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Abstract
The papers in this proceedings of USE-2008. From Information Provision to Knowledge
Production conference held to celebrate the 20th anniversary of Information Studies at the
Faculty of Humanities, University of Oulu, Finland share a common perspective – the
contributors seek to provide a multidisciplinary account of knowledge production in different
contexts. The first keynote paper provides a detailed review of the issues facing managers and
users of digital infrastructure who must balance the demands of data management with those of
scientific publication. The second keynote contribution explores documentary practices and the
materiality of science at the micro level focusing on interpersonal and transinstitutional
acknowledgments.
The contributed papers that make up the rest of the volume address the conference theme
from a range of viewpoints. The first four explore knowledge management in different contexts
– the difficulties of converting industrial experience into formal knowledge systems; the
motives and tradeoffs that are involved in online knowledge sharing; the generation of
knowledge through strategic dialogue; and the harvesting of informal travel tips in FAQ sites.
The fifth paper discusses the ‘readiness’ of government agencies in Namibia for electronic
record keeping, and the sixth paper presents empirical observations on the daily media and
information behaviour of senior citizens leading to concrete actions. The seventh contribution
analyses citation as a discursive practice, using Dervin’s work on sense-making as an example,
and the last paper offers a deeper analysis than is usual in LIS of the knowing subject in the
work of Descartes, making a distinction between philosophical and sociological interpretations.
The authors’ short CVs conclude this proceedings.

Foreword
We are delighted to present the Proceedings of the international conference USE2008. From Information Provision to Knowledge Production held to celebrate the
20th anniversary of Information Studies at the Faculty of Humanities, University of
Oulu, Finland, in June 23–25, 2008. The volume contains work by leading
scholars in the LIS domain, and also work by younger researchers. At a time when
e-research develops rapidly and challenges approaches to information and
knowledge provision we welcome new and emerging research themes and objects
as described and discussed in the Proceedings. At the same time we highly
appreciate contributions that address and evaluate earlier lines of work that have
characterized the LIS domain in the 20 year period since the Department of
Information Studies at the University of Oulu was established.
The first keynote paper is concerned with one of the major developments in
the LIS field – digital libraries. The vision of universal and streamlined access to
knowledge across disciplines that drives current investments in cyberinfrastructure
was first articulated in the late 1980s; the institutional, political, and practical
implications are still unfolding. Christine Borgman, a scholar whose involvement
with digital library research dates back to its inception, provides a frank and
comprehensive overview of the challenges. In the second keynote paper, Blaise
Cronin addresses the work of acknowledgments, an underexplored documentary
practice in LIS, and shows that these highly charged paratexts are the key to
understanding the social and material networks (‘warm bodies’) that sustain the
practice of science. The paper is an example of sociotechnical or sociomaterial
research that has emerged a significant domain in LIS in the last 20 years.
Several of the eight contributed papers are concerned with knowledge
management, a research domain that has broadened in the last two decades from a
focus on artificial intelligence, to address the social infrastructure that drives
knowledge generation at different levels of organization. Annette Albert and
Christian Schilcher explore the relationship of experiential and formal knowledge
in an industrial context, and discuss the challenges in ‘converting’ the former to
the latter. Hazel Hall and Gunilla Widén-Wulff consider the social underpinnings
of knowledge sharing in different types of organization, and suggest that designers
of incentives need to take a nuanced approach. Michael Kristiansson sustains the
theme of ‘warm bodies’ in the context of teaching entrepreneurship, and suggests
that organizational strategy should be seen as ‘conversation’ or interaction rather
than ‘thinking’ or calculation. The idea that dialogue is a paradigm for information
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work is long established in LIS (viz. the ‘reference interview’), though since the
mid-1980s it has been elaborated as an ideological, methodological and empirical
construct, and Kristiansson’s ‘strategic conversation’ may be seen as an example
of the third.
Christopher Lueg provides a detailed micro case study of textual practices in
everyday life by examining the ways in which travel websites might be developed
to accelerate informal knowledge exchange. Such ‘Web 2.0’ thinking – the drive to
amplify grass roots creativity with web technology – offers a substantial challenge
to the traditional LIS preoccupations of access and delivery from a source to a
user. Cathrine Nengomasha and Kingo Mchombu, in turn, examine the more
formal context of electronic records in public organizations of a developing
country. They provide an empirically-based account of the challenges that face
records managers in Namibia, many of which are social, and relate to collaborative
working.
The last three papers cover, in different ways, a line of work that is highly
characteristic of LIS research in the last twenty years – information and everyday
life. This domain is closely coupled with social constructionism. Raimo Niemelä
and Maija-Leena Huotari present an empirical study of the activating role of media
for older people living at home. The paper demonstrates the need to take a broad
view of information in everyday life – the rich texture of mediation in these lives
will be missed by researchers who focus too narrowly on ‘uses’. Michael Olsson’s
paper, combining discourse analysis with citation analysis, addresses and evaluates
‘sensemaking’ an ideological and methodological construct elaborated by Brenda
Dervin and her colleagues that has been dominant in the period covered by the
Proceedings, and is the intellectual substrate of everyday life information studies.
In the last paper Vesa Suominen grapples with the notion of the knowing subject,
and suggests that the rejection of the ‘thinking subject’ in constructivist analysis
by some LIS researchers is based on an incomplete reading of Descartes.
The Information Studies research interests at the University of Oulu during the
first 20 years have focused on informetrics and bibliometrics (diffusion of
innovations, scientific publishing); information storage and retrieval (content
representation, indexing, classification and documentary languages, information
retrieval and searching on the web); professional practice and libraries; education
in LIS; evaluation studies (World Wide Web environment, public and academic
libraries), and information management and knowledge management. Many of the
contributions in the Proceedings have emerged from such lines of work. We hope
that such content may interact with future research activities on these main
6

research areas and thus strengthen the unit’s overall capacity to educate
information professionals of the 21st century.
In Oulu, Finland and Edinburgh, Scotland on June 12th 2008.
Maija-Leena Huotari and Elisabeth Davenport
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From Knowledge to Data to Knowledge1:
Expanding the Horizons of Information Studies2
Christine L. Borgman
Department of Information Studies
University of California, Los Angeles, USA
Abstract
Despite the expansion of information studies to encompass much of library and information
science, documentation, and archival science, the “document” and “the user” have remained the
basic units of analysis for theory and practice. Neither are adequate conceptions to reflect the
transformation of scholarship in the digital age. Data, once discarded after the documents
describing them were published, have become valuable scholarly products to be curated and reused. Data are even messier and less well understood than are documents, and they vary more
between fields of research than do documents such as journal articles, conference papers, and
books. While data may be generated by an individual “user” or sought by an individual “reuser,” more often data are the result of collaborative research processes and are input to
subsequent collaborative processes. Data practices are embedded deeply in the cultures of their
individual research areas. Knowledge is applied to create data, and in turn, data can yield
knowledge. For the latter to occur, we need to know how to interpret the data. For the data
producer, some of this knowledge is typically tacit, embedded in habits of thought and action
acquired through daily experience and shared by the researcher’s community. A research
agenda for information studies should address data practices and collaborative work in the
context of knowledge production.

1

Introduction

Cumulative advances in networked information technologies have made possible
new forms of research, scholarship, learning, and communication. It is not that
technologies such as the Internet, mobile telephony, wireless communications, and
the World Wide Web have caused social change. Rather, it is that these
technologies combine in ways that new communities form, new values form –
such as the “culture of contribution” characterized by YouTube, Flickr, citulike,
del.icio.us and open access publishing.

1.The main title of this article is drawn from work in progress with Jillian C. Wallis, Alberto Pepe,
Matthew Mayernik, Geoffrey Bowker, Paul N. Edwards, Steven Jackson, David Ribes, Susan Leigh
Star, and Thomas Finholt.
2.Sections of this paper were developed from Borgman, C. L. (2007). Scholarship in the Digital Age:
Information, Infrastructure, and the Internet. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.
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The dependence upon networked information technologies for scholarly
research activities has crystallized in Cyberinfrastructure (Atkins, Droegemeier,
Feldman et al., 2003), e-Science (Hey & Trefethen, 2005), e-Social Science (ESRC
National Center for e-Social Science, 2006), e-Humanities (Unsworth, Courant,
Fraser et al., 2006), often known collectively as e-Research (Borgman, 2007).
These new infrastructures are intended to enable more information-intensive, dataintensive, distributed, collaborative, and multi-disciplinary research. This same set
of technologies is making cyberlearning a reality as well (Borgman, Abelson,
Dirks et al., 2008, forthcoming). Cyberlearning is defined as learning that is
mediated by networked computing and communications technologies.
Developments in e-Research and cyberlearning combine to offer an array of
research opportunities for the field of information studies.

2

The Data Deluge: Push and Pull

The volume of scientific data being generated by highly instrumented research
projects (linear accelerators, sensor networks, satellites, seismographs, etc.) is so
great that it can only be captured and managed using information technology.
Social scientists, in turn, are analyzing ever-larger volumes of data from
government statistics, online surveys, and behavioral models. Humanities
scholars, similarly, are producing and analyzing large bodies of text, digital images
and video, and models of historic sites. The amount of data produced far exceeds
the capabilities of manual techniques for data management. This “data deluge”
(Hey & Trefethen, 2003) is pushing efforts to build an advanced information
infrastructure for research and learning. At the same time, the availability of fast,
high-capacity computer networks and sophisticated instruments to produce data
are pulling scholars toward using them. Data, models, and visualizations can be
incorporated into journal articles, conference papers, and other scholarly products.
Scholarly documents are becoming larger, more complex digital objects. New
tools and services are needed to produce, publish, distribute, and manage these
objects.
Data and information always have been both input and output of research.
What is new is the scale of the data and information involved. Information
management is notoriously subject to problems of scale. The larger the database,
the more fine-grained the retrieval methods, ranking algorithms, post-processing
capabilities, and visualization tools required. The scholarly digital repositories of
16

today and tomorrow may contain hundreds of millions of records. Storage for data
in fields such as astronomy already are being scaled for annual production on the
order of terabytes and petabytes. While today’s search engines are effective at
discovering text on the World Wide Web, this is only a small portion of the formats
and sources of content useful to scholarship. Information retrieval mechanisms
must continue to adapt to the size, rate of growth, and heterogeneity of collections.
Preserving and managing these volumes of digital content represent
significant research and practical challenges in building an advanced information
infrastructure for scholarly applications. The same technology that generates such
a wealth of research data also puts those data at risk. If cared for properly, books
and journal articles printed on paper can survive in libraries for several hundred
years. Digital data have a much shorter life span. They must be migrated to new
forms of technology on a regular basis, or else they soon become unreadable due
to failure of the medium or the lack of available devices to read the medium.
Relatively few disciplines have data repositories, and many of those are funded on
fixed-term research contracts. Rarely are they established as permanent institutions
on a par with libraries and archives, and charged with responsibility for the
historical record. Models for managing and funding long-term digital preservation
are a growing policy concern (Long-Lived Digital Data Collections, 2005, Lord &
Macdonald, 2003).

3

The Value Chain of Scholarship

The term “value chain,” which originated in a business context (Porter, 1985) to
describe the value-adding activities of an organization along the path from
inbound logistics, production, outbound logistics, and on to sales, marketing, and
maintenance, has since been extended to include entire supply chains and
associated information flows. In the context of information infrastructure, value
chain refers to the links and relationships between data, publications, and interim
forms of communication. Scholarly documents and the data on which they are
based are much more valuable in combination than alone. Much remains to be
learned about the technology, policy, and practices to build a robust and reliable
value chain.
Models for producing, evaluating, distributing, and curating scholarly
publications are well established. In contrast, the comparable scholarly and
institutional practices for data are not yet mature. As more data becomes available,
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by various means, scholars in most fields will benefit. Scientists will be able to
construct better models of physical phenomena, and social and behavioral
scientists will be able to develop more realistic models of complex social
phenomena. Humanists can gain insights into literature and historic texts with new
tools to study, analyze, explore, and compare data in digital form. Many kinds of
tools are available to aggregate, integrate, and analyze data from multiple sources.
Geographic information systems are used to layer spatial data for weather
forecasting, demographic trends, and activities in ancient cities. Data visualization
and data-mining tools are used to identify and interpret patterns, from the
environmental sciences to art history. Modeling and simulation tools are used with
or without empirical data, depending on the application. Databases of biological
models are now freely available. Data “mashups,” analogous to mashups of music
and images, are used to weave together data from multiple sources or to plot many
types of data on to a common map (E-resources for Research in the Humanities
and Social Sciences, 2005, Berman & Brady, 2005, Butler, 2006, Krieger, 2006,
Westrienen & Lynch, 2005).

4

Constructing Knowledge

Artifacts of scholarly communication, such as publications and e-mail messages,
are objects that can be used as whole units, or disaggregated and reaggregated.
They can be counted, mined, stored, retrieved, and preserved. Artifacts are not
knowledge, however. Knowledge is socially constructed. It cannot be recorded
directly into data sets, publications, or digital libraries. Only representations of
knowledge can be disseminated, preserved, curated, and accessed.
4.1

Representing Knowledge

Research on “representational practice,” as this construct is known in the social
studies of science, offers insights into how scholars use devices such as “graphs,
diagrams, equations, models, photographs, instrumental inscriptions, written
reports, computer programs, laboratory conversations, and hybrid forms of these”
(Lynch & Woolgar, 1988, 1). Artifacts such as data and documents are not “natural
objects”; rather, they are products of culture that have evolved over long periods of
time within specialties, fields, and disciplines.

18

Among the relevant findings of this body of work is that scholars draw on a
rich array of expertise, methods, and tools to conduct research. As experts, they
rarely follow “cookbooks” with explicit instructions. Methods texts offer
guidance, but scholarship advances by identifying innovative new sources of data
and clever research designs. Scholars usually begin with a set of tools and
methods, which they adjust as contingencies arise. Decisions are based on multiple
types of evidence. It is the ability to think like detectives, combining observations,
data, and logical relationships, that marks good scholarship in any field. This is not
to say that research methods are ad hoc. A biologist goes out in the field with
hypotheses to test, but may be unable to specify the exact placement of
instruments in advance of their deployment. Once in the field, local conditions
such as soil moisture, temperature, and water chemistry determine the optimal
positions from which to take samples and observations. Similarly, the historian
travels to an archive known to contain papers and manuscripts on events of
interest, and then refines his or her searching and note taking based on the specific
material found. In both cases, data collection is guided by standards of evidence
for their fields (Borgman, Wallis, Mayernik et al., 2007, Hilborn & Mangel, 1997,
Latour, 1988, Lewis-Beck, Bryman & Liao, 2003, Lynch & Woolgar, 1988,
Scheiner, 2004, Wallis, Borgman, Mayernik et al., 2008).
4.2

Tacit Knowledge

The greatest challenge in designing tools and services to facilitate knowledge
representation is tacit knowledge. It is inherent in the nature of expertise that much
knowledge is abstract, deeply embedded, and not readily represented in
documentary forms. While scholars do record details of methods, sources, and
decisions in research notebooks or their digital equivalents, tacit knowledge that
may be essential to interpreting data often remains undocumented. Knowledge that
would be familiar to others on a project – such as field conditions or instrument
settings – or to other scholars in a specialty – such as the rules for gaining access to
historical archives – are the least likely to be recorded. Specialties, by definition,
have their own sets of practices to facilitate communication, including methods
and terminology. Tacit knowledge that eases communication within a specialty
often marks the boundary between specialties. To conduct research in an adjacent
field or to use their data, one may need to identify unmentioned methods and
reconcile variances in terminology.
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Tacit knowledge is most easily explained by the epistemological distinction
between knowing how and knowing that (Duguid, 2005). Ryle (1949) and Polanyi
(1966) both argue that knowledge of how and that are complementary. We can
learn that from codified information such as reading articles and books. To learn
how requires applying knowledge of that in practice. For example, students can
learn from a textbook that two chemicals interact in a certain way; until they have
tried the experiment in a laboratory, they will not understand how the interaction
works. Simple science experiments with vinegar and baking soda are much more
effective for learning how acids and bases react than is any lecture or text.
Communities of practice are as much about practice as about community.
Individuals learn how from practice in their communities; the codified knowledge
of that is necessarily incomplete (Davenport & Hall, 2002, Knorr-Cetina, 1999).
Tacit knowledge is “displayed or exemplified” rather than “transmitted,” and thus
usually is learned in local, face-to-face interactions (Duguid, 2005, 113). Practice
can be distributed in networks, such as the international networks of physicists in
which the concept of epistemic cultures originated. In these cases, participants can
exchange knowledge of that and utilize it locally, provided they have common
understandings and tools.
Data repositories, digital libraries, and other infrastructure tools and services
transfer knowledge only to the extent that tacit knowledge can be captured and
represented. Efforts to make tacit knowledge “mobile” so that it can be shared
indicate how difficult this process is. Representing research data in standardized
formats can involve considerable information loss. Data may be forced into
categories that are inappropriate or inadequate. Insufficient context may be
recorded for others to interpret the data. Most scholars record sufficient
explanations of their data for personal reuse in the short term. Sole investigators
rarely need to record tacit knowledge beyond “notes to self” about what decisions
were made, when, and why. The effort required to explain one’s research records
adequately increases as a function of the distance between data originators and
users. Documenting research data for use by team members is more difficult than
documenting them for personal use. Documenting them for off-site collaborators is
still more difficult. The most difficult of all is documenting them for unknown
future users. For example, describing an experiment sufficiently so that others can
replicate it may require many pages of procedures, equipment specifications,
instrument settings, and associated diagrams. How scholars resolve the tension
between embedded and mobile knowledge influences their collaborations with
others, both inside and outside their specialties (Bowker, 2005, Callon, 1994,
20

Duguid, 2005, Kanfer, Haythornthwaite, Bruce et al., 2000, Olson & Olson, 2000,
Sonnenwald, 2006, 2007). Much more needs to be understood about tacit
knowledge if information systems are to support interdisciplinary communication
effectively.
4.3

Making Knowledge Mobile

Methods for describing and organizing information artifacts help to make
knowledge mobile, or transferable to others (Latour, 1988). For scholars to reach
their audiences, their products must be discoverable, whether as publications, data,
or other forms of communication. Once written and disseminated, “documents . . .
quickly have to fend for themselves,” because authors cannot retain control over
how their writings are interpreted (Brown & Duguid, 1996). The same can be said
for data, once they are contributed to repositories.
Published information is described and organized by library practices.
Because people use the same words to mean different things and different words to
mean the same things, catalogers and indexers build thesauri that establish the
meaning of individual terms. The choice of terms is determined by consensus,
drawing on authoritative sources in a field of study. The description of documents
and data also are controlled through the use of standard formats for structural
elements, whether for journal articles (e.g., author, title, journal date, volume,
issue, or pages) or data (e.g., instrument, time, date, reading, or calibration).
Cataloging and indexing methods attempt to be objective, taking information
artifacts out of context and describing them in ways that anyone seeking them
might be able to find them. Librarians’ and archivists’ goals are to make
documents and data mobile, in the sociological sense, so that information seekers
might later discover these resources for purposes related or unrelated to their
origins.
Unpublished documents, data, research records, and other forms of scholarly
information also need to be represented, described, and organized. As the volume
and variety of scholarly products has grown, scholars have become more familiar
with metadata, ontologies, and other forms of information description and
organization. Individual fields are developing their own standards and structures.
Ontologies depend on a tacit knowledge of concepts and the relationships among
them, and thus senior members of fields must participate actively in their
development. The success of ontologies in reconciling terminology differences has
been mixed (Bowker, 2005, Goble & Wroe, 2005, Hovy, 2003, Ribes & Bowker,
21

2006, in press). Research on how scholars organize their information can inform
the design of digital libraries.

