be they individuals or organizations, can
function as information acquirers, users, or disseminators at different
times, we can see from the matrix in figure 12 how various combina-
tions of roles in acquiring and disseminating information are possible
for service providers, users, and those who mediate information be-
tween them.® The bare matrix (fig. 11) illustrates how information can
be acquired from and disseminated to any combination of classes of

8. The use of matrixes is further explained in Wilkinson [19], pp. 49 ff.
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DISSEMINATION FROM:

Service .
Provider Intermediary User
ACQUISITION BY:
Service
Provider
Intermediary
User

FiG. 11.—Matrix of information flows

players, including a player acquiring information from and disseminat-
ing information to another player within the same class. For example,
an individual user may acquire/disseminate information to another
user. However, when one considers the definition of community infor-
mation process developed earlier in this article, it becomes evident that
not all cells of the matrix are relevant to this discussion. Figure 12 indi-
cates the cells involved in the community information flow being ana-
lyzed in this article. In the first analysis only three are relevant: cells 7
(service provider to users directly), 4 (service provider to intermedi-
ary), and 8 (intermediary to user). Cell 3 can be involved in the subse-
quent feedback interaction between users and service providers (de-
scribed above), which subsequently filters back into cell 4 again.
Each player involved in the information flow can exercise control
from at least two different perspectives: as an acquirer and as a dissemi-
nator. For example, if a service provider chooses not to cooperate with
an acquirer and withholds information, then the acquirer has nothing
to process or use. In other words, the service provider can impede the
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FiG. 12.—Matrix of community information flows

flow of the information through one channel by preventing it from
being acquired through that channel. In another scenario, the user
may choose not to acquire the information disseminated by the I&R
agency or through the community network. Here the information flow
is abruptly halted on that path, as there is nowhere for the information
to flow. Bryn Geffert reports such a situation in his case study of the
Freenet P.A.T.H. (Public Access to Heartland) in the local library sys-
tem where ‘‘the lax attention given to some of the Freenet [was] a
serious hindrance to patron enthusiasm and use’ [6, p. 94]. In his
description of the Blacksburg Electronic Village community network,
Robert Heterick [10] predicts: ““One of the principal measures of suc-
cess of the project [community network] will be the number of citizens
who elect to participate’ (direct acquisition by users). Writing about
the Wisconsin Health Information Network (WHIN), Dave Jensen [39]
also makes several remarks that can be generalized to community net-
works. He emphasizes the importance of having a broad range of
groups participate in the network (direct dissemination by service pro-
viders), how “‘the critical challenge facing [a network] is gaining the

This content downloaded from 129.100.58.76 on Wed, 03 Jun 2015 16:04:14 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

394 THE LIBRARY QUARTERLY

acceptance of the community,” and that collaborative efforts within
the community are necessary to enable the free flow of information.
Even the initial purpose of WHIN, Jensen writes, was ‘‘to improve the
flow of information.”

Both the information flow diagrams (figs. 9, 10) and the information
flow matrix (fig. 12), model the roles of I&R agencies and community
networks and indicate a fundamental distinction between the two: the
community network is not an intermediary in the information flow pro-
cess. It plays no part in the human processes of choice in acquisition or
dissemination. It is a channel available to facilitate flow—like CANADA
POST. Indeed, it does not appear in the matrix model as an active
participant. By contrast, the I&R agency does exercise control in acqui-
sition and dissemination and is therefore reflected as a participant in
our matrix. In figure 8, the I&R agency appears as a node in the pro-
cess, whereas the community network is just one possible channel.

In sum, information flows in the same direction in both the I&R
agency and community network settings. However, control over the
information resides with different players in the two settings. As quoted
above, in the Freenet model, each organization has autonomy over its
information delivery over the network, which signifies the absence of
control on the part of the network operators. On the other hand, in
the I&R agencies, as is further discussed below, a mandate to maintain
quality means that the agencies claim the right to control the informa-
tion in their hands.

Facet 4: Access

Access, the fourth facet, is defined as how users can obtain information.
The way access is provided can create different user groups and there-
fore be used as a mechanism for control. A user being unaware of a
service is an initial barrier to obtaining service. Of course, we assume
in this analysis that potential users are aware of these two agencies and
their purposes.

