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Competency J


For this competency, I will describe the fundamental concepts of information-seeking behavior, and, for my evidence, I have two pieces that apply some of these concepts to electronic information-seeking environments.  The description of these concepts will be divided into two parts: factors that influence information-seeking and the process of information-seeking.  The process of information-seeking can take different paths, and in different types of libraries the process will be different:  Special and public library users will often expect the librarian to retrieve the information for them (or guide them to the information source), but a patron in an academic or school library will need to put in more effort to retrieve the needed information.  Recognizing different expectations in different library types, I have decided to focus my evidence upon academic libraries’ electronic environments.


Starting with factors that influence information-seeking behavior, one of the first things to recognize in an information-seeker is if they are an information seeker or information-gatherer:  An information seeker wants relevant information to fulfill an immediate desire, but an information gatherer wants information that can be used in the future. (Rubin, 2000)  This will influence behavior because often the information seeker is searching for an immediate answer to their question, while the information gatherer is searching for information as part of a process of a larger project (such as writing a research paper).  The information gatherer will take more time examining information to decide upon their relevance for the larger project.  

Related to this is the fact that the context for information-seeking influences behavior.  This means that patrons seek information for a purpose such as: fulfilling research requirements for a school/college assignment, exploring personal interests, or preparing for their work. (Rubin, 2000)  Time allowed for a search is also a contextual factor.

The characteristics of the information-seeker influences their behavior. People prefer personal contacts to institutional contacts to satisfy their information needs; and potential patrons rarely see librarians as a source of information. (Rubin, 2001)  The non-native English speaker or ESL student will need more guidance in their searches than native speakers. (Bopp & Smith, 2001)  Non-native speakers will be more timid in their search attempts and may need the librarian to reach out to them to ask if they need information-seeking assistance.  The abilities (cognitive, physical, and emotional), experiences, mental models, motivational levels, and preferences of the information-seeker all factor into behavior. (Marchionini, 1998)  Another factor is the prior knowledge of an information-seeker; one who is more informed about what they need to know and how to get the it will be in better position to find it than one who is not as informed.  An information-seeker with little ability and experience will have a difficult time searching.  A highly motivated information-seeker will go more in-depth and/or will give more effort to a search.  The availability of information sources is a factor in behavior, because if a patron expects to find a certain information source, but it is not available, frustration may occur.  The setting of the information-seeker may also affect their behavior, because a stressful setting can change behavior, perhaps leading to less persistence in searches. (Marchionini, 1998)  All these factors will have an effect on how much time and effort an information-seeker devotes to searches. A librarian who recognizes these factors will be able to better assist an information-seeker.

Furthermore, information-seekers in an electronic environment have additional factors to consider.  One of these is the search system’s database content and container: content must be judged on its relevance to the targeted search, content full-text availability, content quality and quantity (searchers will approach a huge database differently than a small one, usually searching with more effort on the larger one), content information specificity, container attributes (retrieval abilities), and container organization (use of inverted index or file of vector values). (Marchionini, 1998)  

Another aspect of the search system is the interface, both in terms of physical and conceptual elements.  Physical interface computer components may include keyboard, mouse, speech recognizers, eye trackers, and other devices. (Marchionini, 1998)  Conceptual aspects include: command-driven (use command language to query computer system), form fill-ins (allow users to fill in own blank forms), and menu-driven (user chooses among offered choices). (Marchionini, 1998)  The use of the mouse is a direct manipulation style (Marchionini, 1998) that allows the user to interface with the computer system more directly than using a command-driven interface.  The less layers of learning necessary between the user and database retrieval, the easier the system is to use.  

Domain is a third aspect.  Domain refers to the body of knowledge that is being searched. (Marchionini, 1998)  If the domain is a very complex system of hierarchies and/or related divisions, then it would make a computer search on such a subject much harder for the information-seeker who is a novice.

After establishing these factors, an understanding of the behavior of seeking information needs to be discussed, because a librarian who understands the process will be better able to help an information-seeking patron.  When a librarian understands the process, they can judge roughly or precisely where the information-seeker is in the process and give them more useful tips or answers, instead of providing aid that is unnecessary for the information-seeker, for example:  An information-seeker may be working on a research paper and come to the reference desk of an academic library for help on the paper, but they do not mention where they are in the process of writing the paper.  The reference librarian does not know what help they may need; maybe it is with finding sources of information, or maybe it is with how to write a bibliography.  If the reference librarian knows where the information-seeker is in the process of writing the research paper, they can offer more useful aid.  The behavioral process of information-seekers is as follows: initiation (uncertain of search topic), selection (begins to focus topic among general choices), exploration (reviewing information to gain focus), formulation (establishing clear focus), collection (gathering only relevant information), and presentation (search is complete). (Rubin, 2001)  At each of these steps, the information-seeker may jump ahead or backpedal several places after reviewing their results for the current step.  In fact, information gatherers may repeat the process of reviewing results (collection stage) several times, each time confirming or changing the search model in the information-seeker’s mind.  At least I hope it would occur several times, instead of the information-seeker charging headlong into something that could be utterly off-track.  This happens, too, and errors will either make the information-seeker change their behavior for the next search, stick to their habitual routines, or give-up on searching.  

Now, I will present two pieces of evidence that deal with information-seeking behavior in a computer system search in two environments: an academic library web site and an academic library Online Public Access Catalog’s (OPAC).  

The first piece of evidence discusses the academic library web site at Contra Costa College.  It was a paper I wrote with a partner, Cheryl Yi.  The paper compares the web site to its peers and contains a literature review on the topic.  The goal of the paper is to discover new ways to improve the Contra Costa College Library web site, so that information-seekers (mainly students) can better use the web site.  To achieve this goal, we examined information-seeking behaviors of student users on academic library web sites to uncover ways to improve the conceptual aspects of the academic library web page interface, so that it will easier to access by students. .  The tasks of producing the paper were divided amongst us:  I gathered the primary data, we both gathered the secondary data, Cheryl created all tables, I wrote the first draft, and Cheryl edited the final draft and wrote the endnotes.  We received a B+ for this paper.

My second piece of evidence deals with Contra Costa College Library’s OPAC.  This paper was written with a partner, Cheryl Yi.  The paper examines how the OPAC can be improved.  Improvement centers on how it be a more user-friendly system for information-seekers, in this case, mainly for college students.  To this end, we gathered a literature review on the topic of academic library OPAC’s and (mainly) undergraduate students’ information-seeking behavior.  Authors refer to conceptual aspects of computer system interfaces both in their construction and in user manipulation.  The conclusion of the paper makes specific suggestions for improving the Contra Costa College Library’s OPAC, so that it will be easier for students to use its interface to seek information.  The tasks of producing the paper were divided amongst us:  I gathered the primary and secondary sources, I wrote the rough draft of the Statement of Problem, Cheryl Yi wrote the rough draft of the Literature Review, Cheryl Yi wrote the rough draft of the Evaluation Model, I wrote the rough draft of Data Collection and Analysis, Cheryl Yi wrote the rough draft of the conclusion, we discussed the rough drafts before making changes, I edited the rough draft to produce a final draft, and Cheryl wrote the Endnotes.  We received an A- on the paper.
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