5

Collaboration and Social Networks

Information is the glue that holds social networks together (Lievrouw, 1988). One
obvious barrier to distributed collaboration is that tacit knowledge is not easily
represented in artifacts that can be exchanged over computer networks. Another is
that open science is not absolute. Scholars do not share all of their information, all
of the time. Even in effective collaborations, scholars are unlikely to take the
Three Musketeers’ pledge of “all for one, and one for all.” More often, they are
“flying in formation, for as long as the relationship is fruitful,” as one senior
scientist put it.
The cohesiveness of social networks is easier to maintain through face-to-face
relationships than over distances, especially when computer networks are the
primary communication channel. Information technologies can aid or hinder
collaboration. Facilitating distributed collaborations is among the primary goals of
e-Research, and hence it is essential to understand the relationships between
information technologies and scholarly practices.
5.1

Characteristics of Collaboration

Collaboration is among the most studied and least understood aspects of
information infrastructure. Scholars compete for funding, jobs, students,
publication venues, awards, priority of findings, and authority. The scholarly
incentive structure rewards those who are the most competitive. But scholars also
collaborate to gather the expertise necessary to study complex problems, share
scarce or expensive equipment, and to share data and other information resources
(Axelrod, 1984, Merton, 1973, 1984, 1994, Traweek, 1992).
Collaboration is more difficult over distances than if done locally, and more
problematic between than within disciplines. Joint projects do not always achieve
their intended goals. Research partnerships are not necessarily voluntary, nor do
they serve the interests of investigators equally. Some partnerships are encouraged
or required by funding agencies, either to promote interdisciplinary research or to
include partners who would have difficulty conducting research on their own.
Scholars in less developed parts of Europe are incorporated into some European
22

projects, and scholars in less research-intensive universities are incorporated into
some U.S. federal funding projects (Cummings & Kiesler, 2004, Finholt, 2002,
Olson & Olson, 2000, Sonnenwald, 2006, 2007).
Distributed collaborations can serve a number of different purposes. The most
comprehensive structure, and the one for which the term “collaboratory” was
coined (Wulf, 1989, 1993), is a distributed research center with the full range of
functions of a local center. Collaboratory can be defined as “an organizational
entity that spans distance, supports rich and recurring human interaction oriented
to a common research area, and provides access to data sources, artifacts and tools
required to accomplish research tasks” (Olson, 2005, 3). The term “virtual
organization” also is found in e-Research contexts. Information studies research on
requirements for common communication mechanisms and associated
infrastructure support could provide insights to collaboration and knowledge
sharing in distributed environments.
5.2

Information in Collaboration

Information may be the glue of social relationships, but it also can be the cement
that forms a barrier between partners. The means by which tacit or embedded
knowledge is made mobile for sharing is a much-studied topic in research
collaborations. Kanfer and her colleagues (2000) identify three elements of the
tension between embedded and mobile knowledge: characteristics of the
knowledge that is shared, the group context, and communications technology.
These factors overlap with the four core concepts for collaboration success
identified by Olson and Olson (2000). Their factors include a common ground
between the players, which includes a common vocabulary and prior experience
working together; coupling in work, which includes the degree to which the work
can be partitioned between the players; collaboration readiness, or the motivation
of the players; and technology readiness, which includes both infrastructure and
local support.

6

Disciplinary Variations

The demand for access to data is the strongest driver of e-Research, yet scholarly
publications are much more widely available online than are data. Arguments for
e-Research and cyberinfrastructure are based on the value of digital information
23

for replication of research, verification of findings, asking new questions of old
data, and aggregating data in new ways. Scholars in all fields want tools and
services to mine, combine, and visualize digital data. They want legacy data in
analog form to be converted to digital, as most new data are being generated in
digital form.
Scholarly publications tell the story of data, regardless of whether the data are
biological specimens, ecological sensor data, answers to interview questions, pot
shards found in an archaeological site, or themes in 13th century manuscripts. The
story often is lost when the data and publications are separated. Making better
links between data and the documents that describe them is a common need across
disciplines.
Arguments for improving access to information typically are made from the
perspective of the user: how nice it would be to have access to these resources.
Much less attention has been paid to the perspective of the information provider.
Those who create or control information resources have both incentives and
disincentives to share those resources. These factors deserve far more study, as
they are poorly understood.
Scholars in all fields have incentives to make their publications available, for
everyone wants to be recognized for their work. Incentives to contribute to
disciplinary repositories appear greater than incentives to contribute to
institutional repositories at universities, judging by the gradual rate at which
records are accumulating. All of the disciplines are making progress in creating
repositories of data, albeit slowly.
6.1

Contrasts between the Sciences, Social Sciences, and
Humanities

Striking contrasts exist between disciplines in types of artifacts, practices, and
incentives and disincentives to contribute content to the scholarly information
infrastructure. These differences will be important considerations in policies and in
the design of technologies and services, as the goal is one content layer with
resources, tools, and services that are as interoperable as possible. Only through
common approaches can interdisciplinary research be supported, which is another
goal of e-Research. Substantial portions of the scholarly products of each field are
useful to scholars in related fields, and sometimes to scholars in distant fields.
Despite the risk of over-simplification, the comparisons between fields are
reduced here to categorical variables of high, medium, and low, deliberately
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highlighting differences. The range and context of these factors is discussed at
length in Chapter 8 of Borgman (2007). In most cases, the sciences and humanities
represent the extremes, with the social sciences in between. This ordering is
common in studies of information factors, as some fields of the social sciences
border the sciences and others the humanities, drawing upon theories and research
methods of nearby fields.
6.1.1 Information Artifacts
Disciplines vary in the predominance of type of publication (Table 1). The
sciences publish mostly journal articles and conference papers but few books.
Conversely, monographic publication is revered in the humanities, and much less
emphasis is placed on journal articles and conference papers. The social sciences
fall in between, with heavy reliance on journal articles and conference papers, and
a fair number of books.
Table 1. Emphasis on publication types by discipline.
Journal articles

Conference Papers

High

Science

Science

Books
Humanities

Medium

Social Sciences

Social Sciences

Social Sciences

Low

Humanities

Humanities

Science

The disciplines also vary in the length of time that their scholarly products are
actively used. The sciences are the most cumulative of the disciplines. New
findings and theories largely subsume prior ones; most reading and citation is to
recent publications. The humanities are the least cumulative. They continually
revisit old theories and claims, and reexamine older artifacts and knowledge in
contemporary contexts. The degree of cumulation is reflected in the half-lives of
publications, being the shortest in the sciences (relying on the most recent
publications) and longest in the humanities (relying on publications over a much
longer time span). The social sciences fall in between the extremes on these
measures.
While the usefulness of data in the disciplines probably follows the same
pattern, much depends on how “useful” is defined. Moreover, important
exceptions exist. Chemical data and biological specimens remain useful
indefinitely. Scientists studying the Avian flu were able to resurrect the 1918
pandemic virus by using preserved tissue from a 1918 victim (Kaiser, 2005). By
comparison, the long-term value of most humanities data appears self-evident.
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Some social science research draws upon old demographic and economic data,
while research on contemporary culture may or may not result in data of long term
value. It remains difficult to judge which data from any of the disciplines will be
revisited in the future, and thus criteria for what to digitize and preserve remains
problematic. Specialists in each field must bear responsibility for setting criteria
for preservation.
Disciplines also differ in their sources of data (Table 2). The sciences largely
use data generated by and for research purposes. The social sciences also generate
much of their own data, but many fields rely heavily on demographic, economic,
and other sources produced for purposes other than research. The humanities
generate very little of their own data by means of experiment or observation,
instead mining cultural artifacts, including publications and government records,
for their research.
Table 2. Sources of data by discipline.
Generate own data

Use data generated by others

High

Sciences

Humanities

Medium

Social Sciences

Social Sciences

Low

Humanities

Sciences

Taking together the above characteristics of disciplinary use of information
artifacts, it is apparent that the sciences have the largest proportion of their useful
information resources available in digital form and the humanities the least (Table
3). The sciences rely most heavily on journal articles, most of which are online,
while the humanities rely most on books, few of which are online. Similarly, the
sciences are generating vast amounts of digital data, while the preponderance of
cultural sources useful to the humanities remains in analog form. The social
sciences fall in between on each of these dimensions.
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Table 3. Transition to digital resources by discipline.
Proportion of pubs in
digital form

Proportion of data in
digital form

Proportion of useful
resources online

High

Sciences

Sciences

Sciences

Medium

Social Sciences

Social Sciences

Social Sciences

Low

Humanities

Humanities

Humanities

6.1.2 Information Practices
The array of artifacts in each field reflects differences in how those artifacts are
used. While exceptions are numerous, the sciences generally use more descriptive
terminology and their documents are more readily searchable by topic. The
humanities, by comparison, tend to use more conceptual and thematic terminology,
making their documents less searchable by topic. The interpretive journey through
the literature often is the research in the humanities. However, keyword searching
in the humanities is likely to become more effective as retrieval methods improve
and larger corpora of text become available online (Crane, 2006).
Perhaps the most striking differences in information practices between the
disciplines is in the degree of collaboration. Only in the sciences does
“hyperauthorship” with 1,000 and more authors arise. Hyperauthorship is the norm
only in a few fields such as high-energy physics that are characterized by massive
international collaborations sharing very expensive equipment. At the other
extreme are the humanities, where sole-authorship remains the norm, although coauthorship is increasing. Collaboration typically involves sharing of data,
instruments, or computing power, or combining expertise from multiple fields. As
fields scale up their use of data collection instruments and their use of information
technology to produce complex digital objects, collaboration is expected to
increase. However, these differences are as much qualitative as quantitative. In
massive collaborations, a form of “collective cognition” occurs where individual
contributions no longer can be distinguished. Humanists place high value on the
“authority” of an “author,” which is why sole-authorship continues to be the norm
(Cronin, 2005). Humanists are wrestling with questions of how to partition work
and how to share authorship in collaborative ventures.
Practices vary so much within each of the disciplines that it is difficult to draw
many sharp contrasts between them. Fields such as microbiology conduct
experiments that can be replicated in other laboratories. Fields such as seismology
collect data that are compared over time and between research sites. These are
areas in which the need for preserving and sharing data is apparent. In contrast,
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ecology, in which comparisons over time and place appear valuable to an outsider,
is characterized by small, site-specific studies that are not easily compared. The
fields of chemistry, physics, and astronomy, among others, are debating the
desirability and means of archiving data and the conditions under which to make
those data available. Domain characteristics such as the need to replicate studies or
the need to make comparisons over time or place would seem to be factors that
determine whether a field invests in data repositories. Yet the culture of a field, or
competition between cultures, may be the final determinant of data sharing
practices. Even less study exists on the sharing practices in the social sciences and
humanities.
6.1.3 Incentives and Disincentives to Share Information Resources
The same four classes of disincentives arise in all the disciplines, although they
play out somewhat differently in each. These are (1) rewards for publication rather
than for data management; (2) the amount of effort required to document data for
use by others; (3) concerns for priority, including rights to control results or
sources until publication of research; and (4) intellectual property, both control and
ownership of one’s own data and access to data controlled or owned by others.
Incentives to contribute publications and data for public usage are largely the
same across disciplines, but vary in degree. The sciences are under the most
external pressure from funding agencies, journals, and policy bodies to share their
publications and data. They also have the greatest sources of funding to construct
disciplinary repositories of publications and data. Not surprisingly, science has the
most disciplinary repositories.
The other large difference in incentive regards whose data are to be shared.
The pressure in the sciences is for data produced by peers, while in the humanities,
the desire is for access to cultural artifacts produced by others. The social sciences
draw on a mix of data they generate and data produced by other agencies (Table 2).
Of the four classes of disincentives identified, the first is the most consistent.
Tenure, promotion, and other forms of career rewards are based heavily on
publication and minimally, if at all, on data management. Time spent managing
data often is viewed as time not spent on research. The scientific fields with the
largest and most active repositories are those most likely to give credit for
contributing data to the common good. The humanities have been the least likely
to reward efforts invested in information technology.
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The second disincentive, effort to document the data to provide access, varies
considerably between disciplines. In the sciences the effort to document the data
falls to the investigators and their teams. In the social sciences, the effort also falls
to the investigative teams when they generate their own data in the form of
experiments and observations. When humanists mine other archives and artifacts
to construct their own datasets, the documentation effort is theirs. In many cases in
the social sciences and humanities, the documentation effort may be the
responsibility of the originator, whether the government agency (e.g., economic
and demographic records), archive (e.g., finding aids, catalogs), or other entity
(e.g., corporate records). Investigators may devote considerable effort to obtaining
the data with appropriate documentation to interpret them, and then add more
documentation for their own purposes. Any data about individual people requires
special handling to ensure confidentiality. Human subjects data are difficult, and
sometimes impossible, to share in the social sciences and medicine due to local
rules (or conflicting rules across jurisdictions) about confidentiality.
The third class of disincentives, priority, is consistent across disciplines in that
investigators all expect the first rights to publish their results before providing
access to their data. In the humanities, where results are new interpretations rather
than new findings, per se, scholars often will protect access to a rare or unique
source until their work is published. Documents often are the data in the
humanities, just as the library is their laboratory. Researchers in the life sciences
will protect access to a rare laboratory specimen, such as a strain of virus or a line
of knockout mice, much as an historian will protect access to an original
manuscript.
The fourth disincentive, control over intellectual property, looms large in all
disciplines but plays out differently (Table 4). Scientists have the most control over
their data because they produce it, whereas humanists have the least control, as
they are most dependent on cultural artifacts controlled by others. In the sciences,
issues such as who controls data, who owns data, who has the authority to release
data, and contractual relationships between collaborators over the products of
research all create barriers to sharing. The value of many scientific data for
commercial products adds a layer of disincentives to sharing. Social scientists
experience some of these same issues, but to a lesser degree because their data
tend to have less commercial value.
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Table 4. Control over intellectual property as a disincentive, by discipline.
Control over own data

Other parties control data

High

Sciences

Humanities

Medium

Social Sciences

Social Sciences

Low

Humanities

Sciences

Social scientists and humanists encounter intellectual property barriers in gaining
access to data controlled or owned by other parties. Some human subjects data
(e.g., educational records) are available only for certain time periods, to certain
individuals, under certain contractual conditions. Social scientists may be able to
accomplish their own research under these strictures, but not make the products
available to anyone else for review or reanalysis. Humanists often have even
greater difficulty obtaining access to cultural artifacts, as the term of copyright
may keep works out of the public domain for many decades after their creation.
6.2

Implications of the Commonalities and Contrasts between
Disciplines

Given that initial investments in e-Research are concentrated in e-Science, it is not
surprising that the science, technology, and medicine community has the most
content and the most tools and services available online of any of the disciplines.
Their resource base is far from comprehensive, however. Challenges in capturing
the scientific data deluge and making it available are just now being identified, and
are far from being understood or solved. The humanities have the least content,
tools, and services online, the least technical infrastructure in their academic
departments, and the lowest overall skill base. They also have the least experience
in collaborative work, which is often necessary to bring adequate human and
technical resources to a project. Almost any cultural artifact could be data to a
humanist, thus it is not possible to inventory, much less digitize, all potential data
sources. e-Research is a more disruptive technology to the humanities than to other
disciplines, but also one that offers huge potential for new understanding, new
interpretations of cultures, and for engaging the general public in the value of eResearch. The social sciences fall in between the sciences and humanities on most
information factors, with a substantial portion of their resources online but the
desire for far more, with a good base of technology and expertise, and great
potential in the use of e-Research for better understanding of individual behavior
and of society.
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All fields are faced with challenges in determining criteria for what to digitize
and what to make permanently accessible. All are confronted by the paradox
between the ubiquitous accessibility of information made possible by technology
and constraints on that access imposed by intellectual property regimes. These
issues play out differently within and between disciplines. The sciences largely use
data created by and for scientific purposes, thus issues of ownership and control
are among peer groups. The social sciences create some of their own data and also
draw upon data created by other parties for non-research purposes. In the latter
case, entities outside academe control conditions for access to data. The
humanities are most dependent on data controlled by other parties, and intellectual
property constraints, including the issue of orphaned works, is a much larger
access barrier in this community. Social scientists, and many scholars in medicine
and the health sciences, have the additional problem of maintaining the
confidentiality of data about human subjects. Rules on confidentiality, and
conflicts in rules between jurisdictions, often prevent others from gaining access to
these data.

7

Conclusions

Information studies and its predecessor fields have been far more concerned with
documents and with individual users of information than with data or with
collaborative information work. In an age of cyberinfrastructure, e-Science, and eResearch, much more needs to be understood about data, their many
manifestations, and their role in information practices. Similarly, as knowledge
production increasingly arises from distributed, collaborative activities, the focus
on individual users is inadequate for theory or method. In this paper I have
identified a number of items for an information studies research agenda in the area
of knowledge production:
–

What must be known about the origins and processing of data to make them
interpretable by other investigators?

–

What are typical lifecycle patterns for data production?

–

What expertise in information handling and in the domain is required to
manage data?
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–

What new tools and services are needed to produce, publish, distribute, and
manage complex digital objects?

–

What are the data mining possibilities in mass corpora of digitized scholarly
texts?

–

What forms of tacit knowledge are most amenable to representation in
information systems?

–

How can the design of digital libraries be informed by studies of scholars’
practices in organizing information?

–

What criteria are appropriate to determine what data may be useful in the
future, and to whom?

–

How do data practices vary between fields?

–

What policy changes are necessary for data preservation and sharing to
become higher priorities for scholars?

–

What intellectual property policies have the most influence, and how, on
scholarly access to data?

I offer these questions as a starting point for understanding knowledge production
in a digital age. Enriching the content layer of the information infrastructure will
benefit all academic disciplines, both for research and for learning. As the
scholarly content layer grows, scholars and learners in each field can ask a wider
array of questions, drawing upon a wider array of evidence. But the differences in
practices between fields do matter. Each field will contribute new content,
methods, tools, and practices to the information infrastructure. Others can borrow
these resources to expand their own inquiry, nourishing the historical cycle of
scholarship.
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Toward a Rhopography of Scholarly
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Abstract
Storybook accounts of science typically downplay the manifold contributions of the technicians
and others who manage labs, build accelerators, run experiments, debug software, repair
equipment, handle animals, manage fly stocks, clone DNA fragments, exchange specimens,
sequence proteins, conduct tests, take measurements, and analyze data streams. In this paper I
examine the unexamined and show how the “rhopos” of scholarly communication – often
buried in the journal article’s paratext – can be systematically gathered and analyzed to deepen
our understanding of the “moral economy” of disciplines such as genetics. What I propose is a
form of intellectual archaeology, one that gives rise to micro narratives. These relatively
mundane accounts of science in action complement (and vivify) the large-scale, bibliometric
visualizations of communication in science with which we are so familiar.

1

Megalography

In 1753, Jacques Barbeu-Dubourg created the first visualization of world history.
The Carte chronographique was an annotated, grid-like timeline (from the
Creation) depicted on a 54-foot scroll encased in a machine chronologique. It
included names and events, grouped thematically, with signs and symbols
denoting character (martyr, nobleman, knave, etc.) and profession (musician,
painter, etc.). The modern teaching of history has moved away from dates and
timelines, kings and queens, to focus instead on culture community, context and
“lo nimio” – the ordinary, the everyday (Vila-Belda, 2004) – a trend inspired in no
small measure by Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s (1979) bestselling history of the
village of Montaillou. These days, the mundane matters almost as much as the
marvelous; the shepherd is as sociologically significant as the sovereign; a peasant
rite of passage is no less deserving of attention than the divine right of kings.
When it comes to writing the history of science, the picture is not dissimilar.
To be sure, there are numerous biographies of famous scientists and respectful
accounts of their accomplishments (e.g., Snow, 1981); some eminent individuals
even manage to attain international celebrity or cult status in the wider world
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(think of the physicists Stephen Hawking or Richard Feynman, or Jonas Salk,
developer of the polio vaccine). But the ‘Great Man’ genre of scientific
historiography and the “myth of tribal heroes” (Kohler, 1999, 245) are no longer
vogue in academic circles. In their stead we have a growing corpus of fine-grained,
contextually sensitive accounts of science-in-action, of which Laboratory Life, a
first-hand depiction of knowledge production in the Salk Institute in California, is
an early exemplar (Latour & Woolgar, 1979). Where Latour and Woolgar were not
afraid to go, many others (e.g., Knorr Cetina, 1999, Rabinow, 1996, Traweek,
1988) have since followed, observing, probing and capturing the messy materiality
of science in the raw, thence returning to their ivory towers to raise questions about
the hegemony of science, scientists and the scientific method. Their ethnographies
are far removed from the annalistic tradition, in terms of approach, content and
tone.
The world these intrepid explorers describe is scarcely medieval Montaillou,
but it is at times venal, rambunctious and self-absorbed, in other words a lot like
village life. This is a world, so it goes, in which our cherished assumptions do not
hold, once the mystique and seductive gloss of science are peeled away. Science,
contrary to conventional wisdom, is not an enterprise bereft of passion or
confusion; far from it, as this brief extract from Laboratory Life suggests: “The
tension of a battalion headquarters at war, or of an executive room in a period of
crisis does not compare with the atmosphere of a laboratory on a normal day!”
(Latour & Woolgar, 1979, 229). It’s anything but sterile.
According to social constructivists, science isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.
Privileged truth claims and sweeping assertions are to be scrutinized,
deconstructed and contested; “relativism trumps absolutism; universalism cedes to
localism,” is a simplistic summation of the postmodern position (Cronin, 2008a).
For every norm there’s a counter-norm; for every generalization there’s the
exception that disproves the rule; for every Nobel laureate there’s a whistle-blown
fraudster. The meta-narratives – “Legend,” to use Kitchner’s (1993, 3) term – just
don’t hold. In short, it’s time “to bring the abstractions of Science, Reason, Truth,
and Society down to earth” (Rabinow, 1996, 13); time to ground our assumptions
and beliefs in observed and observable actuality.
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2