Once the agencies are known, who controls access to the information
held by I&R agencies and community networks? Community networks
strive to provide direct open access to the public. However, in order
to utilize this access, users must have certain capabilities: access to a
computer with communications ability, which implies they must pos-
sess both the requisite financial resources and a certain degree of tech-
nological expertise (or task knowledge) in order to use the equipment
and navigate the system. In discussing community networks, Heterick
says that ‘‘Deployment choices that would limit the number of partici-
pants are extremely poor choices and contravene the intent of the [net-
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work]. Such choices might be in the infrastructure, the user interface,
or the pricing strategies’’ [10, p. 242]. Schuler adds that *‘to promote
universal use, community networks must be easy to use, easy to access,
and free of structural barriers to their use. In addition, the systems
must be reliable, the user interface intuitive and nonintimidating, and
special-purpose interfaces must be developed for those with special
needs”’ [14, p. 48]. To facilitate wider public access, the National Capi-
tal Freenet [40] has prepared a ranked list of locations in which it will
place donated equipment as received: (1) public libraries, (2) local
government offices, (3) educational centers, (4) hospitals, (5) commu-
nity health and resource centers, (6) community recreational facilities,
and (7) nonprofit organizations that serve the community (presumably
including I&R agencies). While such availability may enhance public
access in one respect, the user must still have that basic level of techno-
logical skill. Control over access to both community networks and I&R
agencies is also limited by the number of phone lines operated by
the agency—but the number of phone lines is more central for the
community network, since the I&R agency has a more varied range of
modes of access. Beyond this initial access, the community network
has no control over users. Anyone with a modem or mainframe terminal
can access the system from anywhere in the world. Indeed, a higher-
order access problem for users exists in the community network envi-
ronment in that the network does not control how the information
posted is to be organized, and therefore each posting service provider
is free to adopt its own model.

In the traditional I&R setting, on the other hand, users contact an
intermediary or inquiry counselor by telephone, by mail, or in person
(users are also served through publications). However, access can be
restricted in a number of ways: users without access to a telephone,
fewer telephone lines and/or fewer counselors than demanded, lack
of literary or lack of circulation of product or publication, or inability
to access the agency in person (transportation or hours of operation
limiting access). On the other hand, users do not require any special
or expensive equipment and there is no specific task knowledge in-
volved, no complex system to navigate. As distinct from the community
network, it is possible for an I&R agency to impose service area restric-
tions or geographic boundaries such that only users who have member-
ship within a particular geographic area or are members of a particular
group are entitled to services.

At Information London users can physically access services from
Monday to Friday, 8:30 a.M. to 4:30 p.m. for a total of forty hours a week
{21]. The National Capital Freenet, however, provides access to its ser-
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vice twenty-fours a day [31].° Information London provides services in
English (efforts are made to serve non-English speakers, but the service
is not immediate); The National Capital Freenet provides its informa-
tion in both of Canada’s official languages: English and French. Infor-
mation London’s main service area is London, although it would not
refuse service to a user outside the area. The critical point is that the
1&R agency, Information London, could refuse service to a user outside
its area if it chose to do so (and makes this decision on a case-by-case
basis), whereas anyone can access the National Capital Freenet pro-
vided they have Internet communications or a modem and the requi-
site telephone link. Access cannot be restricted on a case-by-case basis
by the network. Based on the foregoing analysis, we can conclude that
control over access generally rests with the I&R agency. In the commu-
nity network model, access is user controlled once certain technologi-
cal barriers are overcome.

Facet 5: Ownership of Information

The fifth facet for analysis is ownership of the information involved in
the process. The owner of information is defined for these purposes
as the organization or person(s) who is in possession of information
and is legally entitled to manipulate and dispense the information at
will. In the sense that community information exists within a commu-
nity and therefore belongs to it, community information is not privately
owned.! It would appear that ownership of community information
can occur only through the value-added attributes created by a player
in the dissemination of information in a fixed form—it is the enhance-
ments made to the information, while it is being used in the informa-
tion process, that are actually owned. For example, enhancements are
made to community information as it is created into a publication. The
expression of the information in a fixed form can give the agency copy-
right protection, a form of intellectual property, in the publication
(though generally not in the data it contains)." For instance, Informa-

9. Taylor Walsh [41] makes a similar distinction between the accessibility of libraries and
community networks, in noting that the flow of information in an online setting is not
restricted by time or place.