Storybook Science

Storybook accounts of Great Men (and the occasional Marie Curie) typically give
short shrift to the platoons of co-workers, technicians and sundry others who
actually staff the labs, build accelerators, set-up experiments, debug software,
repair equipment, handle animals, manage fly stocks, clone DNA fragments,
sequence proteins, conduct tests, take measurements, and analyze data streams on
a daily basis. Our image of the brilliant scientist, painter, composer, or philosopher
is hopelessly romanticized; individual genius, the ‘aha’ moment, and originary
authorship are all it takes. The je ne sais quoi of genius is somehow channeled
through those good souls anointed by the Fates. Yet, the lived reality is often very
different, and not just in the at times rarefied atmosphere of modern science.
The atelier populated with keen apprentices is well documented in the history
of art. As George Steiner (2003, 132) put it, “much of eminent art is collective”
and the hand of the master may sometimes be indistinguishable from the hand of
the tyro to all but the most discerning eye. The great Michelangelo, better known
as a sculptor than a painter of frescos it should be said, had a team of assistants to
help him paint the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in Rome: “As many as a dozen
men ultimately took active part in executing the work – a small cast of characters
whose contributions to the enormous fresco have been eclipsed by the towering
reputation of Michelangelo” (King, 2002). Lucas Cranach, Peter Paul Rubens,
Andy Warhol and Jeff Koons are just some of the other famous artists who have
had helping hands in the studio… and on the canvas. I doubt, though, that you’ll
find a painting by Rubens with multiple signatures (those of the Great Man and his
assistants) or a canvas (or sculpture) by Koons signed by the Master et alii. These
anonymous assistants (the ghost authors of the plastic arts, if you will) know their
place, and it’s assuredly not in the limelight, or the bottom right-hand corner.
When the Great Man is a tousled, white-haired scientist (Albert Einstein), a
tormented, poker-brandishing philosopher (Ludwig Wittgenstein) or reclusive
mathematician (Grigory Perleman), the stereotype is irresistibly reinforced. But
we should be ever mindful of the poet John Donne’s oft quoted words: “All
mankind is of one author, and is one volume… No man is an island, entire of
itself.”
When we treat brilliant thinkers as “disembodied argument machines”
(Romano, 2005, B10) or assume that science is done by “logically omniscient lone
knowers” (Kitchner, 1993, 59) we misrepresent the history of scientific
advancement and unwittingly diminish the contributions of myriad others, for, as
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Rheinberger (1997, 39) has observed, “behind a prominent name, and behind a
prominent institution, there is the world of the laboratory, the world of those who
are scarcely mentioned in public.” The celebrated Irish chemist, Robert Boyle –
immortalized in the eponymous Law explaining the behavior of gases under
pressure – is just such a case. Stephen Shapin (1995) has provided a highly
nuanced appreciation of the relative contributions of this Great Man and the able
technicians who worked for him in A Social History of Truth. Shapin (1995, 367)
painstakingly describes the milieu – “the seventeenth century laboratory as
collective workshop” – in which Boyle’s ideas were developed, tested and
promulgated. He tells us that one of Boyle’s most trusted technicians, Denis Papin,
“performed the skilled manipulations which produced experimental phenomena;
he recorded the phenomena that his skilled work made manifest; he embedded
these records in literary form, adding occasional inferential corollaries which were
likewise the product of his own thinking.” (Shapin, 1995, 358). Today, we would
likely register surprise if Mr. Papin were not granted co-author status based on the
kinds of cognitive and instrumental contributions itemized here. Autres temps,
autres moeurs.
Great Men cast long shadows. A contemporary case in point is Robert Gallo
(formerly of the National Institutes of Health [NIH] in the U.S.) the driven, media
conscious co-discoverer (along with Luc Montagnier of the Pasteur Institute in
Paris) of the AIDS virus. Most of us know something of Gallo and his career if
only because of the very contentious, claim-staking dispute with the French (a
face-saving compromise was brokered by former U.S. President Ronald Regan
and French Prime Minister Jacques Chirac following mediation by Nobel laureate
Jonas Salk), but few of us, I’d wager, could name any of the many researchers and
technicians who worked alongside the celebrity scientist at the NIH or,
subsequently, at the University of Maryland. Such is the intensity of competition
for discovery, priority and recognition today that the minnows (not to mention
some not-so-small-fry) are effectively airbrushed out of existence: occlusion is an
occupational hazard in Big Science. And also in Scotland.
The Guardian newspaper headlined a 2006 story on credit allocation thus
(Sample, 2006): “Who really made Dolly? Tale of British triumph descends into
scientists’ squabble.” Professor Ian Wilmuth, then at the Roslin Institute in
Edinburgh, was widely credited for creating Dolly, the world’s first cloned sheep.
At a subsequent legal tribunal, however, he conceded that his colleague Professor
Keith Campbell in fact deserved 66% of the credit for the breakthrough. But the
internecine spat didn’t end there. One of the lab technicians (Bill Ritchie) was
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quoted as saying that since the cloning work had been performed by him and
another technician (Karen Mycock), the credit should be theirs. Being consigned
to the acknowledgment was unacceptable because their contributions (“intricate
and arduous cell and egg manipulation”) clearly warranted co-authorship. This is a
rare instance of an internal dispute over credit spilling out into the public sphere,
but such wrangles are probably much more common than the general public
realizes.
A finely wrought ethnography of contested credit is Paul Rabinow’s (1996)
Making PCR: A Story of Biotechnology, which captures the twists and turns, feuds
and tensions that so often characterize the process of scientific discovery. His
account of the invention of PCR (polymerase chain reaction), for which Kary
Mullins shared the 1993 Nobel Prize for Chemistry, shows how just difficult it can
be to manage strong personalities and competing claims for recognition in the
context of high-pressure, scientific collaborations. We hear Mullins describe the
nature and genesis of “his” invention while some of his former colleagues at Cetus
Corporation, both scientists and technicians, prefer to speak of Mullins’ “fable’ or
“creation myth” (Rabinow, 1996, 160–161). There is no one story on which all the
actors agree; instead there are multiple narratives which converge and diverge to a
greater or lesser extent at different points on the discovery timeline.
My aim is to show that it is indeed possible, albeit with some effort, to
foreground those who hitherto have been scarcely mentioned in the chronicles of
science (the “Disappeared,” to use a political term). My approach is neither that of
the social historian nor cultural anthropologist, and it certainly can’t generate the
rich descriptions that good ethnomethodological investigation can. Rather, it
involves homing in on and unpacking selected facets of the scholarly article’s
neglected paratext, such things as dedications, prefaces, forewords,
acknowledgments, and epigraphs.
Here I focus principally on the acknowledgment. At the risk of stating the
obvious, not all significant contributions to a research project or scholarly
endeavor warrant authorship, and those that fall short of the mark typically take
their bow in the acknowledgment. This, in turn, is not quite the same thing as
saying that all acknowledgments are necessarily records of substantive input,
whether procedural or conceptual in nature. The dividing line between byline and
acknowledgment is fuzzy at best (Cronin, 1995, 19–20). Nonetheless, by
aggregating and analyzing data on “sub-authorship” patterns (Heffner, 1979, Patel,
1973) we can begin to develop a richer understanding of both the multifaceted
nature of scientific collaboration and the importance of “trusted assessorship”
41

(Mullins, 1973), while also learning more about particular sites and conditions of
knowledge production.

3

The Many Hands of Science

There is an abundant literature on the growth of international, inter-institutional,
interdisciplinary and inter-sectoral collaboration in science, and research in
general. The internationalization of science is now a given: “Scientific research in
our time is either global or ceases to be scientific,” as Castells (2000, 125) noted
with rhetorical flourish. Various theories have been put forward to explain the
increase in distributed co-production and the epiphenomenon of
“hyperauthorship” (Cronin, 2001). These include: resource optimization and the
progressive professionalization of science (Beaver & Rosen, 1978, Eaton, 1951);
functional and cost-benefit explanations of collaborative behavior (Wray, 2002);
rates of return to specialization (Laband & Tollison, 2000), and preferential
attachment among productive researchers (i.e., the best minds want to collaborate
with the best minds) (Wagner & Leydesdorff, 2004). The data are irrefutable, the
collaboration trend irreversible.
The early modern conception of authorship, with its privileging of originality,
expressivity and individual genius, still holds sway in the humanities. Most such
departments at leading U.S. universities still expect one, sometimes two,
interpretative, sole-authored monographs as a basis for awarding tenure: in parts of
academe, some things don’t just change, despite the rhetoric of the new and the
best efforts of the Modern Languages Association (MLA) to stimulate fresh
thinking on modes and genres of scholarly production (Cronin & LaBarre, 2004).
In most scientific and certain social scientific fields, however, the notion of
autonomous authorship is almost anachronistic. The “author function,” to use
Foucault’s term (1977), has changed markedly in certain disciplines; one thinks of
high energy physics where papers with literally hundreds of co-authors are
commonplace. Did each “author” write three words apiece? If one individual
wrote the bulk of the paper, in what sense are the other contributors “authors”?
Collaborative scripting subverts the modern notion of authorship; one hand wields
the pen, one person takes the credit. No wonder some commentators have argued
that the traditional concept of authorship should be retired and replaced with a
system in which (a) each author’s contributions to a paper (conceptualization, data
gathering, statistical analysis, text editing, etc.) are specified and (b) guarantors are
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named who will vouch for the integrity of the publication in the event of a
challenge, be it academic or legal. For some, the many handedness of modern
science makes a mockery of traditional notions of authorship (see Cronin, 2005).
With the advent of post-World War II Big Science, project teams, networks,
jumbo collaborations and “mutable configurations” (Ziman, 2000, 212) have
become the organizational staples of scientific research. These, of course, are
merely the formal, visible arrangements that knit scientists together; since time
immemorial scholars have also belonged to a variety of informally constituted
“invisible colleges” (e.g., Crane, 1972) and operated in a variety of “cognitive
microenvironments” (Merton, 1988). In short, the persistent stereotype of the lone
wolf scholar is at odds with actuality; these days the wolves are just as likely to
work in packs, some of them extremely large packs. Moreover, scientists don’t
merely share ideas and the burden (or pleasure, depending on your perspective) of
co-authoring papers; they actively trade materials, tools, techniques, equipment
and epistemic resources of all kinds, in the process drawing upon and continually
reconstituting networks of socio-technical ties. As Latour (1987, 41) put it with
Gallic panache: “Fact construction is so much a collective process that an isolated
person builds only dreams, claims and feelings, not facts.”

4

Rhopography

I now want to show how the nature and density of these socio-technical ties can be
grasped through systematic analysis of the journal article’s paratext, specifically
the humble acknowledgment. Over the years I have occasionally referred to
acknowledgments as the goat droppings of scholarly communication – tongue-incheek, of course. The typical acknowledgment captures much that at first glance
seems relatively trivial – banal even – about the doing of science and the nature of
distributed, collective action. Few of us, I imagine, routinely read these ostensibly
formulaic thank-you notes that are usually found at the end of a research article, or
see them as particularly significant components of the larger scholarly
communication process. Yet, they have a story to tell, once the seeming minutiae
recorded therein are harvested, parsed, coded and statistically analyzed in bulk:
think of it as an exercise in intellectual archaeology (see Giles & Councill, 2004,
for a description of how the analysis of acknowledgments can be automated). I
characterize this approach as rhopography, appropriating a term that has been used
for some time in art history to describe the depiction of everyday, insignificant
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objects in a still life painting. Rhopography (from the Greek “rhopos” meaning
“petty wares”) is the opposite of megalography – described in the opening
paragraph of this paper – a genre in which representations or accounts of events or
persons tend to glorification (Sterling, 1981, 27; see also Bryson, 1990, chapter 2).
In a study (one of a series conducted over the years) entitled “Trading
cultures” we analyzed all the acknowledgments in more than 1,000 research
articles published in the journal Cell (Cronin & Franks, 2006). Virtually every
article in the sample of four decades contained a precisely worded
acknowledgment detailing a variety of second-order contributions to the study
being reported (second order is not used pejoratively here). An example is
provided in Appendix 1. The title of our paper was meant to suggest that the
culture of the life sciences is one in which exchange and service rendering are the
norm; but it is also a world in which cultures, biologically speaking, are routinely
traded between labs. The sharing of plasmids, enzymes, and other “petty wares” is
a fact of life in molecular biology. Karin Knorr Cetina (1999, 236) has made the
point that researchers are aware of “the synergism that is possible when [they]
share materials, learn from each other through talk and training, and collaborate;”
they appreciate the advantage that accrues, individually and collectively, in
keeping up with new developments and techniques in the field though frequent,
informal communication. This is what Robert Kohler meant when he referred to
the “moral economy” of the Drosophila genetics research community (Kohler,
1999, 249).
Acknowledgments in a sense function as the public record of these trades;
they log traffic in “epistemic objects” (Rheinberger, 1997, 28) and “bench
techniques” (McCain, 1991, 505) between labs and research group. For nonbiologists, these expressions of thanks afford a revealing insight into the material,
ideational and social co-dependence of researchers in the complex, fast-moving,
interactive and often fiercely competitive world of the life sciences. The “rhopos”
of life sciences research, meticulously painted in the acknowledgment, allow us to
glimpse the soft underbelly of scholarly communication, something grand
narratives tend to gloss over or ignore entirely.
With the emergence of Web 2.0 and Science 2.0, the scale and transparency of
service rendering will increase. Some researchers are opening up their lab
notebooks and protocol manuals to colleagues in other labs and other countries in
the belief that the benefits of openness outweigh any competitive threat. This, of
course, is part of a much larger set of socio-technical developments (e.g., open
source software, the Open Access movement, the Creative Commons, scientific
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blogging, Wikipedia, folksonomies), aspects of which, without wishing to sound
immodest, were anticipated by Elisabeth Davenport and myself: “Hypertext (using
linked video)… would allow us to see how rats have been bled and beheaded,
frogs have been flayed, chemicals consumed (windowing through to invoices for
materials ordered) and time spent in the laboratory” (Davenport & Cronin, 1990,
181).
OpenWetWare (http://openwetware.org/wiki/Main_Page) is assuredly of the
Zeitgeist and describes itself as “an effort to promote the sharing of information,
know-how, and wisdom among researchers and groups who are working in
biology & biological engineering.” This barrier-breaking initiative, which can be
conceptualized as a form common pool resource management, has more than
3,000 registered users and 6,000 web pages. A grant from the National Science
Foundation in 2007 is intended to help make OpenWetWare a self-sustaining
community of researchers. Over time, initiatives such as this should help create,
albeit as an unplanned by-product, an electronic ledger or inventory of
contributions – gifts to the community, if you will – that make a material
difference to the conduct of science.
In the digital age there is so much more to measure than number of
publications and citations, a point I made some years ago in The Hand of Science
(Cronin, 2005, 196): “There will soon be a critical mass of web-based digital
objects and usage statistics on which to model scholars’ communication behaviors
– publishing, posting, blogging, scanning, reading, downloading, glossing, linking,
citing, recommending, acknowledging – with which to track their scholarly
influence and impact, broadly conceived and broadly felt.” We have undoubtedly
entered “the age of scientometric spectroscopy” (Cronin, 2000, 196), even if the
debate on the use of first generation, bibliometrically-based indicators in research
assessment exercises is still in full swing (e.g., Universities UK, 2008).

5

Warm Bodies

I now want to show how the notion of “rhopos” as applied to scholarly
communication might be taken a step further, moving beyond accounts of
intellectual trading. For instance, we know relatively little about the epistemic
significance of place (and by extension the personal ties fostered over time as a
consequence of co-presence) in the construction of knowledge claims. How, in
fact, do we decide upon our collaborators, and what if any normative criteria are
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involved in the selection process? Do we, should we, seek out intellectual partners
who are the most qualified and best suited to the problem or project at hand, or do
we settle for those who are willing, reasonably qualified and physically (and
conveniently) present? To what extent does the lottery of academic appointment
and choice of workplace influence collaborative outcomes and, by extension, the
production of knowledge? Answering these questions should help us develop a
firmer sense of just how the ordinary has a bearing upon the esoteric.
In an ideal extension of Merton’s (1973) normatively governed world we
would presumably assemble only the finest and fittest for purpose from the
available scientific labor pool. Our choices would be based on an assessment of
more or less objective criteria, somewhat akin to the trait-matching process used
by Internet dating agencies. In actuality, however, I suspect that “readiness-tohand” (Heidegger, 1962) plays a more important role than rational choice in
determining who our collaborators are – be they trusted assessors, technicians, coinvestigators, or co-authors. What, in turn, persuades our collaborators to work
with us: charisma, intellectual affinity, desperation, the dynamics of power, access
to resources…? In sum, many ostensibly insignificant, or possibly random, factors
(physical propinquity, affective ties) may play a role in structuring both formal and
informal collaboration. One way of establishing, preliminarily at least, whether
this is the case is by mining the journal article’s paratext to establish the extent to
which place and physical proximity seem to be associated with and influence a
given researcher’s choice of “cognitive partners” (Neressian, N. J., Kurz-Milcke,
E., Newstetter, W. C. & Davies, J., 2003).
I recently described a modest attempt to use paratexual information to build up
a picture of the extent to which a scholar’s circle of co-authors, collaborators and
trusted assessors is a function of propinquity and personal ties (Cronin, 2008b, see
also Cronin & Shaw, 2007). The data gathering and analysis processes are
straightforward, if tedious. One begins by identifying scholar X’s entire
bibliography, from which a complete list of all co-authors over the course of a
career is established. One then determines the number of unique co-authors, the
frequency and persistence of collaboration over time, and the extent to which X
and co-authors had common institutional affiliations. Next, one analyzes all
acknowledgments written by X, extracting the names of those who have been
thanked for whatever kind of contribution and determining their institutional
affiliations. One thus arrives at a reasonably comprehensive list of both co-authors
and trusted assessors. This allows one to measure X’s reliance on a population,
albeit shifting, of local colleagues. My speculation – for it is no more than that – is
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that proximity and immediacy may matter as much as, if not more than, fitness for
purpose, at least for some individuals, in some fields and disciplines. Our local
colleagues may not always be the “best” people (in terms of fit) with whom to
work but we learn to make the best of on-tap talent. The generalizations about
collaboration in science (remember Castells’ quotation above?) don’t capture the
mundane reality that sometimes drives the structuring of cognitive partnerships:
happenstance rather than strategic planning may explain more of our choices than
we suspect.
The “petits récits” [little narratives, to invoke Lyotard’s (1979) term] that can
be teased out of the paratext do not necessarily vitiate the grand narratives that
emerge from large-scale bibliometric analyses of collaboration and interaction in
science. But they nonetheless serve a useful purpose: they remind us that many of
our moves are to some degree guided by pragmatism, expediency and
convenience. And that is before one raises the virtually ignored (except in cases of
sexual harassment) subject of affective ties and romantic relationships in the
workplace, and the productive impact they may have on the conduct of science
[see Rose & Rose (1999) for a sense of the delicacy with which such matters are
handled in biographies of distinguished scientists, and Umiker (1993) for a
somewhat wooden list of dos and don’ts as far as romance in the lab is concerned].
Who, I wonder, will write the first ethnographic study of this penumbral aspect of
research life (Love in the Lab … Eros and Rhopos in Science) using bylines and
acknowledgments as the investigative point of departure?

6

Envoi

I entitled the previous section “Warm Bodies,” a nod in the direction of the late
Derek de Solla Price who wondered to what extent co-citation maps and other
bibliometric representations were statistical agglomerations of “authors known to
each other as warm bodies rather than labels on literature” (Price, 1970, 4). My
hunch is that more than a few of those with whom we collaborate and co-author
and more than a few of those whom we cite and acknowledge in our publications
over the course of a career are, indeed, “warm bodies” in Price’s sense and not just
names, data points or clusters (“labels on literature”) that constitute a
depersonalized map of science. Wouldn’t it be nice if in addition to visualizations
of citation and social networks we could construct personalized cartes
chronographiques where, in the place of Barbeu-Dubourg’s noblemen and
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painters, scholars’ collaborators (be they mentors, trusted assessors, local
colleagues, co-authors, students, workplace paramours) were depicted along with
their institutional affiliations? We would then have a library of micro-narratives to
set alongside the meta-narratives to which we have become so accustomed.
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Appendix 1: A typical acknowledgment from the
journal Cell
This work was conducted in part in the laboratory of Eric Wieschaus, and we thank
him for his generous support. This work was also catalyzed by Juan Pablo Couso,
Alfonso Martinez-Arias, and Eli Knust, who shared their insights into Ser function
in wing formation and generously provided Drosophila strains and reagents
necessary for this work. We thank Kathy Vorwerk and Angela Sebring for the P
element transformation of UAS-fng and for Figure 4G, respectively; Julie Gates,
Wendy Norris, and Roel Nusse for additional reagents; John Fallon, Henry Roehl,
Seth Blair, Lisa Nagy, and Grace Panganiban for comments on the manuscript;
Steve Paddock for assistance with microscopy and imaging; and Jamie Wilson for
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Dealing with Work-Related Experiences and
Experiential Knowledge in Organizations:
Theoretical Issues and Empirical Insights from
the Automobile Industry
Annette Albert & Christian Schilcher
Department of Sociology
Darmstadt University of Technology, Germany
Abstract
In addition to theoretical knowledge different forms of experiential knowledge are
indispensable in the field of high-qualified professional activity. Thus, work-related experience
has become of vital interest for corporate management strategies. In the first part, this article
describes the theoretical bases and implications concerning the handling of experiences and
experiential knowledge. In a further step we present the results of an empirical study, which
analyzes the processes of experience of engineers’ work in the field of automotive engineering.
In conclusion, the conditions, opportunities and limits of a systematic dealing with experiences
are summarized.

1

Experiential Knowledge, Its Importance for
Work and the Difficulty of Dealing with It

Experiential knowledge of employees is based on practical and concrete
experiences in the working process. Experiential knowledge does not exist
primarily in a formalized or accurately recordable mode and therefore it is not to
be understood as a thing, an object or a tangible good. Because experiential
knowledge is also built up by physical experiences and self participations, by
empathy and mimesis, it often occurs tacitly and unconsciously. Sensing with all
senses and the ability to empathize are vital here. Being based both on experience
and the ability to deal with new experiences experiential knowledge exceeds the
level of being informed (Böhle & Milkau, 1988). Information is data with a
specific relevance for a specific context, it is “a difference, which makes a
difference” (Bateson, 1972, 453). Information includes defined and formalized
extracts of reality and that is the reason why it can be technically modelled
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(Schmiede, 2006, 343). Due to the fact that information is an abstraction of
individual conditions it is not embedded in the context of experience3.
Experiential knowledge causes a keen sense for materials and machines, an
accurate ear for noises made by machines, the ability to flash into action when
something is going wrong or “looks bad”, the right instinct for sources of
(technical) trouble and the talent of anticipating difficulties and faults within the
workflow. Thus, experiential knowledge helps to apprehend, to interpret and to
appraise a situation in its complexity (Schachtner, 2007, 76, Fleig & Schneider,
1995, 8).
Experience-related work means that this knowledge becomes activated, for
instance when appropriate experiences and memories of similar situations become
relevant for tackling a problem, namely not only in a rational-analytic manner, but
also in a more associative course of action. Böhle also calls experience-related
work “subjectifying action” (Böhle, 1994).
Recent German sociological studies of work highlight the significance of
sensing with all senses, subjective estimations and experiences as well as an
emotional fulfilling relationship to work. They show that experiential knowledge
constitutes a central capacity of employees. Empirical studies are existent for the
chemical industry (Bauer et al., 2002), for the work at CNC machines (Martin &
Rose, 1992), for the metallurgy (Fleig & Schneider, 1995), for project
management (Porschen & Böhle, 2005), for programming (Molzberger, 1988), for
information brokering (Pfeiffer, 1999), for employees in technical customer
services (Pfeiffer, 2004), for the social work (Kruse, 2004), for hairdressers
(Dunkel, 2003) and for the field of medicine and care (Böhle & Weishaupt, 2003,
Manzei, 2003, Büssing et al., 2002, Schachtner, 1999, Benner, 1994).
The studies emphasize that for solving arising problems as quickly as possible,
employees need a combination of “subjectifying” and “objectifiying” action, i.e. a
combination of theoretical knowledge, technical knowledge, vocational training,
scientific education, experience, intuition, anticipation, instinct and the like. That
means intelligence is nothing without experience4 (Dewey, 1966, 144). Therefore,
forms of acting and knowing, which do not follow the logic rules of codified
3. For instance, we can get data of the human body through different ways. The temperature of a body
can become relevant data which means it becomes an information. If a medical practitioner puts the
information into the context of his experience and his prior knowledge he can obtain knowledge about
the patient’s condition. The patient who has not the ability to deal with the information in a comparable
way has largely to trust the judgement of the doctor (Schilcher, 2006, 23).
4. But experience doesn’t guarantee for knowledge automatically. A process of reflection which
connects the unarticulated experience with analytic and abstract thinking is necessary as well (Bauer et
al., 2002, 43).
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knowledge, are more helpful than disturbing for human work ability
(Deutschmann, 1989, 380). That applies particularly to highly-trained knowledge
workers, who have to be able to cope with changing conditions and influences on
which they have to respond flexibly and innovatively.
Knowledgeable and skilful action is neither purely intuitive nor a calculative
procedure. It may be highly conscious, but it doesn’t necessarily follow clear and
strict rules. We are not able to solve an unspecific problem on the basis of defined
rules. And a problem solving expertise is often easier to show than to explain. For
instance, a skilled worker can recognize a problem of a machine, but he need not
be able to tell exactly how he did so (Polanyi, 1958, 49). That’s why Polanyi
pronounced that “we know more than we can tell” (Polanyi, 1966, 4). We can
state: Experiential knowledge has got a core that remains implicit (Schilcher, 2007,
26).
Considering this background it becomes understandable that a considerable
part of work activities extract themselves from a logical explanation by
algorithmic rules. And therefore the transmission of experience from an employee
to another cannot proceed smoothly, although enterprises aspire that the
knowledge of a leaving colleague remains within the organization. Management
may ask the employed persons to document and enter their experiences and
knowledge into a database. But it is questionable whether the persons – their
willingness may be assumed – are able to do that or whether the recipients benefit
from the results of the explications. Ultimately, because of its strong reference to
practice and body feelings experiences are to be experienced by each and every
person personally.
The experiences of employees are an essential factor for company success and
competitiveness. Thus, managing experiences is an interesting prospect for
companies. But, if we have the characteristics of experiential knowledge in mind,
we come automatically to a special challenge when dealing with experiences.
Experiences are entangled with deeper levels of personality and this means that the
extend of making them explicit is limited5 (Polanyi, 1958, 1966, Schilcher, 2006,
123ff.). “The legitimate purpose of formalization lies in the reduction of the tacit
coefficient to more limited and obvious informal operations; but it is nonsensical
to aim at the total elimination of our personal participation” (Polanyi, 1958, 259).
5. Components of non-explicit experience can be made explicit by scientific techniques, by processes
of reflection or in-depth interviews. These methods have their limitations, however (Rammert, 2007,
150). These efforts are difficult and do not alter the fact that the complexity of experiences is not
completely assignable, quantifiable and thus not formalizable.
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To reach a better understanding of processes of experience within
organizations we are going to expound – based on two empirical cases – how
engineers are dealing with questions of handling experiences during their everyday
work, how they are sharing experiential knowledge and which accompanying
problems are arising. The empirical results draw upon the diploma thesis of
Annette Albert (2008).

2

Handling of Work Experience at Automotive
Engineering Departments: Two Case Studies

2.1

Research Questions and Basics of the Investigation

The empirical study looks at processes of experience in engineering departments
of the automobile industry. The interviews took place in the period from
November 2006 to April 2007 at two OEMs (Original Equipment Manufacturer), a
component supplier of the automobile industry and a university engineering
department6.
To arrive at the conclusions a total of eighteen qualitative interviews with
various development engineers and also employees in managing positions were
conducted. The main topics of the guideline which was used for structuring the
interviews were7:
–

Daily work of the engineers: What kind of knowledge is needed to fulfill their
tasks and duties?

–

Interaction at workstation: With which channels and with whom engineers
exchange their experiences?

–

Dealing with experiential knowledge: Is it possible to circulate experiential
knowledge?

–

Management approaches: Are there any approaches at the investigated
organizations and do they make sense?

Organization A is a multinational company operating globally. It manufactures 13
different car brands. Thirteen engineering centers are organized in four
6. For the argumentation in this article only the interviews at the OEMs are used.
7. It depended on the position of the interviewee how the topics were weighted during the interviews.
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engineering regions worldwide. All interviewees of organization A work at the
German engineering center, which represents the European engineering region
together with the engineering centers in the Great Britain and Sweden. The region
employs about 8.000 people. The engineering activities of this organization are
organized globally, in a decentralized manner.
The second company (Organization B) was founded in and is situated in
Germany. The headquarter of engineering is the German engineering center with
circa 8.500 employees. In addition, there are eight other centers worldwide, which
primarily make regional specifications or have a strategic background. The
company manufactures two car brands, whose development and engineering are
organized and coordinated by the German engineering center. In contrast to
organization A, the engineering activities are concentrated on one site.
Engineering departments play a central role for producers of automobiles since
innovative developments ensure and improve the market position of the companies.
Engineering work is not only performed by employees of the OEMs. Besides the
outsourcing of engineering tasks to the component suppliers, the organizations try to
cover short-term manpower requirements with the hiring of engineering service
providers or by availing of idle capacity of engineering centers, which belong to the
company.8 Besides the collaboration with suppliers and engineering service
providers, there are also projects with other OEMs. The strategy for these projects is
to reduce costs either by planning joint purchases or by pooling of resources.9 Hence
an automotive engineer collaborates with other (internal and external) engineers of
different departments, engineering centers and companies.
The importance of work-related experience of engineers working at
development departments can hardly be underestimated. Experience-based
knowledge is combined with new information and requirements in order to solve
arising problems and to develop innovative products. In this way experiences are
expanded and new ones are acquired. All engineers possess technical knowledge,
which they, for the most part, have acquired at engineering colleges and
universities. But in order to get real experts, they need practical experience. This
experience plays an important role in their careers, such as in coordinating or
project leader positions.
Professional experiences are gathered continuously in all sorts of situations
and places. The acquisition of experience begins at school and colleges and
8. Engineering service providers are organizations that realize engineering tasks for single components,
or complete automotive projects.
9. The collaboration between OEMs is outside the scope of this paper.
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continues throughout their professional careers. The culture of the country and the
organizational culture of companies as well as the personal environment form
important components of experiential knowledge which is being used in handling
standards, technology and people.10
2.2

Opportunities and Challenges of Exchanging Experience

The daily work of engineers involves exchanging with others and collaborating
with different people. The investigated companies provide mainly two ways for
exchanging knowledge: firstly an engineer documents his knowledge and hands
this documents to others; secondly, the engineer uses communication means such
as exchanging via e-mail, telephone or using face-to-face encounters.
The circulation of knowledge in the form of documents occurs in organization
A and B in the manner that the bearer of knowledge writes it down and publishes
it. These documents are saved in a database or the intranet and are available to
other colleagues. Is this kind of knowledge circulation and dissemination
appropriate for the exchange of experiences? Below, the challenges connected to
documentation as a form of exchanging experience will be discussed, and if these
challenges can be accommodated within the specific characteristics of experiential
knowledge.
Most interviewees report problems of formulating and putting experiential
knowledge into words. These difficulties are related to two aspects again. Since
professional experiences are often used intuitively, respondents report on
difficulties of putting knowledge used daily into writing. When dealing only with
documenting experience, there is furthermore the lack of an interlocutor who is
seen as facilitating the retrieval of experiences.
Another problem of knowledge circulation and exchange are the different
knowledge backgrounds of those who exchange. A document is generally written
from one particular point of view, which may cause lots of misunderstandings on
the part of the user. In contrast, it seems easier to communicate and find out what
experience backgrounds exist and in which context the problem is manifesting
itself.
10. Likewise, the experiences of engineers strongly depend on, what kind of engineer he/she is. The
interviewees differentiate two kinds of engineers, the constructing engineer and the project engineer.
The first designs and draws a component of the automobile on the computer. So the job of a
constructing engineer is a combination of drawing, developing of ideas and the application of computer
programs. The project engineers coordinate the development of a component through the engineering
process until the start of serial production. He/she writes the specifications on which the supplier
designs the component.
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Furthermore, the storage of written documentation is an issue. The question is
how such knowledge can be structured, labeled and saved in a database in order to
retrieve it whenever needed. The use of a database (saving and finding) is a
problem for both, the producer and the user of a document.
A further difficulty of written documentation is its snap-shot character and the
fact that it may be quickly outdated. It represents a specific situation at a particular
time, while the knowledge of the producer develops and adapts to new and
different situations.
Besides the already mentioned aspects, which prevent a productive,
experience oriented utilization of documents, there are some additional difficulties
such as comprehending the wording and the content, and last but not least
implementing the written information. The utilization of documents makes sense
and is helpful for certain circumstances and purposes. For some areas of
engineering work documents are even indispensable.11 But a purely written
exchange of experience has to be considered as insufficient given its manifold
problems.
Let us turn to communication as a way of exchanging professional experience
at the workplace. As well as for documentations, the question is again, if
communication is the appropriate channel for knowledge circulation in automobile
companies. Three communication methods – e-mail, telephone and face-to-face
encounters – have been looked at.
E-mail communication demonstrates similar problems to dealing with written
documentation. An advantage of exchanging e-mails is the direct and immediate
contact with the bearer of knowledge. But the respondents in both companies
judge that it is not possible to handle complex and multi-faceted issues via e-mail.
In contrast to using e-mail, communication over the telephone enables direct
contact. Interlocutors are responsive to each other and are able to approach a
problem and discuss its various dimensions. The critical issues of the telephone are
the lack of body language, facial expressions and personal contact. The
interviewees could not name reasons for their opinions, but felt that this is the
main difficulty when using the telephone for the exchange of experience.
The engineers prefer the telephone to written documentation, but they
consider personal contact the most effective mode of communication for
exchanging experience. When talking face-to-face one interacts with the whole

11. For lack of space in this paper the positive effects of documentation are not further elaborated upon.
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person and not only the voice. Furthermore, one gets the opportunity to understand
the motives, the ideas and the acting of the interlocutor.
The exchange of experience in organization A and B is either initiated
indirectly by a conversation or directly by a specific request. Specific requests are
triggered by knowledge gaps, problems and conflicts. Experience of others is
mostly accessed by direct contact, as a targeted query for a certain type of
experience or as a conversation in a specific context.
2.3

Types of Collaboration

After illustrating the significance of documentation and communication for the
exchange of experience, in the following we will examine the different types of
collaboration of engineers. This is very important for the analysis of experience
exchanges processes in both companies, since we will gain insights on the specific
contexts of exchanging experience.
Both companies A and B have a location in Germany. The engineers work
together in projects with colleagues in their own as well as other departments.
They sit in open-plan offices and are able to reach the other divisions with little
time and effort.12 In spite of spatial closeness, the engineers pointed out that they
communicate by and large via e-mail in order to avoid unnecessary efforts.13
Outside departments, telephone is often used, but engineers avail also occasionally
of face-to-face conversation. Within divisions direct face-to-face communication
is the most common means of exchanging knowledge.
The German engineering center of company A works closely with the other
two locations in Europe. The three European locations form common departments
and, at times carry out a joint project. In this case, entire departments are
physically separated. Though there is an air shuttle allowing for seeing each other
regularly, the interviewees report a marked difference to collaboration within one
location.14 However, e-mails are the most utilized form of communication,
followed by telephone contact.
Furthermore engineers of organization A work together with colleagues from
Asia and America. The purpose of this collaboration is mainly to coordinate
12. Colleagues working on a specific assignment (car body parts, engine, etc) or colleagues working on
a specific type of car, share usually an open plan space.
13. As it turns out, e-mails are more often than not, not the most effective means of communication, as
the initial mail is followed by a mail exchange. The result is in many cases direct communication.
14. One of the interviewed persons reports, that his group uses the air shuttle very intensively.
Colleagues meet each other weekly alternating between Germany and Sweden.
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components, which are developed cross-continentally. Regular face-to-face
meetings are hardly possible unless colleagues from abroad work in one location
for a certain period. In this case, the communication mechanisms are not different
from those for engineers in one location. But generally face-to-face meetings are
rather the exception than the rule in international collaboration endeavors. The
main means of communication are e-mails and the telephone keeping in mind that
the use of the telephone is often restricted by continental time differences.
Both companies work together with suppliers and engineer service providers
and three types of work organization processes can be distinguished. The first
possibility is that the external engineers perform their tasks within their own
company. In this case, a project leader is carrying out the consultation with the
OEM. A second option is that the engineers of the partner organizations
communicate regularly with each other. The third version is that the external
engineers are integrated in the organization as resident engineers and work on
location. The communication depends on these types of collaboration. In the case
of the resident engineer, the communication can be very similar to that of
engineers within one location. In the second version, there are regular meetings for
coordination and in addition telephone contact and e-mails. In the extreme
example where there is only a project leader for coordination there is no direct
exchange between the engineers at all.
From the combination of the explanations about the types of experience
exchange on the one hand and the description of the different modes of
collaboration on the other hand follow the results, which factors forward the
experience exchange in the organizations and which factors constrict it.

3

Summary of the Empirical Results

Most interview partners point out that experience exchange takes place within a
location, especially inside of departments by direct personal communication. The
exchange of experience also happens with colleagues working in European
locations and with internal (e.g. from America) and external engineers that work
on location. However, the exchange can be influenced by factors like language and
mentality of the engineers. With overseas colleagues and external engineers who
can rarely be met face-to-face exchange of experience is hardly possible, if not at
all.
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In the field of information studies processes of information seeking, use and
sharing have been studied quite well. Instructive summaries and descriptions of
the current state of research concerning the situation of engineers can be found at
e.g. Hirsh and Dinkelacker (2004, 808f), Kwasitsu (2003, 459f) or Kraaijenbrink
(2007, 1369).
An interesting parallel between the findings of these studies and our results is
the importance of personal exchange between engineers15. Personal contacts are
one of the most popular ways for gathering information (Yitzhaki & Hammershlag
2004, 836, Hertzum & Pejtersen 2000, 763).
A considerable difference is that there is a wide range of technical options for
engineers to get information. Important and well used information sources are the
internet, intranets or databases (Kraaijenbrink, 2007, Yitzhaki & Hammershlag,
2004). But these sources are not adjusted to the engineers’ demand for experiential
knowledge and therefore they are not capable and not used for sharing experiences
among the engineers of the two examined automobile companies.
Spatial closeness is the most crucial factor for effective experience exchange
(see also Hustad, 2004, 59). Working in one room supports frequent direct
communication of colleagues, as a planned conversation in meetings as well as the
more spontaneous and often unplanned exchange at everyday work. In these
encounters experiences are passed on intentionally and unintentionally. Some
interviewees search deliberately for this spatial closeness by visiting other
departments.
How spatial structures influence different aspects of work exactly is a field of
research yet to be more closely examined. The study of engineering departments in
organization A and B shows that spatial closeness stimulates the exchange of
experience extensively. Daily collaboration and a common workstation help to get
to know each other, develop mutual trust and support developing team spirit. The
creation of those collective identities is closely connected to the corporate culture.
Personal acquaintance is an important basis for exchanging experiences
between colleagues. Willingness to engage in a conversation and to exchange
experience is greater with familiar persons. Furthermore, an engineer is more
familiar with the expertise of a colleague known to him. He is therefore able to
address problems quickly, or pass on experiences taking the knowledge
15. One reason for that parallel might be the circumstance that engineers often seek for information for
solving complex problems or exploring ideas (Kwasitsu, 2003, 465). To fulfil these tasks engineers
normally need more than just information. A dialog with a co-worker can be very helpful here because
it provides beside the specific information the opportunity to learn from the experiences of the
colleague.
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background of this person into account. In this way, a personal network is
cultivated, in which a lively exchange of experience takes place. All the
interviewees report on personal networks which they involve when having
problems, but also, when they want to meet each other e.g. to go to the canteen.
Besides the mentioned factors – spatial closeness, culture of communication in
the organization, and personal acquaintance – the individual knowledge
background of each engineer affects the possibility to exchange experience with
colleagues. An important conclusion of the empirical investigation is, that it is less
relevant, which content is exchanged but much more, with whom an exchange of
experience takes place.
We have attributed great importance to in-house communication. Succeeding
communication in turn depends on an appropriate corporate culture. Exchanging
experiential knowledge through intensive communication requires a vital culture
of knowledge, which causes a working atmosphere where one can make mistakes
or where one can say something that does not seem to be very reasonable at first
glance. And error tolerance calls for a relationship of confidence within the staff.
In addition, a culture of reciprocal acceptance and appreciation is needed for a
lively exchange of experiences. In this connection, the organizational networks
play an important role once again. In networks there often exist relationships of
confidence, a common language and a collectively shared practice. That’s why
networks often prove their value as experience-networks.
From the interviews stood out that language can constrict the exchange when
not done in the native language. In addition, a very positive effect on the
experience exchange is not only having the same native language, but even using a
common terminology. Differences in professional language are being constantly
produced at daily work, and moreover strongly influenced by the differences in
education and training of the engineers. Both companies employ a variety of
differently educated engineers, whose daily areas of work overlap hardly or not at
all. In addition, given the international nature of the companies in the study, the
variety is even bigger considering that the international origin of the engineering
work force. This means that exchange of experience needs to take place on the
basis of highly differing training and knowledge backgrounds.
Behavior patterns, working methods and communication styles are not
identical worldwide, but always cultural specific. Hence the collaboration of
people with different cultural backgrounds carries specific issues. Several
interviewed people report that strong cultural differences may even prevent
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experience exchange. For instance, one interviewee reported that colleagues from
Asia are very cautious and reserved which often prevents professional exchange16.
In addition to individual knowledge backgrounds the social skills of each
person are an important factor for experience exchange. For instance, the ability to
communicate, the talent to build personal networks and the willingness to
exchange with others are soft skills, which affect the possibility of exchanging
experience.
The empirical results illustrate the conditions and challenges of organizing a
process of exchanging experience in companies. There are measures to support the
exchange of experience indeed, but these are mostly unconnected actions. For
example there is the air shuttle service in organization A, the project centers as
well as the ‘lessons learned’ and ‘best practice’ databases. These are instruments,
which are useful for the exchange of experience and used by the engineers. The
interviewees assume – without listing more measures – that there may be other
efficient instruments to support the experience exchange. But in summing up the
voices of the interviewed engineers in the end exchange of experience happens on
a very individual basis and relies mostly on personal networks.
Comparing organizational structures of both companies similarities and
differences can be identified. The corporate culture of both companies is open and
fosters the exchange of experience. This means there is an open communication
atmosphere between colleagues and with their superiors. Many conversations
happen informally and new employees and external engineers are integrated into
the companies easily.
But given the spatial closeness of organization B, it has a competitive edge
over organization A regarding experience exchange processes. Furthermore,
company B does not have internal problems of different native languages and
cultural backgrounds because of the local concentration of the engineering.
Both companies are aware that professional experience and its exchange
among colleagues are crucial for the competitiveness of the organization.
Comparing the management approaches, both companies have instituted
measures, which have a positive effect on the exchange of experience between
engineers. However, most exchanges take place at an informal level. What was
missing in both companies was an integrated general concept for an accomplished
theory-led experience management.