10. Therefore, by definition, it cannot be considered as falling within that class of information
over which an organization could claim “‘ownership”’ rights by virtue of its confidentiality
or trade secret nature. It would be possible for these facilitating organizations to own
such information, but such information would not be the community information with
which this article is concerned.

11. The recent implication of the North American Free Trade Agreement has caused Canada
to appear to broaden its definition of works that can be copyrighted (and therefore nar-
row the scope of circumstances in which ideas and facts can be freely copied). A definition

This content downloaded from 129.100.58.76 on Wed, 03 Jun 2015 16:04:14 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp

COMMUNITY INFORMATION 397

tion London holds copyright to its Community Services Directory [23].
Database designs and taxonomies used for indexing community infor-
mation records are other examples of enhancements or packaging of
information that can entitle employers or the creators to copyright or
“ownership” of that information. Whoever owns the organization (as
defined earlier) has control over the ownership rights associated with
the information held by that organization. The organization has the
power to let others use the information over which it holds intellectual
property rights—for example, to reproduce its database structure or
reproduce one of its paper publications.

In a community network setting, the agency that posts the informa-
tion has created that “‘work’ and therefore owns the intellectual prop-
erty rights to that work (absent any other agreement). The service
agency ‘“‘owns’ it and is responsible for maintaining it: ‘‘the Freenet
is a shared platform with each organization having a large, dedicated
space on the system and autonomously determining how it is used”
[31].

The National Capital Freenet itself does attempt to control the flow
of information from service providers in one other way. Item 3 of the
National Capital Freenet ‘‘User Agreement’’ [44] states: ‘‘All informa-
tion services and features contained on the National Capital Freenet
are intended for the private use of its patrons, and any commercial or
unauthorized use of those materials, in any form, is expressly forbid-
den.” This clause would appear to attempt to restrict the use to which
recipient users can put information disseminated by the service provid-
ers through the freenet. Since users do not pay to access the Freenet,
it is difficult to imagine that a court would find enough exchange to
make clause 3 between the Freenet and its users a legally enforceable
agreement. That being the case, since the Freenet does not hold copy-
right to the works contained in it, it would have no ability to stop repro-
duction or copyright protected uses of the information it transmits.
Only the copyright holder, the service provider in our analysis, would
have the right to do that. The National Capital Freenet also reserves
the right to view all material that is posted on the network and reserves
the right to remove anything it believes is inappropriate. Item 2 of their
“User Agreement’’ [44] states: ‘2. That the National Capital Freenet
reserves the right to review any material stored in files or programs to

of *‘compilation”” was added to Canadian law, which includes *‘a work resulting from the
selection or arrangement of data.” See the Copyright Act, Revised Statutes of Canada 1985,
c. C-42 as amended by Statutes of Canada 1993, c. 44 s. 53(3) [42]. For a full comparison

of Canadian and American law in this area, see Margaret Ann Wilkinson and Ellen Kozak
[43].
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which other users have access and will edit or remove any material
which the board, in its sole discretion, believes may be unlawful, ob-
scene, abusive, or otherwise objectionable.”” The ‘‘ownership” rights
of service providers to own and control their information are limited,
therefore, by this item 2. In sum, the Freenet does not acquire any
ownership rights itself by virtue of item 2; only the right to remove is
given, not the right to use, whereas since an I&R agency creates its own
works out of information it receives from others, it has ownership in
the intellectual property rights related to that information in the new
“works.”