16. For the challenges of the flow of information in global organizations see Milewski et al., 2007,
Hustard, 2004.
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4

Prospect: Perspectives on “Experience
Management”

What does the above-mentioned theoretic comments and empirical insights mean
for “Experience Management”? What can we say about approaches of capturing,
structuring and sharing experiential knowledge? How can we characterize the
conditions and challenges of an ambitious handling with experiences within an
organization?
Developing Experience Management as a technical method, which intends to
solve challenges like transferring experience via computer technology, is an erring
way. Managing experiences is not mainly a technological issue because
experiential knowledge is not a standardised and formalised procedure. But that
doesn’t mean that technology couldn’t be helpful for supporting processes of
experience and knowledge. The point here is that we should not act on the
assumption that a social issue can be managed technologically and we should not
pursue the intention of expropriating the employees’ personal knowledge to store
it in a database. Furthermore, the important question is how people can learn, think
and work with technological equipment. That takes into consideration that
knowledge cannot be adopted or generated from the internet or a database with a
mouse click. Rather, Knowledge Management, and that is important and farreaching, has to be understood as a process of communicating and learning17.
However, we need to keep in mind that smooth-running communication,
business culture, appreciation and confidence are soft factors, that grow slowly
and whose presence cannot be simply determined. For instance, employees often
have, like in the two examined organizations, their own informal ways of dealing
with knowledge which they don’t want to alter or they don’t co-operate because
knowledge is a personal power resource to them which they exploit according to
their individual interests. These individual ways and strategies can only hardly and
slowly be changed by the management.
Nevertheless a systematic handling of knowledge in organizations is possible.
Many ideas, tools and methods are available which have to be adjusted to the
specific organizational background and practice. Communities of Practice and
Storytelling are two catchwords here.
With Communities of Practice organizations can try to influence processes of
communication purposefully. Through Communities of Practice the management
17. For the importance of the principle of a learning organization for knowledge sharing see WidénWulff & Suomi, 2003.
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can bring people together and foster communication instead of trying to detach
knowledge from persons. A Community of Practice is a technique to create spaces
where people can learn and work together and where they don’t need to fulfil their
daily duties. The employees have the freedom to dig deeper into topics they
normally cannot pursue. The three essential elements of a Community of Practice
are a shared knowledge domain, a constituted community and a collaborative
practice of learning and working (Wenger et al., 2002, Brown & Duguid, 2001).
In contrast to Information Management documentations are less significant
when dealing with experiential knowledge. As we have described documentations
or databases are mostly not suitable for dealing with experiential knowledge.
Storytelling is an approach that starts off at this point and tries to use documents to
distribute experiential knowledge in spite of these constraints. The main aim is the
experience-oriented preparing of documents. The intention of Storytelling is not to
identify or to define data and information, but to distribute knowledge by telling
complete stories about how an incident occurred. The main target is to reflect
circumstances that seem to be diffuse or not really important at first glance. But
those stories often prove to be very valuable for sharing knowledge. The
documents provide space for personal impressions and subjective views on job
issues. The documents don’t contain solely facts, but also describe work flows in a
narrative way in everyday speech. Moreover (with appropriate software
applications), also photos, movies, computerized simulations, discussion forums
or contact details of colleagues with similar interests can become part of an
experience-oriented documentation (Reinmann, 2005, Schreyögg, 2005).
All in all, a basic problematic remains that indicates a dilemma in dealing with
experience and knowledge within the economic context: With “Experience
Management” companies get involved in a very complex practice of regulation
that cannot be mastered technically, that cannot be compared with the management
of monetary assets and that is full of unexpected moments. This is the reason why
a general formula for one best way of managing knowledge cannot be identified.
Furthermore, managing experiential knowledge becomes an ambivalent project.
On the one hand it creates auspicious perspectives and on the other hand it requires
involvement in contingent processes18. Because it is impossible to regulate the
increase, sharing and use of knowledge by some arrangements, it is necessary to

18. For instance organizational networks cannot only affect transmitting of experience positively, but
they also include the risk of closeness and exclusion. Networks can be so closely knit that they are
locked for new persons or new ideas.
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tolerate uncertainty. Ambitious approaches of managing experiences have to deal
with weak causalities and must be open-minded about unforeseen events.
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Abstract
This paper covers the themes of exchange theory, social exchange theory and social capital as
related to information and knowledge sharing in online environments. It presents findings from
three cases where individuals were encouraged to share information online in the expectation
that this would lead to new knowledge creation. The work presented aligns with that of others
who have recognized that social exchange theory may be deployed as an innovative means of
analyzing economic and non-economic transactions between individuals and organizations
(Bignoux, 2006, 619). The findings both inform, and raise questions, about motivating
information sharing in online environments with reference to both the provision of incentives to
participate, and the management of social capital. From the analysis of the three case studies it
is concluded that the degree to which information may be exchanged in online environments
relies more heavily on the extent to which actors are socially integrated with one another than it
does on other factors such as investment in technical infrastructure, dedicated staffing or
financial incentives for information sharing. Thus these findings indicate that those who hope to
enhance information sharing practice online need to pay more attention to the means by which
they make it possible for potential participants to build relationships of trust with one another,
and less attention to the design of formal incentive structures.

1

Introduction

The aptitude and willingness of individuals to share information is recognised as a
capability crucial to knowledge management and organizational learning. The
level of sharing impacts the efficiency with which new knowledge is created,
transmitted, stored and further shared. In 2001 Hall first proposed that that social
exchange theory might provide a suitable theoretical framework to account for
information sharing behaviour in online environments (Hall, 2001, 2003).
Empirical work conducted in a large, distributed corporation provided some
evidence to support the view that the concepts of social exchange theory might be
applicable in a knowledge market. However, in this case the parallels with
exchange theory, as related to broader metaphors from economics, were more
easily drawn (Hall, 2002). Further research into online information sharing
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behaviour – this time in a non-corporate environment where the blogging
behaviours of undergraduate students were examined – was conducted to explore
whether interactions might be motivated differently where participants are not paid
employees of any particular organization. A third case – here focused on
information behaviours amongst a group of Masters students whose programme of
study mainly comprised virtual courses – adds further insight to our understanding
of the role of social exchange theory as an explanatory factor of information
sharing behaviour in online environments. Together, the findings from these three
cases raise questions about motivating information and knowledge sharing,
particularly with respect to the design of incentive systems and the management of
social capital within groups.

2

Exchange, Social Exchange, Information
Sharing and Social Capital

Hall (2003) provides a detailed account of social exchange theory and its possible
application in information science research. Social exchange theory is an
extension of exchange theory, the main tenet of which is that individuals make
choices from a range of options on the basis of assessing which offers the best
value for the lowest cost. Here economic resources are bought and sold according
to contractual obligations. The main actors are participants who form relationships
to trade resources and currency. There are three main types of exchange structure:
(1) direct or restricted, where two actors trade with one another with an
expectation of reciprocation; (2) generalized, where a number of actors belonging
to a group trade with one another and paths of reciprocation are less easily defined;
and (3) productive, where individuals engage in exchange for the purposes of
achieving a joint output. It has been argued that exchange theory does not lend
itself to application in the study of information assets because such resources
cannot be controlled by traditional market mechanisms (Wu, Hsu & Yeh, 2007,
328). Social exchange also refers to the trading of goods by individuals and groups
of people in the same types of exchange structure, but in this case these actors
share lasting social bonds and maintain high levels of trust (Hsu, Yu & Yen, 2007,
156, Widén-Wulff & Ginman, 2004, Wu, Hsu & Yeh, 2007, 328). They are known
to one another through long-term dependent relationships. In addition, the
resources that they exchange are often more highly valued than their market cost,
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and mutual obligation of trading partners is less clearly defined than is the case in
straightforward economic exchanges (Bock & Kim, 2002, 16).
In the social sciences, researchers from three domains have exhibited a
particular interest in social exchange theory: (1) anthropologists researching
practices of gift giving; (2) behavioural psychologists concerned with learning
processes; and (3) sociologists considering power relationships, commitment and
affective ties. Less evident in the literature, are studies which have explicitly
adopted the ideas of social exchange theory and linked them to the sharing of
intangibles such as information and knowledge. This is not to say, however, that
the concepts of social exchange theory are irrelevant in the domain. Rather, there is
a body of work that implies the importance of social exchange, but without
acknowledgement of the theory per se. In library and information science, for
example, it has been recognised that there is much scope for arguing that social
exchange theory might explain practices related to a number of prominent research
themes such as: processes of scholarship; scholarly communication; citation
analysis and trust; information sharing across networks; and acknowledgements
and gift giving (Cronin, 1995).
Likewise, the concepts of social capital have attracted the attention of
researchers in the social sciences: for example, its role in underpinning the
development of intellectual capital has been formalized (Nahapiet & Ghoshal,
1998) and developed (Adler & Kwon, 2000). The primary drivers of this interest
relate to the rise of the knowledge-based organization (Lesser, 2000). They thus
have relevance to information scientists who explore how social networks may
offer organizational advantage through the exploitation of the stock of shared
resources accessed through relationships (Tymon & Stumpf, 2003). In particular,
knowledge sharing challenges are seen to be underlined in the dimensions of social
capital. Recent work in the domain of information science has used social capital
as a framework for the analysis of information behaviour (Widén-Wulff &
Ginman, 2004, Widén-Wulff, 2007), and this has been further extended (WidénWulff, Ek, Ginman, Perttilä, Södergård, & Tötterman, 2008 in press). Yet to be
explored in detail, however, is the relational dimension of the social capital
framework with specific reference to social exchange theory as applied to
information sharing practice in online environments. The case studies described in
this paper may be seen as a starting point for an exploration of these themes. The
analysis of the findings gives an indication of the conditions amenable for the
improvement of information sharing practice in online environments. This, in turn,
may later provide pointers for the support new knowledge creation.
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3

Case A: Corporate Environment

In 2002 social exchange theory was proposed as a framework for exploring the
mechanics of information exchange in Setting A: a large, international,
professional services company. At the time of the study the company was
dependent on complex technological platforms, largely focused on its intranet, for
information sharing online. Efforts to encourage deployment of the intranet for this
purpose were led by the company’s knowledge managers, assisted by a number of
intranet content producers whose roles mainly comprised handling contributions
from “professional” staff for uploading to the system. There was an understanding
in the company that high levels of information sharing using the tools provided in
this environment would attract reward at appraisal time.
Conditions for social exchange are strongly linked to the relational dimension
of social capital, for example: actors share social bonds; they maintain high levels
of trust; and they are known to one another through long-term dependent
relationships. Therefore, provided that it could be shown that online information
sharing in this setting relied on social exchange, it followed that social capital
might be considered as a driver of the intranet as a tool for knowledge
management. It was anticipated that examination of online information sharing
practice in Setting A would facilitate exploration of the role that social capital
plays as a foundation for new knowledge creation and, by association, any
resultant improvements in product and services delivery.
In-depth interviews with twenty UK knowledge management staff in Setting
A provided an opportunity to establish the extent to which social exchange theory
could explain dominant information sharing practice in the company’s online
environment, which had been deliberately set up for this purpose. An environment
for exchange was in evidence: provision of an exchange structure was indicated in
the establishment of the platform on which exchange was meant to take place, and
there was organizational interest in the company becoming a workplace in which
open knowledge sharing was the norm (for example, in the company’s Values
charter it was stated explicitly that it supported the open and proactive sharing of
knowledge). Exchange resources were also evident: the main commodities were
information and knowledge assets, and the main currency for which they were
traded was anticipation of financial reward at appraisal time. The exchange actors
in this case were the “professional” staff who traded through knowledge managers
and intranet content producers, who in turn acted as brokers.
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However, findings from the analysis of interview data revealed that it would
be difficult to argue that this environment encouraged social exchange. Most
notable were the main actors’ difficulties in building long-term dependent
relationships based on trust that could be put to good effect in the online
environment. For example, in the majority of cases the brokers felt distant from the
staff that they were meant to support. This distance was both physical and
notional, with a large number of the knowledge management staff based in a
centralized function removed from the main business units of the company, and
often regarded as administrators performing “non-professional” functions, rather
than playing strategic roles that would contribute to the company’s business
development. Even those knowledge management staff located within the business
units struggled to build relationships with others. They were largely desk-bound,
whereas the “professional” staff were often away from the base, frequently
changed roles, and regularly switched teams according to business needs. It was
difficult for the knowledge management staff even to keep track of who was where
in such a fluid staffing structure, let alone establish and grow strong relationships
with those whose online information sharing practice they were hoping to
improve. The dominant strategies for gathering contributions to add to the online
resource illustrate how the knowledge management staff compensated for their
social distance from the main actors. Although they were not subject experts
themselves, they had to identify useful content and ask (and/or often nag) others
for it: it was rare that any of the main actors would automatically, or proactively,
offer up resources to enlarge the intranet resource. As a consequence of this, the
quality of material that it was possible to make available online was dubious: had
this been an environment for social exchange, the resources would normally have
been highly valued, as explained above.
It cannot, however, be argued that social exchange was irrelevant to
information and knowledge sharing in this company. An important distinction
needs to be made between the different economies for information exchange in
this setting. Whereas the “official” information economy was centered on the
company’s intranet, there existed “grey” and “black” information economies,
based mainly on off-line communication by telephone and in meetings amongst
actors in clique relationships, which – when considered together – formed the
corporate grapevine. It was clear that it was in these circumstances that valuable
socially-motivated information and knowledge exchange took place, mainly as a
synchronous person-to-person exchange. As one interviewee put it: “[People are]
much happier just to pick up the phone and go and see somebody”. Another
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explained “[Because] it’s all geographically distinct… your business issues are
best dealt by discussing in real time, real space”. As a supplement to this, privately
shared online resources were held, accessible to small, closed groups – much to the
frustration of the company’s knowledge brokers: “I find time and time again that –
within teams – people develop their own templates… They store them on their
own section of [the shared] drive… So they have their own, as opposed to
universal, knowledge-sharing environment.”
Consideration of the exchange economy that developed around the intranet
deployment provides some explanations as to why this off-line practice had not
transferred to the online environment. The first issue was the system provided for
online information sharing. From its launch, apparent technical problems served as
a disincentive for using the intranet, regardless of any potential benefit. Translated
into economic terms, the investment in market infrastructure was inadequate.
Perceptions of the platform were applied to the information content that it held. As
a result, resources available online were undervalued, regardless of their quality.
This may indicate trades descriptions problems with the “goods”, and that the
economy did not value information resources as its main currency. A perceived
lack of genuine organizational interest in online information sharing was also a
problem: despite management proclamations otherwise, it was generally believed
that there was greater career advantage in hoarding, rather than sharing
information online. The lack of obvious sanctions for such behaviour could be
framed in economic terms as inattention to adequate regulatory frameworks in the
market place, as could poor engagement on the part of senior staff be viewed as a
failure of product endorsement. Similar parallels can be drawn with reference to
the treatment of information and knowledge assets. Refusal to contribute content
on the grounds that it was confidential, sensitive and/or of limited interest to a
wider audience might be perceived as restrictions on the trade of particular goods.
Equally the difficulties experienced by potential partners in building relationships
can be equated to trade barriers. These factors thus confirm that there was, indeed,
an exchange environment in this setting for online information sharing, but they
also reinforce the view that it was an environment that supported exchange, rather
than social exchange.
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4

Case B: Educational Environment 1 –
Undergraduates

The second case focuses on blogging practice amongst students taking a third year
undergraduate module offered at a UK university in 2007. The students were
expected to post blog entries on topics related to the themes of the module as part
of their course work over the course of a semester. Of particular interest for this
study was that the students were obliged to post at least one comment on two
different blogs of other class colleagues each week. It was suspected that
established friendships might influence information exchange in commenting
practice, and thus point to the applicability of social exchange theory as an
explanatory factor of information sharing in this particular online environment.
Five data sets were analyzed to establish the influences on information
exchange amongst the student actors. These were:
1.

Student “proximity” data (all students): these provided details of the official
“location” of each student in terms of degree programme, tutorial group for
the module, and course work team for the assessed group work for the module.

2.

Main blog entries (all students): these included individual reflections on
information sharing in the blogging environment, and statements of
motivations to participate.

3.

Comments on main blog entries (all students): the content of actual exchanges;
patterns of reciprocation in commenting practice.

4.

Survey of student ties (35 students): this established levels of acquaintance/
friendship both at the start and at the end of the module.

5.

Interview data: in-depth interviews with three students who were able to
provide commentary on the preliminary findings of the research project.

A number of possible influences on information exchange were identified. These
were: existing relationships at the start of the module; a desire to reciprocate; and
hard and soft external rewards for participation. Each of these is discussed in turn
below.
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In order to assess the impact of existing relationships on the propensity to
share information online through comments, the commenting practice of a
sample19 of the 595 student pairs was checked for levels of reciprocation. Here
“reciprocation” was understood as “A comments on B’s blog and B comments on
A’s blog at any point during the module”. The findings are summarized in Table 1
below.
Table 1. Relationships and reciprocation.
“Friend” pairs
(n=44)

“Acquaintance” pairs
(n=17)

“Stranger” pairs
(n=45)

No reciprocation

48%

94%

96%

A little reciprocation
no pattern

27%

6%

4%

Some reciprocation
a pattern is evident

2%

0%

0%

Much reciprocation
a strong pattern is evident

23%

0%

0%

Total

100%

100%

100%

The data in the table shows that students who were established in friendship pairs
were more likely to reciprocate comments online than those who were not. When
the data presented in summary form in Table 1 were matched against the student
“proximity” data it was discovered that the highest levels of reciprocation activity
were between students on the same degree, in the same tutorial group and, in some
cases, in the same course work team. Further evidence of established friendships
supporting reciprocation was found in the students’ main blogs entries, as
illustrated in the comments below:
–

“The only comments I have received are from people that I know and I think it
is the same for other students. I do the same as well. I only send comments to
people I know. “

–

“In the first week I posted comments only to [my friends’] blogs to get
comments from them on my own blog.”

–

“I have tried to comment on as many blogs as possible. However, it is so much
easier to comment on my friends’ blogs since I understand their thinking
better”.

19.The sample comprised student pairs where the level of friendship was agreed. All 44 student pairs
who agreed that both members were “friends” were included, as were all 17 “acquaintances”. Since the
majority of students were strangers to one another, a sample of 45 “stranger” pairs was included for
analysis.
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These data in combination therefore suggest that proximity leads to friendship, and
this encourages socially-motivated information exchange. This, in turn, may
reinforce the feelings of proximity and friendship.
Reciprocation per se was also examined as an explanatory factor for
commenting practice. There was evidence in the data to support this. Some blogs
hinted at the possible existence of a gift economy in this online environment.
Other motivating factors were rewards related to reputation, local “fame” and
status (soft rewards) and marks (hard rewards). Examples of comments related to
these motivating factors are given in Table 2.
Table 2. Other motivations to provide comments.
Motivation to participate

Student comments

Reciprocation per se
(A gift economy?)

“One thing I do feel when someone comments on my blog I feel
obliged… to comment [on theirs].”
“[I am] a bit disappointed with the turn-out of comments on my blog
site as I tried to harass people to post comments but I guess it didn’t
work… If I posted more on other people’s blogs, perhaps I would
have gotten a few more comments.”

Soft rewards of reputation, local “fame”
and status

“I was more likely to comment on blogs which I found particularly
interesting, reflective and thought-provoking… which were a little
lengthier, and it was clear that the person had put some time into
thinking about [what they had written].”
“We were all aware that everyone was meant to comment on another
two blog entries. Therefore you didn’t want to be seen as the one who
had been left out, or less popular… receiving a comment almost
acted as a stamp of approval. It was rewarding to know that the blog
had actually been read by someone [and] the time and effort to write
the blog entries had been worthwhile.”

Hard rewards of marks

“I did try to get a good mark with my blog, but I also tried to make a
blog that was different.”
“I definitely don’t think I would have created blogs and posted
comments had it not been part of the course work specification.”

With regards to the hard reward of marks, three levels of participation were
evident:
1.

Students were conscious of the mark, yet still making an effort: information
exchange in the online environment was worth more than the mark alone.

2.

Reluctant participation: participation with an eye on the level of mark to be
achieved.

3.

Minimal effort: sole interest in participating was to gain a mark.
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From the analysis of data in this setting it can be seen that social incentives, i.e.
maintaining friendships, reciprocating favours, and the provision of soft rewards,
are powerful determinants of information sharing activity in an online
environment. In this case, social exchange theory – which predicts that exchanges
take place more readily between friends than between strangers – is applicable.
This has implications for course design, especially in cases where teaching staff
would like to encourage dialogue for each student across a broad range of contacts.

5

Case C: Educational Environment 2 –
Postgraduates

Case C was developed as part of larger project that examined the structural,
communication and relational dimension of social capital with reference to group
information behaviour in organizations20. Social networks and structures, identity,
and trust were considered key aspects that determine motivations for the sharing of
information in groups. Although the focus of the work as a whole was social
capital (and not an examination of social exchange theory as an explanatory factor
of information sharing, as was the purpose of the work conducted for cases A and
B above), findings from the study provide further evidence of how conditions for
social exchange help support information sharing in online environments.
Membership of the case study population in Case C comprised six students
enrolled in a special adult education programme in Library and Information
Science (LIS) offered by a Finnish university. All students held undergraduate
degrees, and had gained several years of work experience in different fields. Their
goal in taking this programme was to gain an MSc as a higher degree that included
LIS and Information Technology (IT) as the main subjects of study. Programme
delivery was planned so that courses could be taught mainly in a virtual
environment. This suited the geographically dispersed student cohort, and was
especially attractive to those who had on-going work commitments.
It has been established above that social exchange is applicable in sociallybonded groups where individuals who know and trust one another through longterm relationships exchange resources in predominantly generalized exchange
structures. In addition, the resources exchanged are often valued more highly than

20.Other cases considered in this study were from the financial and biotechnology industries. These
have previously been reported elsewhere (Widén-Wulff, 2007).
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their “cost”. Consideration of the relational dimension of social capital in the
student cohort in Case C also provided an opportunity to explore the data collected
and findings through the lens of social exchange theory. Group identity, behaviour
and engagement were evaluated on the analysis of answers to 31 survey questions
which had been formulated on the basis of an assessment tool originally developed
by Tyler and Blader (2001). Those surveyed had a largely homogeneous view on
the group identity: they all described this to be strong, supported by a feeling of
fellowship. Strong group identity was evident in reports of the ease with which
individuals would share their problems and triumphs, and were willing to help one
another when the need arose. It had been shaped by the fact that all the members
were in a similar situation as mature students with several years of work
experience. They all belonged to a tailor-made programme that offered specific
tools for individuals to maintain contact over distance (such as the virtual course
environment, Blackboard and Lotus Learning Space) in the time periods between
physical course meetings. This group identity contributed to engagement: it
encouraged individuals to remain motivated in periods when they felt that it was
difficult to complete their studies. As far as trust was concerned, high levels were
experienced within the group. It was initially shaped in the face-to-face class
meetings and then transferred into the operation of the virtual course platform. In
short, then, it was evident that the group members were well-integrated socially in
trusting relationships.
The extent to which the propensity to share information online was motivated
and/or supported by characteristics of social exchange as exhibited above is worth
consideration. With regards to sharing information online, the students felt that this
was achieved effectively, with the course platform offering the main channel for
such activity. Group work and discussions within the course platform were seen as
most important forms of collaboration, whilst the study planner (which contained
details of the study program, course dates, contents, literature) were regarded most
highly as sources of formal course information. Exchanging information and
helping fellow students came to group members naturally. Despite the high levels
of support offered, individuals did not expect direct reciprocation in return for the
help that they were able to give. However, feeling supported by others motivated
the desire to offer support in the future. This illustrates the contention that general
reciprocation is a “mechanism that induces partners to remain socially indebted by
inhibiting complete payment” (Bignoux, 2006, 621). Exchanging information
online was seen as route to a number of individual benefits, the most important of
which was to contribute to the achievement of individual goals through access to
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information, means of collaboration, and a social network. Of particular interest
was that engagement to help and share information was mainly restricted to the
membership of this specific group: members were not interested in helping others
from outside their immediate circle, such as new students.
The sense of a strong group identity, in an environment where individual
students could rely on mutual trust and support, were key aspects to online
information sharing in Case C where personal resources could be brought to a
collective attention on demand. It can be summarised that the students perform socalled generalised exchange where the exchange happens in forms of trust rather
than direct or productive exchange. They trade social bonds within the group,
maintaining a high level of trust, and from these exchange structures they expect
support in the future. That the privileges of group were not extended beyond the
confines of the group adds to the argument that this case illustrates social exchange
in action.

6

Conclusions

It is clear from these three cases that the exchange of information in online
environments is highly dependent on social relationships. Case A shows that
heavy investment in technical infrastructure and dedicated staff resources, along
with proclamations on the value of online cooperation with financial rewards on
offer, are unlikely to be effective if the individuals charged with managing content
do not enjoy trusting relationships with those expected to supply information
content. Proximity emerges as a strong theme. In Case A the information brokers
were too far removed from the source of high-value information for the online
resource that they serviced. In Case B, time spent in shared classes accounted for
friendship ties. These, in turn, yielded the highest levels of online information
exchange. In Case C, trust in the online environment was first established and
grew from face-to-face interactions. In addition, Case C actors were unwilling to
share the benefit of their strong relationships with group outsiders. Further
evidence of the importance of social factors is demonstrated in the power of social
incentives to information share, as opposed to hard rewards, such as the
expectation of financial compensation in Case A and the straightforward award of
a mark in Case B. As earlier studies have shown (for example, Bignoux, 2006,
Ripeanu, Mowbray, Andrade & Lima, 2006) the extent to which social exchange
theory can explain information sharing behaviour in online environments depends
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on a complex mix of factors. These include the social capital shared amongst
actors, the level of trust on which this is based, the potential for reciprocal
transactions, and the management of incentives structures.
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Entrepreneurship Teaching Conducted as
Strategic Reflexive Conversation
Michael René Kristiansson
The Royal School of Library and Information Sciences
Denmark
Abstract
The paper intends exploring and ascertaining whether the concept of strategic reflexive
conversation can profitably be applied to entrepreneurship. As a start, a process of
conceptualisation is undertaken, which is instrumental in placing the notion of strategic
reflexive conversation into a knowledge management perspective. Strategic reflexive
conversation is presented in an enhanced and updated version, which is contrasted to
entrepreneurship through reflection. The findings indicate and it can be concluded that, with
some important reservations, strategic reflexive conversation can advantageously, and on a pilot
basis, be applied to entrepreneurship in practical environments and within the framework of
entrepreneurship-centred teaching. The present theoretical investigation is solely of an
introductory nature and steps are considered that can lead to the planning of additional
exploratory and empirical studies. No doubt the reported study can be enhanced and refined in a
theoretical sense and be empirically supported. The paper addresses a potentially significant
theme and aims to stimulate discussion, which can provide input and ideas for enhancing
practice-oriented entrepreneurship and be applied to entrepreneurship-centred instructional
activities. The concept of strategic reflexive conversation must be regarded as relevant and are
of clear pertinence to theoretical and practical entrepreneurship to entrepreneurship-oriented
teaching and learning activities.

1

Introduction

From a general perspective, the present paper addresses the relation between
entrepreneurship and knowledge management in the form of strategic reflexive
conversation. More precisely, the focus is directed towards assessing the
possibility of carrying out teaching in entrepreneurship designed as strategic
reflexive conversation and to develop enterprising behaviour. The aim of the paper
is to find out how the notion of strategic reflexive conversation is capable of or not
able to foster or create ”enterprising behaviour”.
The paper presents the notion of strategic reflexive conversation in an
extended and more elaborate version, which is related to entrepreneurship.
Strategic reflexive conversation was for the first time formulated in Gaml and
Kristiansson (2006). Originally, this conceptual framework was designed with a
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view to preparing and implementing library development projects through
handling knowledge. Most recently, the conceptual framework dealt with here has
been implemented and tried out as an action research project in the context of three
concrete library-related development projects (c.f. Kristiansson, 2007). This
investigation showed that strategic reflexive conversation is capable of triggering
innovation and producing strategies for development, but it was found as well that
the concept could, advantageously, be further developed with more emphasis put
on transdisciplinarity. The present paper is of a theoretical nature. Focus is on the
relationship between communicative processes, knowledge production and
entrepreneurship and the ability to create readiness towards opportunities among
students involved in entrepreneurship teaching.
The paper is structured as follows: First, a clarification is made of a number of
concepts, etc. central to the paper and the argumentation. Second, a new and
improved description of the conceptual framework for strategic reflexive
conversation is presented. Third, a section elucidates the concept of
entrepreneurship teaching. Fourth, another section discusses strategic reflexive
conversation in practice. Fifth, coverage given to the possibility of applying
strategic reflexive conversation in relation to entrepreneurship and
entrepreneurship teaching. Finally, the discussion is summed up in a concluding
section.

2

Knowledge Management: Clarification of
Concepts

According to Huotari and Iivonen (2004, 7), viewed broadly, the concept of
knowledge management is considered as comprising “the management of people
as creators of knowledge and the management of information as the raw material
and processes related to knowledge creation and production… it relates to all those
processes that are concerned with the identification, acquisition, creation, storage,
distribution, and use of both information and knowledge”. The present paper
stresses the relations between knowledge, communicative processes and social
conditions.
According to the theories developed within the framework of the cognitive
viewpoint, information is, as viewed from the perspective of the receiver, potential
before it is perceived. Potential information is data, which can be developed into
information, provided that it can be understood – and only if this is the case. If the
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information is not comprehended, potential information remains data. The
perception of data is controlled by current knowledge structures in the actual state
and problem area/situation of the receiver. Information can interfere with or
modify/change states of uncertainty, transform problem areas and knowledge
stages and cause deliberations, decisions, actions, aims, changes of values, etc.
Information can be understood as transformation of knowledge structures [cf.
Brier’s (2006, 263) interpretation of Belkin (1978), de Mey (1980) and Ingwersen
(1992)].
However, a problem arises when you consider information as something,
which represents reality. Information should not be viewed as an entity that tells
you about how the reality is or looks like. The point and problem is that
information – which represents reality – is not necessarily interpreted correctly.
We should also abandon the view of the outside world as a sort of object,
which can be studied in a neutral way, and which could be expected to appear
more clearly the more information we gather about it. Instead, we should recognise
that our way of perceiving and studying the outer world forces the surrounding
world to appear in a special way. This has to do with the fact that empirical
evidence and data collection are theory-dependent. This means that we collect data
and information according to a specific scheme, which is connected to the theory
or to the expectations that are corroborated through the empirical evidence, and
which stands out as a sort of circularism. If data appear or are generated that are
contradictory to the theory or the expectation quite an impressive body of
arguments and proof is required in order to reject the theory or what appears
probable. Typically, the differing data will prompt ad hoc explanations and small
adjustments of what we consider the most probable observations, outcomes or
conclusions. The reason is that our knowledge about the world is concentrated on a
particular view or understanding of the world – pre-understanding – from which
we look at it. Therefore, typically, very convincing data and information are
required for changing our basic assumptions we have acquired through systematic
training learning efforts and into which we have been socialised.
We cannot gain direct and unmediated access to reality. When we perceive the
outer world, we always do so through specific lenses, which tend to tint what we
see and imagine. We perceive one specific thing, occurrence, phenomenon, etc., in
preference to something different, and in a special way, i.e. filtered through our
lenses. In this way, our picture of the world and our knowledge becomes
something that is different from a picture or representation of the world “out
there”. Rather we develop a product of our ways of looking at and categorising the
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world. This does not mean that the physical surrounding world does not exist. The
point is that the way in which the outside world appears does not constitute real
existence, but it stands out as the outcome of the meaning that we attach to the
outer world, i.e. the way it becomes conspicuous to us.
Our knowledge of the world always traverses language. We cannot interpret,
recognise or understand the world without relying on and navigating the language.
The outer world is transmitted through the language.
The problem is that an unlimited store of words and concepts for
communicating our thoughts does not exist. We are forced to reproduce the words
and concepts that are available when we have to express ourselves. When we use a
word or a concept, we repeat a customary notion of the semantic content of a word.
The words and the concepts thereby assume a disciplining function and have a
limiting effect on the thinking activity. Thus, language does not function as a
neutral tool allowing us to express our thoughts and views to others in an
unhampered way.
The language disciplining function is especially visible at the discourse level
where discourses should be viewed as a system for meaning and action; in other
words, a framework of meaning through which the matters and phenomena
covered are assigned a specific meaning, which arises from the very process of
being included in precisely that discourse. Discourses include oral communication
as well as action and physical objects within the same universe and meaning and
place us in different positions (Hansen 2004, 390). In this way, one meaning of a
whole set of words and phenomena is emphasised in the discourse and, as a
consequence, the discourse unifies thought and meaning in a particular degree. In
the context of a specific picture of the world some forms of action become natural
whereas other forms become unthinkable. The discourse thereby assumes a
constructive nature; language and discourses shape reality. Thereby language and
recognition are provided with a constructive function and are the reason why the
notion of strategic reflexive conversation can be applied in relation to action
research, library development and other social conditions.
The entrepreneur is, fundamentally, not objective or neutral in doing his/her
observations of the surrounding world. Human consciousness needs meaning;
human beings orient themselves or navigate in a world of meaning. The
surrounding world should make sense. Meaning is projected on to that which we
experience. The entrepreneur creates a picture of the world that makes sense to
him or her. But there can be no doubt that this constructed picture is not a total or
complete image or depiction of the surrounding world. What is created here by the
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viewer is a look at the surroundings from a specific perspective or seen in a
particular optic. The entrepreneur creates meaningfulness on his/her own, which
makes sense just to the entrepreneur him/herself on the basis of or from the
knowledge he or she possesses at a given time. The entrepreneur creates or
produces a quite personal view of the situation.
According to Andersen (2003) this way of querying implies a shift from
knowledge about the world (ontology) to knowledge of knowledge
(epistemology); from observing “that which is out there” to reflecting on the way
we perceive “that which is out there”. Thus, we can put questions aiming at
clarifying the extent to which the outside world is perceived in an appropriate way
and it occasions reflections on that which is “perceived”. Thus, questions should
not focus on what is perceived, but rather concentrate on how it is perceived. A
shift in focus is made from the object or phenomenon to the way we talk about the
object or the phenomenon. Further, the interrogating activity should consider the
impediments to achieving an insight into the outer world and imply a critical
attitude to the view that has already been established by the outer world.

3

Strategic Reflexive Conversation in a
Theoretical Perspective

Strategic reflexive conversation is a complex concept, which is inspired by a
number of contemporary currents including scenario planning, strategic reflexive
conversation, discourse theory, Modus 2 knowledge production and hermeneutical
philosophy. Scenario planning is applied to a wide variety of purposes and it can
with advantage be drawn upon in strategy and company development and in
preparing for, managing and monitoring organisational learning processes.
Strategic reflexive conversation constitutes a special way of producing new
knowledge. The prevailing opinion and consolidated bodies of knowledge are
challenged through reflexive conversation with a view to shaping new knowledge
and meaning whereas strategic conversation produces new and sturdier knowledge
on that which we at a given time can only faintly see. It is argued later in this paper
that strategic conversation produces knowledge that takes the shape of, among
other things, readiness and gameness in relation to eventualities and thereby
sharpens the ability to see and understand opportunities. Strategic reflexive
conversation differs from van der Heijden’s notion of strategic conversation
because of, among other things, the reliance on another theoretical basis.
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In the following sections four aspects of the concept of strategic reflexive
conversation are presented: 1) scenario planning, 2) strategic reflexive
conversation, 3) transdisciplinarity and 4) the priority of the question.
3.1

Scenario Planning

The basis of strategic reflexive conversation is scenario planning, which is a
special paradigm within strategic management (cf. van der Heijden, 2005, 21–50).
Scenario planning represents a break with traditional organisation theory, which
has the focus directed at rational planning, specialisation by functions along with
bureaucratisation of knowledge and expertise. Scenario planning offers a
processual and discursive view of planning and strategic leadership. Scenario
planning attempts to tackle complexity, uncertainty and unpredictability. This
means that the focus is on ”non-knowledge”; this notion refers to what does not
appear positive to experience, but constitutes what ”we do not know”. This
observation is of decisive importance. The focus is shifted away from certain or
positive knowledge to uncertain knowledge, i.e. to the type of knowledge, which
cannot be predicted. A shift in focus like this provides an opportunity of adopting a
fundamentally innovative mindset, which is the prerequisite of successful
entrepreneurship. It opens up for what we can term scenario recognition: the fact
that we can arrive at a realization, which is critically different from the already
existing meaningfulness or according to Andersen (2003, xiii) ”will enable us to
obtain knowledge, critically different from existing system of meaning”. In this
way, scenario recognition represents the possibility of a radically innovative
approach.
3.2

Strategic and Reflexive Conversation

Scenario planning can be implemented through strategic reflexive conversation
and can analytically be divided into two separate processes: 1) Strategic
conversation and 2) reflexive conversation. Strategic conversation is concerned
with what we do not know – non-knowledge. And reflexive conversation
addresses that which we know – knowledge. Strategic and reflexive conversation
has its focus on language-related or discursive agents. It is assumed that a
relationship exists between language, thought and action.
Strategic conversation is a scenario-related concept, which is based on the
view that a relation exists between language, thought and action. The focus is on
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language-centred and discursive elements, where the point is to develop a strategic
language in a way that, in a strategic perspective, decisions, actions and social
relations can be favourably influenced (cf. van der Heijden, 2005).
The strategy is not to predict the future but to develop a kind of readiness that
makes one able to see opportunities. The problem with conventional planning lies
in the fact that the relevant information often is overlooked or misinterpreted. In
other words, it is assumed that decision-makers are blind because they do not spot
the relevant information in due time and, as a result, they misunderstand the
situation. The point is that significant information does not make sense because it
has not been put into the correct language-centred context. Thus, strategic
conversation is about language development.
On the other hand, reflexive conversation has its focus on and challenges that
which we know: the known, that which we take for granted and which is not for
discussion. Reflexive conversation represents a license to critique (c.f. Gleerup,
2007b, 193–96) and then scenario planning open up for thinking different.
Reflexive conversation is about formation of meaning: a new meaningfulness,
which is generated through various scenario processes and workshops. The
scenario processes centring around strategic conversation can be divided into two
major processes: 1) deconstruction or unmasking; bringing pre-understandings
into light and have them recognised as what they actually are – as preunderstandings and 2) dislocation; causing disturbance in the structure of meaning
and creating a vacuum of meaning. When the structure of meaning is felt to be
”shaky”, when the usual conditions are ”out of place”, we are forced to take new
routes, to act in new ways. In this way dislocation has a very prominent position
here, because the theory assumes that the development of new projects – or
rearticulating attempts, as it is also called – takes as its beginning the experience
and feeling of dislocation (Hansen 2005, 180). Entrepreneurship can be related
back to scenario recognition and the innovation this state of recognition represents.
3.3