Facet 6: Quality Control
Quality control, the final facet for analysis, is defined as the measures
and standards imposed by an organization to ensure that its products
and services meet a targeted level of quality. These standards can range
from high to low, and the degree to which agencies enforce them can
also vary widely. There are three main aspects of quality control for
community information: (1) accuracy—ensuring that all the informa-
tion maintained and disseminated is error free; (2) currency—ensur-
ing that all the information is up to date; and (3) comprehensiveness
or completeness—ensuring that all relevant information is collected,
both within a single agency (service) record, such as a local food
bank’s, and within a particular subject area, such as child care. In an
I&R agency setting, control over these standards lies entirely with the
I&R agency, which decides what and how much information will be
collected and from whom, how the information will be maintained
(that is, database management), and to whom and how it will be dis-
seminated. The I&R agency assumes full responsibility for the quality
of its information. This is often effected by issuing an expiration date
on all disseminated information (that is, the user is informed of the
date as of which the information is considered current) and by updat-
ing all agency records according to a prescribed schedule.
Maintaining a high-quality and comprehensive inventory of commu-
nity information is no small task. ‘“The collection of local community
information is often difficult,” as L. B. Woods and Jon Walker explain,
because ‘‘investigating sources, collecting and verifying data, organiz-
ing information, and maintaining its currency, and disseminating the
information requires skill and involves an enormous expenditure of
time and energy’’ [45, p. 393]. The level of difficulty and work involved
depend upon the standards an organization accepts. I&R agencies ad-
here to very strict and high standards of information management, and
as a result are known for the quality of their information. For per-
forming basic I&R services, AIRS members use criteria governing seven
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functions: (1) classification system, (2) resource file, (3) inquirer data
collection, (4) data analysis and reporting, (5) training, (6) promotion,
and (7) access to service [36]. Each function is explained in great detail
in the standards that specify acceptable levels of performance, but AIRS
clearly states that the onus is on the I&R agency to ensure that mini-
mum standards for information management are practiced. While
AIRS does not have an accreditation process for I&R agencies, the Asso-
ciation of Community Information Centres in Ontario* is in the pro-
cess of creating one. Because these standards make them wholly re-
sponsible for the content and quality of their information, I&R
agencies maintain full control over this domain. They are limited only
by the participation of the service providers who are their sources.

In a community network setting, on the other hand, control of such
standards typically rests largely with the service providers. Schuler says
that “‘no central authority of any kind establishes what information is
available’’ on a community network [14, p. 40]. For instance, a commu-
nity network may officially (or unofficially) adopt the motto ‘‘Host it
and post it,”” where the community network does not exercise any qual-
ity control measures or make any claims about the posted information.
There are several key phrases in the National Capital Freenet docu-
mentation that describe the freedom and control service providers
have over their information. In the document ‘“The Context of Public
Access Community Networks’ [37], its authors state ‘‘A Freenet per-
mits each organization to have its own dedicated space in the central
network, and to determine autonomously how it is used. . . . A Freenet
allows each organization to maintain up-to-date information about its
own services and staff. . . . [A Freenet] creates a partnership, a shared
responsibility between the community and existing social institutions
for developing and providing timely information.”'* The onus for ob-
serving quality control criteria rests solely on the service provider, and
there is no one to ensure that this is carried out.!* While some service
providers include the date on which they posted their information, it
is not uniform practice. It is interesting that one agency that does date

12. An umbrella organization for Ontario I&R agencies that represents over seventy Commu-
nity Information Centres.

13. This description also reinforces our earlier argument that the community network is not
anode in the community information process but is, rather, a channel facilitating commu-
nication between the existing social institutions (service providers) and the community
(the users or public).

14. Walsh [41] expresses concern over the situation where technology enables information
providers to scan information from a text source and easily make it available on a system,
but there are no checks to ensure that the information provider will follow copyright laws
or will check the information for accuracy first.
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its posting and revisions on the National Capital Freenet is the Commu-
nity Information Centre of Ottawa-Carleton. The entry describes the
I&R agency’s services and gives the subjects its database covers. How-
ever, the actual community information maintained by the I&R agency
is not accessible through the National Capital Freenet. Users have to
contact the 1&R agency directly for information. In these cases, users
accessing the services had best heed the admonition caveat emptor
(buyer beware). Michelle Gauthier [46], in *“The Non-profit Associa-
tion’s Guide to the Internet,” writes that ‘‘Your association will be sin-
gularly responsible and/or liable for the information and services
posted on your section of the Freenet board,” and adds in a footnote
that “‘the National Capital Freenet . . . would not be liable for any false
information provided by either your organization or your members on
the Freenet Board. Participation and use of information obtained on
the Freenet is entirely at the user’s risk.”