Transdisciplinarity

Moreover, strategic reflexive conversation is inspired by Modus 2 knowledge
production, which represents a modern approach to organising knowledge
production explained in Gibbons (1994). In this context, transdisciplinarity is
considered a particular approach to organising the knowledge-generating
processes in directing the focus at a complex and heterogeneous problem area. An
attempt is made at understanding contemporary societal developments [cf.
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Nicolescu (1996, cited in Ramadier, 2004, 427)] and tackling problem areas,
which cannot be captured, interpreted or responded to on the basis of the existing
bodies of expertise or domains separately. What is required in handling such
situations and coping with such problem areas is a combination of expertises and
bodies of knowledge that co-operate being aware of and relying on, for instance,
the development of the cell phone from the stage of mere communication
technologies into multi-functionality through convergence and integration of
previously separate media.
Transdisciplinarity is concerned with concrete problems. Transdisciplinary
knowledge production draws upon, and at the same time reaches beyond,
academic and subject-specific disciplines and couples between theoretical
development and professional practice. Knowledge is generated in a network
including several different stakeholders, each of them with a specific set of
interests who individually contribute to the joint process drawing upon their
varying subject backgrounds, expertise and competences including values,
attitudes and everyday knowledge. The very idea is to create a place for
negotiating meaning (c.f. Gleerup, 2007a, 95, 2007b, 196). The stakeholders
typically articulate different expectations for and demands on the final result.
Transdisciplinarity integrates in this way very diverse skills and bodies of
expertise. Hence, many knowledge forms are in play and the knowledge, which is
the result of the process, and which is, for instance, produced in the context of
entrepreneurship, is robust seen in relation to purely scientifically produced
knowledge.
3.4

Priority of the Question 21

Scenario planning focuses on non-knowledge. To be conscious about and focus on
non-knowledge is to recognise the uncertainty of all plans and the limit to our
planning reason (cf. Jørgensen, 2004, xxv). To be conscious about that which we
do not know constitutes the condition for learning something new.
Strategic reflexive conversation focuses on the question and can compared to a
hermeneutical conversation. What characterises the openness of experience is the
question. To put a question is to put something forward in an open and
unconstrained atmosphere, to admit that you do not know yet. In strategic
conversation, the question has a focal position and in relation to strategic reflexive
21.This section is inspired by Gadamer and Gleerup (2007a, b)
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conversation the question is given priority to the answer. The question is
instrumental in making the conversation fluent. Strategic reflexive conversation
can be viewed as an ongoing dialectics between question and answer.
Questions reflect the unsaid and make it appear. When we state something, we
experience that there are aspects, thoughts, ideas, impressions, views, etc., which
are not verbalised and that there is always more to be added and articulated.
Answers to questions do not exhaust the matter and accordingly points to the
infinite: about which there is more to be said. The reliance on questions makes the
unsettled or the non-decidable come into sight. In silence, we think that we
understand everything since we have not encountered a limit. Only when we
attempt to express ourselves, this appears to be an illusion.
Language should not be considered a vehicle for thought; rather it should be
understood as a language community (c.f. Jørgensen, 2004). Language has already
interpreted the world to us and thereby created a common world of meanings. The
language is a medium, which establishes a common ground where the mutual
understanding “can take place”. In principle, everything can be expressed or
phrased in language. Strategic reflexive conversation serves to open up and to shed
light on that which is covered. The scenario language should not be viewed as a
tool designed to maintain, continue and define. Strategic reflexive conversation is
conducted as a continuous inquiring activity. The scenario language represented by
questions, workshops, narratives, etc. indicates our pursuit of creating a suitable
language for ”that which we don’t know”, our non-knowledge: a constant pursuit
of right word, the right phrase capable of expressing everything but never
succeeding in this (Jørgensen 2004, xxviii). The consciousness about – to know
what you don’t know and thus would like to know – is what drives the scenario
process forward (cf. Gleerup, 2007a, 88–93). The dialogue is governed by the
demanding questions centring on the undeterminable and the non-decidable
matters develop the scenario language. The point does not lie in the right answers
but in the quality of the questions asked.
Summing up. Strategic reflexive conversation takes as its point of departure
scenario planning, which is concerned with the production of knowledge that is
generated partly through challenging and changing our pre-understanding of a
given situation and partly through strengthening our ability to discuss what is
difficult to discuss with focus on what we do not know. This activity allows us to
sharpen our readiness. Scenario planning is implemented through discursive and
strategic activities based on questions that consider strategic matters. In relation to
strategic reflexive conversation knowledge production can be enriched through
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systematically organising the knowledge-generating processes in harmony with
the transdisciplinary principles that are suitable for tackling complicated issues.

4

Entrepreneurship Teaching

In society at large, there is an increasing interest in entrepreneurship. This interest
is frequently justified by the challenges brought about by globalisation and the
development of the knowledge economy, where industry and commerce together
with the universities are nominated as the chief players who are expected to tackle
the present and pending challenge. In line with this thinking, it is expected that the
public sector, the companies and universities join forces and adopt a cooperative
approach to launching the so-called entrepreneurship-oriented teaching.
In an entrepreneurial learning process, the learning process starts with
students’ questions about current situations and problems (Johnson & Johnson,
2002 cited by Blenker et al., 2004, 300). This implies an increased level of
reflection in the teaching activities or in the learning process. The focus is on the
development of the personality which is about making the student an active partner
in the learning process. The knowledge society requires employees who are
committed to learning in a binding community where the essential element is the
ability to and the desire for joining a group or a community and to contribute to
collective knowledge production (Lave & Wenger, 1991 cited in Blenker et al.,
2004, 300).
According to Blenker et al. (2006, 149–50) education for and instruction
centring on entrepreneurship are faced with a set of challenges.
–

There is a dearth of an action-oriented entrepreneurial theory and
methodology.

–

New educational programmes are required across traditional academic and
subject disciplines, boundaries and specialisation.

–

There is a demand for an open, creative and flexible interaction with different
interested parties – stakeholders in the community.

–

There is a demand for alternative collaboration and organisational forms, new
incentives structures, new teacher’s roles and learning processes different
from those that tend to prevail in universities.
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–

Personality-developing elements should be conceived and included in the
teaching and learning activities so as to stimulate entrepreneurial imagination,
inclination and desire.

–

“Some of the key words are creativity, capacity for detecting new
opportunities and the inclination to pursue them”.

An ”enterprising person” is a person, “whose behaviour is characterised by being
creative, full of initiative, and acting on his initiatives who is able to inspire others
and capable of doing things in different way” (Gibb, 2002, cited in Blenker et al.,
2006, 44). Entrepreneurship-related teaching can be understood as a process,
which has as its aim to cultivate enterprising behaviour among students. The
essence of enterprising behaviour is the awareness of emerging opportunities
coupled with a consciousness about utilising upcoming opportunities. As a
consequence, the aim of enterprising-centred teaching activities must be to teach
students how to spot opportunities and act in an innovative manner. Perhaps the
challenge here is to make students appreciate uncertainty and complexity (Gibb,
2002 cited in Blenker et al., 2006, 87). An additional prerequisite are skills on how
to compose a competence network capable of realising these possibilities “…thus
enterprising behaviour is seen as a social process rather than an individual
phenomenon” (Blenker et al., 2006, 87–88).
As a consequence important goals to be defined for the nature of competences
acquired by students in relation to entrepreneurship teaching based on strategic
reflexive conversation could be phrased as follows:
–

To be searching for possibilities and options, adopting a possibility-seeking
behaviour.

–

See, interpret, create and utilise opportunities.

–

Couple possibilities to organisational and society-specific matters like for
instance being capable of entering and becoming active within
transdisciplinary networks.
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5

Entrepreneurship Teaching Conducted as
Strategic Reflexive Conversation: Strategic
Reflexive Teaching in Practice

Below a description is provided of how strategic and activities can be included in
entrepreneurship-oriented teaching activities. The argument is that strategic
reflexive conversation can positively contribute to and respond to the challenges
presented above by relying on entrepreneurship-centred teaching activities. These
results in the following three questions: What activities can be included in teaching
and learning sessions so as to:
–

Develop students’ language competences in relation to changes, innovation
and possibilities and options?

–

Provide students with a framework of understanding for handling and tackling
changes and opportunities?

–

Sharpen students’ promptness and alacrity in facing changes and
opportunities?

The point of departure in the strategic reflexive teaching activity could be the
workshop where students discuss a concrete project. The focus is directed at
possibilities, options and strategies in relation to current trends of development. A
workshop can be viewed as a structured group-based conversation on a particular
theme, where the relevant ongoing process exhibits the feature of being open,
democratic and consensus-seeking (cf. Kristiansson, 2007). The teacher serves as
process leader and as such he or she does not have a direct and active role in the
discussion and in this sense s/he is neutral. The discussion is unfolded, kept on the
track and made visible – ”externalised” – by “hanging up” the discussion on a
wall. The discussion is ”internalised” among the participants when they jointly
reach consensus.
In the workshop a framework is put together – the discussion-related
framework – which so to speak sets or defines the structure for discussion. The
discussional framework should be suitable, i.e. neither too broad nor too narrow.
The idea is to be able to or set the scene for undertaking a productive and
rewarding discussion that is meaningful and meaning-producing. The discussional
framework creates a space for experience or an experience-centred universe; a sort
of simulator that allows investigating the limits of the space and where those
participating can acquire a kind of ”artificial” experience with problem areas or
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issues that are related to exactly that clearly stated spatial universe. In the teaching
context you can, for instance, identify four different discussional spaces that are to
be relied on by students in discussing a specified theme. Examples here include: 1)
experience society; 2) knowledge society; 3) network society and 4) dream society.
In this way a theme, problem or strategy can be examined and perspectivated in
four different ways and this approach can open up additional discussion and
occasion new thinking and, possibly, aha-experiences and exactly in the light of
clashes. A discussional framework is, in this sense, a tool for reflection, which, for
instance, renders it possible to students to view themselves in a particular future
situation. It is like a simulator that allows experiments, which can unmask
consequences of specific actions. An experimentarium can also be a way of
spotting opportunities – to reveal an opportunity. Subsequently, these opportunities
can be investigated and tested in different contexts.
Each discussional framework represents a possible/hypothetical trend of
development. Taken together, several discussional framework represent a variety
of possible development trends. The student can practice on possible development
trends and in this way prepare himself/herself for the emergence of possible
events. The student thus becomes capable of reacting more promptly than other
individuals to a situation that suddenly comes up because the person concerned
already knows the situation beforehand and because s/he already has been there
before and visited the place and has experience with the situation. Thus, the
candidate intuitively or quite consciously knows what should be done and which
strategies to be formulated and, as a consequence, s/he is capable of taking action
more instantly than other individuals who are not familiar with the upcoming
situation. Entrepreneurship should, among other things, be a matter of how to react
directly and without delay to a situation, a possibility or an option and how to seize
the opportunity. In an entrepreneurship perspective, the candidate in this sense
becomes more creative and innovative than the other persons. If the candidate in
advance already is familiar with a situation that comes up suddenly, by chance, the
person concerned probably takes action on the basis of a greater insight than that
possessed by others and at the same time the steps s/he takes involves less risk;
”keine Hexerei nur Behendigkeit”. In this way creative and innovative behaviour
seems to boil down to a question of experience and learning while, to a lesser
degree, being less related to inborn abilities.
Concretely, a principle of induction is partly relied on and partly a principle of
deduction (cf. van der Heijden, 2005, 236–251). The so-called process of
induction identifies and determines a discussional framework. When the
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discussion unfolds and narratives are being extracted on the basis of a prearranged
discussional framework, this process is termed deduction. In addition, the
discussion is maintained and made visible – externalised – typically by applying
Post-It notes that are placed on a wall. As can be expected, the discussion becomes
internalised among the students when they jointly and in agreement cluster/
structure the notes and subsequently label the clusters; induction. On the basis of
an agreed pre-defined discussional framework concrete scenario narratives are
extracted; deduction. Taken together, the scenario processes develop a common
framework for understanding and a strategic reflexive language among students
that centres on complex matters and which can be instrumental in developing a
mental and language-centred sturdiness in relation to a particular development
project.
In addition to making sure that the discussion is kept going and runs smoothly,
the teacher’s function also is to disturb it. Questions are being posed that are
deliberately intended to disturb participants’ communication around the theme,
which is in focus. The questions intervene into the discussion and gradually create
a different kind of discussion around the theme. Various familiar phenomena are
being presented from new perspectives. Participants’ narratives are continuously
being challenged with a view to creating new narratives. The language is in focus,
not the practice; the focus is shifted away from the concrete practice to the way in
which practice is addressed.
The teacher puts questions, not to trigger answers, but for the purpose of
creating reflection and new thinking. The participants’ pre-understanding of
developments in the surrounding world is challenged and they are forced to reflect
on the basis of their own observations of and communication on matters and
phenomena in the external environment and those of the other participants. On the
whole, the teacher takes a critical stance to participants’ mental models because
horizons of understanding are assumed to be determinant for practice, planning
and decisions. The teacher questions ”what is taken for granted” and insists on a
discussion centring on ”that which people do not like to discuss”. This step or
phase is called deconstruction.
Deconstruction reveals our perception of reality and makes reality appear as
ambiguous and indeterminable. Students are encouraged positively to consider the
uncertain, unpredictable and unknown: ”that which we don’t know that we don’t
know”. In this way students arrive at a sort of familiarity with uncertainty. Besides,
students are encouraged to take a constructive stand on the complex, dim, diffuse,
blurred and ambiguous. A position like this helps the development of an open
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mind to contingencies. This process can open the eyes of the student for seeing
possibilities and realising that s/he has an opportunity of influencing the situation.
Dislocation on the other hand arises when the structure of meaning is experienced
as ”shaky”. The vacuum of meaning or the meaningless is a dramatic experience,
which occasions accommodative learning – a new state of consciousness-raising –
where people are forced to look for and face new meaningfulness and to seek for
new paths and to act in new ways. Enterprising behaviour can emanate from the
experience of deconstruction and dislocation.
No doubt, strategic reflexive conversation offers the potential of fostering
different forms of learning e.g. accommodative learning. Accommodative learning
is a type of traversing learning, which modifies and restructures established mental
models and develop new meaningfulnes (cf. Illeris, 2006, 54–57, 61–63).
However, it is uncertain whether strategic reflexive conversation is capable of
modifying the behaviour – particularly in the long run. In the process around
strategic reflexive conversation participants’ feelings, attitudes motives and
motivation are drawn upon. In the dramatising context of scenario narratives an
interplay between cognitive, affective and connotative states is required as
requested by Gibb (2002, 255–56) in relation to entrepreneurial learning
processes. Not as a principle, but in quite extraordinary cases it may be possible to
create a sort of individual-specific transformative learning, which results in a
change of the individual personality (cf. Illeris 2006, 60), so that enterprising
behaviour can be developed. But it seems unlikely that, in a general perspective,
strategic reflexive conversation, will be capable of changing any personality and
make the individual in question an entrepreneur or a person who currently exhibits
enterprising behaviour.

6

Conclusion

The concept of strategic reflexive conversation was unfolded and related to
entrepreneurship. As an initial approach, reflections were made on concepts
considered central to knowledge management of crucial importance to the very
point of the present paper.
In relation to entrepreneurship teaching, a number of essential points have
been emphasised in the paper. One point has been that you should direct your
focus away from ontology to knowledge on knowledge (epistemology) and make a
shift in focus away from the object or phenomenon itself to the way we talk about
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the object or phenomenon. Another point has been that entities such as
transdisciplinarity, non-knowledge and open questions along with the effort to
pave the way for readiness through simulation can be regarded as possible
elements in connection with entrepreneurship teaching. A third observation
emphasises the fact that in order to develop enterprising behaviour so as to see and
understand opportunities you can, with advantage, embark on developing the
strategic language of the student.
In summing up, based on a theoretical standpoint it can be concluded that the
concept of strategic reflexive conversation profitably lends itself to
entrepreneurship-centred educational programmes and to the fostering of steps
towards to adopting ”enterprising-like behavioural styles”. However, a reservation
is in order here in that it should be pointed out that strategic reflexive conversation
is not applicable to the process of bringing about changes of personalities. It seems
probable that strategic reflexive conversation can be applied to the efforts to
identify and estimate opportunities. The theoretical study reported here should be
followed up and enriched by subsequent empirical investigations in the field.
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Abstract
When exploring how information is being shared and distributed in online travel communities,
we found that the informational capacity of online communities is not limited to providing
specific information but may also include helping information seekers understand, and possibly
re-conceptualize, their information needs. Such interaction processes leave rich digital traces
but most online forums do not appear to spend much effort on supporting the transition from
unstructured conversational data (the majority of the digital traces left behind) and the odd FAQ
to representations that are more supportive of knowledge (re-)generation and maintenance. In
this paper, we argue that meaningful scaffolding along with the provision of appropriate
representations may be the way forward to help online travel communities take the next step
towards knowledge production, thus helping future information seekers locate relevant
information more easily.

1

Introduction

Information and communication technologies (ICT) have enabled online
communities which arguably differ from virtual communities that have existed
well before the rise of ICTs. According to Preece and Maloney-Krichmar (2005)
the term 'online community' was introduced by pioneers Howard Rheingold and
Roxanne Hiltz trying to describe the intense feelings of camaraderie, empathy and
support that they observed among people in the online spaces they studied.
Defining what exactly constitutes an online community, however, is subject to
intense discussion, and will most likely continue to be. One of the reasons is that
there are multiple dimensions that can be used to characterize online communities.
Preece and Maloney-Krichmar (2005), for example, outline that some may
consider the technology used to enable online communities a (distinguishing)
criterion. More socially oriented scientists (e.g. Smith & Kollock, 1999) are more
interested in the social cohesion accompanying online communities.
In related work we explored the informational capacity of online communities,
i.e. the capacity to satisfy an information seeker's information needs. Thematically,
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the two online communities we looked at focus on living and traveling in
Australia. One of the communities is a vendor-independent community whereas
the other is maintained by a commercial publisher of popular guidebooks. Both
communities could be classified as what Carotenuto et al. (1999) describe as
communities of interest: communities composed of people who typically share
common backgrounds or interests. Anecdotal evidence suggests that both
communities are also used by professionals working in the travel industry. The
purpose of the communities may be to attract people to the respective commercial
web sites hosting the communities.
A major finding was that the benefit of approaching online communities for
information may not be limited to receiving specific information or information
structured in certain ways as reported by Schwabe and Prestipino (2005) and
Gazan (2006), among others. Furthermore, members of online communities may
also involve in what we call ‘mediation’ and ‘expansion’ (Lueg, 2006). Both terms
refer to online community members helping information seekers understand (and
possibly even re-conceptualize) their information needs.

2

Traces

The discussion in this paper is informed by online community interaction we
observed but focuses on the digital traces left behind when online community
members and information seekers interact. We classify traces as either explicit
(often deliberately produced) or implicit. Examples of the former include, in
particular, postings to web discussion forums or 'guest-books'. Usage data
available in log files (typically not visible to others) would be an example of
implicit traces. 'Bread crumbs' which are the online equivalent to footsteps in the
snow, would be implicit traces made visible.
2.1

Implicit Traces

Making sense of implicit traces or ‘cues’ is receiving considerable attention in the
field of web navigation analysis (e.g. Chen et al., 2007). Results of web log
analyses are typically used for web site improvement, such as offering information
that meets identified information needs or optimizing access paths. Social
navigation (Munro et al., 1999) is a more people-oriented research direction that
explores the observation that “even when [people] are not directly looking for
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information [they] use a wide range of cues, both from features of the environment
and from the behaviour of other people, to manage [their] activities” (ibid).
Among the challenges arising in the information seeking domain are, in
particular, identifying the digital traces that might actually be of interest to others,
finding ways to reveal the traces if they are not visible (e.g. buried in log files),
and, last but not least, representing the data in such a way that it is most helpful to
community members. An example of online behavior that is not normally visible
is passive participation aka “lurking”. Lurking is often assumed to be less valuable
than active participation but Nonnecke and Preece (2000) suggest that lurking is a
frequent and indeed important part of online communication. Lueg (2000) even
argues that passive participation could be interpreted as peripheral participation in
an online community. Peripheral participation is one of the core concepts of
communities of practice (Wenger, 1999) which have shown to be places of
effective learning and knowledge sharing.
Technical challenges regarding making use traces include data sharing and
scalability, especially when tracking activities in massively distributed domains,
such as the global discussion system Usenet, also referred to as NetNews. Usenet
being built upon the UUCP (Unix-to-Unix-copy) command and modem dial-up
connections was created independently of the internet and pre-dates the World
Wide Web by more than a decade [see Pfaffenberger (2003) for an overview].
From a technical point of view, Usenet is a network of 'Usenet servers' sharing
new contributions (postings) with other servers using a flood-fill approach. Lueg
(2000) is the only work we are aware of that explored making visible the otherwise
invisible traces that Usenet users leave behind when reading postings (as opposed
to posting which is reflected by new contributions ie publicly visible artifacts).
The difficulty is that Usenet users may read postings on any of the servers
connected to Usenet22. This means that in an ideal Usenet world, traces of users
interacting with different servers would be available on all other servers. In reality,
however, this would mean considerable data exchange overhead and also scaling
problems (c.f. Lueg, 2002a).
Scaling and visualization challenges also include the fact that illustrating
within an interface the reading activities of a small number of friends is relatively
easy. Illustrating the activities of a large number of people, however, may require
aggregating the data in a way that is actually meaningful to users.