What control a community network does choose to exercise is gener-
ally derived from the internal written agreements between it and its
service providers. In any event, the community networks often protect
themselves from liability by stating in their user agreements that they
are not responsible for the accuracy of the information. The National
Capital Freenet’s ‘‘User Agreement’’ [44] argues that the network in-
tends quality control to rest with the service providers. For instance,
sections 4 and 9 state:

4. That all information contained in the National Capital Freenet is placed
there for general information and entertainment purposes and is, in no
way, intended to refer or be applicable to any specific person, case, or situa-
tion.

9. That the information provided on the System is offered as a community
service and is not a substitute for individual professional consultation. Ade-
quate professional guidance for making important decisions cannot be pro-
vided through an electronic format of this type. Advice on individual prob-
lems should be obtained personally from a professional.

Again one must question the effectiveness of such agreements, where
access to users is free and unrestricted. Such declarations may not ab-
solve the network of liability should the user suffer as a consequence
of relying upon the information. On the other hand, there is also a
possibility that liability for information provision will fall on the service
provider. This question of liability for information provision is an area
of the law that is evolving in every jurisdiction (see, for example, Mar-
tha Felsky [47] and Barry Sookman [48]).

Of course, where an organization claims to control quality, the level
of adherence throughout the organization to the quality control mech-
anisms will be what actually affects flow. If, in fact, an organization’s
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products or services are of poor quality, whatever its intentions, the
user will not use that organization to obtain community information.
In that event, the flow of information available through that I&R
agency or community network would be decreased correspondingly.
The bottom line is that a facilitator must meet its users’ expectations
in order to continue being used by information seekers. That use will
in turn reinforce the service provider’s reliance on that facilitator in
dissemination.

Woods and Walker [45] earlier described the intense effort required
to maintain a quality information base. This work in an I&R agency is
performed by staff who are highly skilled and knowledgeable in that
area. There is a great contrast between this and the information man-
agement skills Freenets expect of the service providers with whom they
expect to maintain quality information. Gauthier [46] describes the
type of training a service provider can expect to receive from the net-
work to help in the information manager role: ““As for the staff mem-
ber(s) and/or volunteer who will be responsible for transferring and
updating your association’s files on the Freenet, these individuals will
need a half-day training session to master the basic transfer com-
mands.” The National Capital Freenet (as apparently, from Gauthier’s
perspective, all Freenets) does not provide its service providers or infor-
mation posters with any sort of information management training in
the sense of teaching them about the quality of information. Instead,
it offers a very brief training session on the technical aspects of how
to transfer and update files.

We conclude that the I&R agency has full control over the quality
of its information in all three aspects: accuracy, currency, and com-
pleteness. In the community network setting, on the other hand, the
quality of the information is deliberated virtually to the control of the
service provider who posts the information (although in the case of
the National Capital Freenet, the network does retain ultimate control
over whether a piece of information remains posted, according to item
2 of its ““User Agreement’’ [44]).

Discussion and Implications for Service Delivery

At the beginning of this article, two reasons were offered for exploring
this topic: first, governments have officially recognized the need for
comprehensive and accurate community information delivered in ways
compatible with the technologies emerging in our information society
and, second, the proliferation of community networks across North
America seems to be creating difficulties for I&R agencies in communi-
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ties where the roles of I&R agencies and community networks are seen
as indistinguishable. If community networks are, along with their other
services, delivering the same services as I&R agencies, then can the
roles of I&R agencies still be justified? Should they continue to be
funded if community networks can perform the same service at a lower
cost while providing users with greater access? Conversely, are commu-
nity networks visible in areas already well served by I&R agencies? In
answering these questions, we set out to establish whether or not the
two types of information organizations were contributing in different
ways to achieving efficient and effective delivery of community informa-
tion. Is the shape and success of each of these two services in contribut-
ing to the community information process controlled in the same ways?

Figure 13 summarizes the foregoing analysis of each of two models
of facilitator under each of the six facets of control. At this time, the
two types of organizations are generally the same with respect to owner-
ship and governance. However, as we pointed out, neither agency is
bound to remain a not-for-profit, private-sector organization governed
by a board of directors. Either could be set up in any of the other three
quadrants. Which quadrant each occupies is a question of the private
funders’ intent in the private sector (fig. 6, quadrants Band D) or gov-
ernment actively seeking control and placing either or both into either
quadrant A or C. There are some current differences in the sources of
funding relied upon by the two types of agencies, with the older I&R
agencies enjoying a wider array of sources at present than the newer
community networks. These differences may be short term, however,
since both are actively seeking funding from all available sources. Nei-
ther has any legislated security in funding. Thus, on the first two facets
of this analysis, there are currently no differences between these two.
However, when you examine the final four facets of control over the
information process (see fig. 13 again), these two types of organizations
clearly play different roles in the information process. Moreover, analy-
sis of these final four facets reveals characteristics of the two agencies
that are inherent in their respective structures and thus less vulnerable
to change than their respective current attributes under the first two
facets.

That the I&R agency is a node in the information cycle (fig. 9) is
supported by the finding that it exercises complete control over three
facets of the information process (access, ownership of information,
and quality control) and partial control over the fourth (information
flow). The I&R agency is thus an active intermediary between direct
service providers and the users. By contrast, the evidence that the com-
munity network is merely a conduit or channel (fig. 10) rather than a
node is clear from the fact that it exercises control over only one facet:
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Fic. 13.—Overview of facets and locations of controls
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access, and that only partially—in technical aspects. Indeed, the com-
munity network has been revealed as playing the role of a new, addi-
tional channel for dissemination and acquisition of information by oth-
ers: between service providers and the public. It does not play an
intermediary role. Indeed, it could provide a channel for the interme-
diaries themselves. An I&R agency, for example, which is an intermedi-
ary could utilize a community network as one of its dissemination op-
tions. The possibility of this arrangement confirms the second
hypothesis developed through the earlier analysis of community infor-
mation definitions—there can be a direct relationship between the
role of the I&R agency and that of the community network. This actu-
ally could be an optimal arrangement for communities where both
models exist. In this way, users would have twenty-four-hour access to
the information from the I&R agency, in combination with the net-
work’s other services, and the I&R agency could ensure that the com-
munity continues to receive high-quality information. The responsibil-
ity that the I&R agency takes for its information could lead other service
providers to prefer to feed their own information into the network via
the I&R agency posting, rather than directly, in order to relieve them-
selves of the responsibility and effort required to maintain quality infor-
mation about themselves. This possibility confirms the latter part of
the second hypothesis of this inquiry.

Conclusions and Further Suggestions

Community networks have only been around since the late 1980s and,
though I&R agencies have been serving the public in many different
countries since the 1940s, little research has been conducted on them.
While agency and project reports in the professional literature are in-
sightful and should be encouraged, more comparative, analytical, and
empirical research is needed. For example, to date no research has
been done that compares the quality of information from I&R agencies
and community networks. Other research questions that need to be
addressed are: (1) How does the public access community information?
What are their chief access points, and do users consult different types
of sources for different information needs? (2) What kinds of sources
for community information do users find most helpful and how could
they be improved? (3) What impact does electronic access to commu-
nity information have on user help-seeking behavior? and (4) How
does having an I&R agency provide community information through
a community network affect the public’s use of the I&R agency and/
or the network? How do the resulting use patterns compare with those
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found in communities where the I&R agency and community network
do not cooperate?

However, without awaiting or anticipating the results of this further
work, this research has confirmed the fundamental point that I&R
agencies and community networks play different, though potentially
complementary roles in the information process. Their fundamental
compatibility is evident in their shared perspectives. Both desire to
serve communities by empowering individuals, to help inform people
so they can make better decisions and have a higher standard of living.
This compatibility, coupled with this demonstrated distinctiveness,
means that communities will be better served where agencies work with
each other to optimally provide users with community information
without sacrificing either access or quality. The I&R agency can provide
quality information in the restricted domain of information about a
community that is useful to the community within the larger scope of
the community network’s efforts to provide all data that are flowing
anywhere that is useful to a community.
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