22.Restrictions apply including specifically set access rights and differences between reader/feeder
machines.
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2.2

Explicit Traces

Explicit traces deliberately left behind by people contributing to online
communities include postings, in particular, but also other public contributions,
such as ratings, ‘guest-book’ entries and links added to link collections.
Surprisingly few online communities pay attention to converting explicit traces,
such as postings, into more sustainable and useable representations that would
support knowledge (re-)generation at a later stage. In what follows, we focus on
explicit traces. First, we need to clarify some terminology, in particular what we
mean by representation and knowledge, as these terms are used in a number of
ways in the literature.

3

Knowledge and Knowledge (Re-)generation

By ‘representation’ we mean whatever (see below for examples) is used to
represent information and/or knowledge. We distinguish between data and
information and understand the latter as necessarily involving human
interpretation. It is a matter of debate what exactly the difference is between
information and knowledge; a popular way to describe the difference is to see
knowledge as “information in action”: “The knowledge we now consider
knowledge proves itself in action. What we now mean by knowledge is information
effective in action, information focused on results. The results are seen outside the
person – in society and economy, or in the advancement of knowledge itself.”
(Drucker, 1994).
A more academic way to highlight the difference between data and
information/knowledge is to refer to the symbol grounding problem (Harnad,
1990) and to note that the meaning of symbols (e.g. letters, drawings) is projected
onto them by humans when interpreting the symbols. Accordingly, the information
generated by a human observer when interpreting a document (or data) is not
intrinsic to the document: “To say that a document ‘contains’ information is
convenient but metaphorical; the document may have meaningful marks, but the
meaning is something attributed to the marks and is not a physical property of the
marks. The meaning of the marks can change even if the marks do not.”
(Buckland, 1991, 199).
By referring to knowledge (re-)generation we argue against the popular notion
of “knowledge transfer” being equivalent to the transfer of objects. The knowledge
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re-generation process is nicely summarized by Maturana (1980, 5): “…objective
knowledge seems possible and through objective knowledge the universe appears
systematic and predictable. Yet knowledge as an experience is something personal
and private that cannot be transferred, and that which one believes to be
transferable, objective knowledge, must always be created by the listener: the
listener understands, and objective knowledge appears transferred, only if he is
prepared to understand.”
The most popular approach to transferring unstructured conversational data to
‘maintained’ data structures is creating and maintaining lists of Frequently Asked
Questions (FAQ) and their respective answers. By definition, FAQ provide
answers to frequently asked questions which are not necessarily the most valuable
contributions.23
In the professional knowledge management domain (e.g. Davenport & Prusak,
1998, Choo, 2006), consulting companies may employ people specifically for
converting online discussion contributions, such as “war stories”, to “best
practice” descriptions. Outside the corporate world, however, compiling and
maintaining FAQ is typically left to forum maintainers and/or volunteers.
We can only speculate why online communities appear to pay little attention to
maintaining FAQ and/or other types of 'knowledge' repositories. Likely reasons
include the very effort of maintaining FAQs which involves providing access and
storage capacity, frequently updating information but also removing information
that is no longer relevant or desirable.
As indicated earlier, there are also different roles that online communities may
play within the context of larger (web) sites. Online communities may be used, for
example, as knowledge repositories and/or sources for technical support24 that aim
at attracting people to a (commercial) web site. Other settings may see online
communities as mere ‘add-ons’ that attract people because of the socializing
opportunities they offer. The latter are usually easier to maintain as they do not
usually require specific repositories other than ‘Netiquette’ descriptions, 'guest
books', lists of links to members' sites, and so on.

23.In reality, many “FAQ” also appear to be populated with answers to questions people might or
should ask.
24.An example is computer manufacturer Dell's “Learn Share Support” online community (http://
www.dellcommunity.com/)
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4

Beyond FAQ: Toward Knowledge Production
in Online Travel Communities

In this section, we argue that meaningful scaffolding along with the provision of
appropriate representations may be the way forward to help online travel
communities take the next step towards knowledge production, thus helping future
information seekers locate relevant information more easily. The context of the
discussion is support for online travel communities.
Exploring travel, and tourism in general, as domain is timely as these topics
receive considerable attention in online communities themselves and also in
industry. Information shared in online communities has a growing impact on the
billion dollar travel industry in countries including Australia even though the exact
is unclear. Industry is particularly interested in what is seen as a major aspect of
Web 2.0 (O'Reilly, 2005): user-generated content, such as the ratings and reviews
collected on “virtual opinion platforms” (Hennig-Thurau & Walsh, 2004) such as
tripadvisor.com [see Gretzel et al. (2007) for an analysis]. Other examples of
user-generated content frequently mentioned in the popular press include movies
and photographs on sites, such as YouTube.com and Flickr.com, respectively.
Viewing online communities as producers of knowledge is everything but
new. Just to give one often cited example, Carotenuto et al. (1999) describe online
communities as knowledge communities and identified different types of
communities including communities of interest, communities of practice,
communities of purpose, and communities of passion. Communities of interest,
such as travel communities, are of particular interest to our work.
We are specifically interested in supporting the transition from unstructured
conversational data and the odd FAQ to structures and representations that are
more supportive of knowledge (re)generation and maintenance, thus possibly
supporting knowledge production. Interestingly, knowledge production is not a
particular topic in the online community literature focusing on developing and/or
designing online communities, such as Preece's (2000) book outlining ways to
establish and sustain online communities. Books on online communities focusing
on knowledge management issues, such as Beerli et al.'s (2002) book on
knowledge management in networked environments, do explore these issues but
typically from a different angle. The notoriously difficult issue of role of IT in
knowledge management (e.g. Lueg, 2002b), and whether knowledge can actually
be managed, has been explored by Streatfield and Wilson (1999) and Davenport
(2002), among others.
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Having said this, we should stress that we are particularly interested in
influencing what community members do by scaffolding the way members
contribute to the community's (digitally represented) body of knowledge. We are
less interested in data mining by which we mean interpreting, collecting and
re-organizing (perhaps re-engineering) the traces left behind.
Our notion of scaffolding is informed by Clark's (1997) perspective on
humans as scaffolding minds. The perspective suggests that human intelligent
behavior is to a significant extent dependent on structuring and exploiting the
physical as well as the social environment. The claim is that the human mind, i.e.,
the brain in its bodily context plus external structures, depends to a large extent on
its capability to transform complex “information-processing tasks” into simpler
associative tasks by exploiting structures of the real world and by actively
re-structuring problems into series of simpler problems so that they better fit the
special characteristics of human cognition.
In earlier work (e.g. Lueg, 1999) we argued that in digital information
environments, certain web-based information providers and also the
aforementioned conferencing system Usenet News are examples of scaffolded
electronic information environments: Yahoo, for example, reduces the need for
explicit descriptions of information needs by providing hierarchically organized
topics. The Yahoo web interface allows users to browse general topics and then to
successively ‘refine’ the search by selecting more narrowly defined topics.
Ultimately, users find links to web pages that provide information related to the
topic selected. In the case of Usenet News, the huge amount of hundreds of
thousands of news articles is grouped into several thousands of hierarchically
organized news groups each dealing with a particular topic. Modern newsreading
tools exploit the Usenet structure by displaying articles grouped into newsgroups
and discussion threads. This means that both Yahoo and Usenet have replaced
certain aspects of the complex task of finding an appropriate topic in an electronic
information environment by sequences of cognitively simpler, associative tasks.
In this work, we look at the opposite direction: scaffolding information
environments to simplify contributing to the existing body of knowledge, thus
helping future information seekers locate relevant information more easily. A
challenge is to scaffold the information environment in such a way that
expressiveness is not overly restricted as this may negatively impact people's
willingness to contribute (e.g. Whittaker, 1996). At the same time, scaffolded
activities, such as posting new information, still need to be convenient in order to
avoid similarly negative effects.
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Scaffolding appears to be particularly difficult in online communities that rely
on more or less unrestricted, textual conversations. Scaffolding may be easier to
establish in communities frequented by professionals or in specifically designed
communities, such as the question answering community investigated by Gazan
(2006).
A structurally different example is the above mentioned web site
tripadvisor.com, encouraging travelers to submit reviews of hotels and holiday
destinations and ratings. The way the site is set up scaffolds the way people can
post ratings and reviews. Judging from web site advertising material, the approach
seems to be very successful: “5,000,000+ traveler reviews & opinions of hotels,
vacations & more” (www.tripadvisor.com).
In our research we looked at communities including the travel community
populating the public discussion board of AU-info (www.australien-info.de). The
board is a well-established online community that was founded in 1998
(www.australien-info.de/ueberdlp.html) which is a considerable life span in
“internet years”. Discussions on AU-info are typically held in German but
occasional postings are written in English. The web site that is hosting the
community is operated commercially but the online community appears to have
remained largely independent. Posting commercial advertising requires permission
by the web site operators. Most topics discussed by the community are related to
travel in Australia but immigration and visa issues are also frequent topics.
The majority of the publicly available discussions we looked at were held in
late 2005 and late 2006. In each case, the data collection period of 6 weeks
corresponds to the community's usual expiry rate. “Expire” is a term denoting the
process of removing postings after a certain time. Reasons for expiring postings
include saving storage space, reducing information overload and last but not least
removing information that is likely to be outdated.
We also looked at publicly available discussions in the Australia section of the
thorntree online community. Thorntree (www.thorntree.lonelyplanet.com) is a
well-established online community that is hosted by the commercial guidebook
publisher Lonely Planet. Again, we looked at discussions held within a six week
window in late 2006. We deliberately chose the same data collection period even
though the thorntree community operates a different, sometimes more selective
expiry regime.
As reported elsewhere, we looked at some 500+ discussion threads comprising
more than 5,000 postings. Postings were read by community members in excess of
100,000 times. The question/answer ratio reveals some interesting details.
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AU-info scored in average 5.53 replies in 2006 which is slightly higher than 5.34
in 2005. Thorn tree scores significantly higher at 9.43. The length of a few
particularly long discussions (up to 113 replies) in thorn tree certainly has an
impact on the figures but generally discussions tend to be longer than those
maintained by the AU-info community. We did not pay particular attention to
topic-drift (Osborne, 1998) because it seems to be an essential aspect of the
socializing behavior in informal communities. Topic drift is a term denoting the
shifting of the topic of a discussion away from its original topic.
Looking at the “lurking” ratio we find that lurking appears to be much more
prevalent in AU-info (42.71 in 2005; 45.38 in 2006) than in thorn tree (7.95 in
2006). This may partly be explained by the higher question/answer ratio on thorn
tree (community members posting additional information often read posts and
respective discussions prior to posting new contributions). The higher lurking rate
could possibly be interpreted as “less participation among community members”
but also as a quality aspect: community members only contribute if they are
actually able to make a significant contribution. Closer investigation of discussion
threads indicates that considerable amounts of knowledge are shared but not
“conserved”. This is not limited to the already mentioned “expire” but includes the
issue that information that is buried in a pile of irrelevant chatter is also close to
being lost.
In what follows, we describe and discuss a number of examples of
conversations that took place in the publicly available discussion forums of
AU-info and thorntree. Relevant details of the German language discussions are
translated. Posting dates are usually listed in the format DD/MM/YYYY.
Following the examples, we will discuss several ways to scaffold the ways
information is provided.
4.1

Selected Examples of Interactions in Online Community
Discussions

The first example is a discussion that was triggered by an inquiry about
“Hinterland von Cairns: Mareeba, Chillagoe, Innot Hot Springs etc.” (11 answers;
initial question posted 3/11/2006). The topic is exploring the most interesting
places in the wider Cairns area (“Hinterland”). The city of Cairns is a most popular
tourist destination in North Queensland, Australia.
Considerable knowledge of the area was shared in the discussion: locations,
attractions, routes, climate, etc. However, none of information provided was linked
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to a persistent representation of the area, such as a map. This could easily be
accomplished using one of the freely available web-based map services, such as
Google Maps. Then, future information seekers could more easily identify the
information provided as possibly relevant to their information needs.
The discussion “West Australia must see's” (12 follow-up postings; initial
question posted 27/01/2007) is an example of relevant discussions in the thorntree
forum. The context is an inquiry about things to see when traveling North from
Perth, Western Australia. The first few postings in the discussion provide
descriptions of attractions as requested by the inquirer. As in the AU-info example,
considerable knowledge of the area was shared but none of information provided
was linked to a persistent representation of the area to help future information
seekers identify the information provided as possibly relevant to their information
needs.
An example of discussions relevant to the point we are trying to make but not
related to travel is an immigration-related discussion that was triggered by a
posting detailing a rejected visa application “(dauerhaftes) Auswandern – antrag
abgelehnt” (17 follow-up postings; initial question posted 27/11/2006). The initial
posting was not actually an inquiry but an expression of disappointment and
hopelessness as the poster thought he and his wife wasted considerable time and
money on the application which turned out to be unsuccessful. Community
members helped the information seeker understand that there were still options
that could be explored. This time, it was considerable knowledge of the visa
application process, such as different visa classes and their requirements, was
shared in the discussion. However, none of information provided was linked to a
persistent representation of the visa application process that could include links to
the immigration web site maintained by the Australian government.
4.2

Toward Knowledge Production

The communities we looked at are informal: social structures that information
seekers approach if they need additional information or when they simply seek a
different perspective. The persons answering their requests may be described as
experts in their respective areas even though they do not qualify as professionals.
Unlike information found in travel books, their contributions are often based on
immediate, unfiltered experiences.
Very few of the travel online communities we are aware of provide scaffolding
structures or computational representations beyond FAQs that would help future
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information seekers re-find and re-use information contributed previously.
Regarding scaffolding it is useful to distinguish between weak and strong
scaffolding. An example of weak scaffolding is once again Usenet. As mentioned
earlier, newsgroups are hierarchically organized according to topics. New articles
must be posted to one or more of the already existing newsgroups. Modern Usenet
clients support this structure. It is weak scaffolding because news clients do not
(and arguably cannot, for technical reasons) enforce that contributions are posted
to topically related newsgroups. Arguably, such a mechanism would also
undermine the social fabric of Usenet which exhibits a certain pressure on posters
to choose only relevant newsgroups. A disadvantage of this lack of enforcement is,
for example, that it is difficult to control spam and 'flame wars' that are off-topic in
most newsgroups.
Examples of other, apparently successful scaffolding approaches include Web
2.0 sites, such as the aforementioned tripadvisor.com as well as holidaycheck.com
and realtravel.com. We will focus on such sites as the design principles (typically
some free text reviews but also specifically sourced information) applies to a
whole range of sites.
Both
tripadvisor.com
or
holidaycheck.com
are
built
around
community-sourced information about hotels and holiday locations. Both sites
blend the information with commercial advertising that is presumably relevant to
travelers interested in respective destinations. Both sites encourage visitors to
contribute their own experiences. In the context of this work, the way the sites
scaffold the information provision is of particular interest.
On tripadvisor.com, reviews are written in free text form (as are Usenet
postings) but may also include digital photographs. Tripadvisor.com also sources
information along specific dimensions, such as room quality, service and value,
plus perceived suitability for certain traveler groups, such as older travelers,
families with teenagers, and young singles. Visitors to the site can state whether
they found a review helpful (e.g. a particular review of Hotel Lenna in Hobart,
Tasmania scored “2/2 found this review helpful”). Tripadvisor.com also provides a
‘TripAdvisor Traveler Rating’ plus a ‘TripAdvisor Popularity Index’ ranking all
hotels in an area.
Similarly, the site holidaycheck.com supports uploading photographs and
videos in addition to the actual reviews. When entering reviews, the site provides a
form requesting fairly detailed information including year and month of the stay,
accompanying persons, duration of the stay and type of trip, such as business trip
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or beach holiday. Subsequently, the visitor may choose to provide either a detailed
or a brief review.
The “social knowledge sharing”25 site realtravel.com “aspires to be the best
place on the web to share knowledge and experiences about travel. The site
provides an environment for a community of travel enthusiasts to create beautiful
travel journals of their adventures, share them with friends and family, and find
other like-minded travelers. [...] The site applies technologies from asynchronous
collaboration, knowledge management, social networks, GIS [global information
systems] and mapping, tagging, content management, and machine learning.”
(http://tomgruber.org/technology/realtravel.htm) Tom Gruber, an “innovator in
technologies that extend human intelligence” (http://tomgruber.org/bio/
short-bio.htm) co-founded Realtravel.com. The site provides as an entry point a
map of the world that enables searching for information. Clicking on “Oceania”,
for example, leads to a number of choices including “Oceania maps” which links
to Google's online map service, somewhat enriched with realtravel.com data,
including commercial advertising such as hotel rates.
A different philosophy is behind user-maintained “wiki” sites including
world66.com and wikitravel.org where users can actually change both content and
structure of the site and even the information it provides. Wikitravel is “a project
to create a free, complete, up-to-date and reliable world-wide travel guide. It is
built in collaboration by Wikitravellers from around the globe. [...] It was inspired
by Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, and by the needs of travelers for timely
information that long book-publishing cycles can't seem to meet. [...] To create
Wikitravel we use a tool (or a process, or a technology) called Wiki which lets any
Internet reader create, update, edit, and illustrate any article on the Web site. We
all share our pieces of knowledge, edit them, distill them, and assemble them into a
pleasing and cohesive whole. The more people that use the Edit link, the better
Wikitravel becomes.” The scaffolding in this case is weaker than on the more
commercial sites mentioned earlier and is enforced socially, not technically. In this
sense, the scaffolding resembles Usenet.

25.Arguably, knowledge sharing is social by nature.

116

5

Discussion and Future Research

The main contribution of this paper is that we introduce the scaffolding
perspective to discuss how web sites may support knowledge production processes
in online communities. We also illustrated the scaffolding perspective by example
of a number of existing commercial and non-commercial online communities and
travel sites.
Most sites supporting the sharing of travel experiences allow posting textual
descriptions of routes; some allow posting of pictures (e.g. tripadvisor.com or
holidaycheck.com) and some even allow the linking of location information to
services such as Google Maps. We are not aware of any work looking into the
specific goal of creating dynamic knowledge representations for re-use by future
information seekers though.
We are proceeding in several directions. We are analyzing further data
regarding dynamic representations and scaffolding approaches in existing online
communities. We are also reviewing the information seeking and knowledge
management literature for models that are applicable in the specific domain we are
interested in [e.g., Solomon's (1999) work on Information Mosaics for Travel
Planning; the already mentioned work by Gazan on different roles taken in an
online question answering community]. A number of sub-topics of this work are
pursued as honours research projects.
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Abstract
Records are an important resource for organisations which should be harnessed through proper
records management practices. This paper looks at records as a knowledge resource for the
public service of Namibia arguing that the tradition of poor management of paper records is
being transferred to the electronic environment hampering effective sharing of information and
knowledge. This paper reports on some of the findings of a qualitative study titled “A Study of
the Management of Electronic Records in the Namibian Public Service in the Context of EGovernment”. The study employed interviews, observation and document search methods of
data collection. One of the study’s research questions was “Is the public service of Namibia erecords ready to support e-government”. E-records readiness is the capacity to create, manage,
share, and use electronic records to support good governance (Lipchack & Mcdonald, 2003).
The study found out that the public service of Namibia is not e-records ready to support egovernment. As the paper will show, this finding can easily be translated to “The public service
of Namibia is not e-records ready to capture and share knowledge”. The findings support the
view that although new information technology capabilities can enhance the use of knowledge
or its transfer from one person or place to another; the same capabilities can accelerate the loss
of knowledge, putting vast amounts of information at risk (Bernbom, 2001, xiii). The authors
conclude by recommending that the public service of Namibia needs to strengthen the electronic
records environment in order for it to adequately capture and share knowledge.

1

Introduction

There has been evidence of an increase in the creation of electronic records due to
governments’ adoption of e-government strategies. The use of information and
communication technologies (ICTs) can enhance the capturing and sharing of
knowledge. However this also brings about many records management challenges.
Some digital and information communication systems used by organisations are
not capable of creating and managing trustworthy records, that is, reliable,
authentic and usable records. Gilliland-Swetland (2001, 88) argues that
“information technology systems may have the unintended consequence of losing
or destroying institutional knowledge”. This is because the advantage these
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systems have of ensuring that information can be readily updated threatens the
trustworthiness of records which is guaranteed by “the requirements for records
that they be immutable, cumulative and redundant” (Gilliland-Swetland, 2001,
88). The study on which this paper draws from was based on the assumption that
the public service of Namibia has embarked on e-government initiatives which
should result in an increase in the creation of electronic records.
The International Standard on Records Management [ISO 15489–1:2001(E)]
defines records as “information created, received, and maintained as evidence and
information by an organization or person, in pursuance of legal obligations or in
the transactions of business” (International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO),
2001, 3). Records management is an important aspect of knowledge management
(KM) because it ensures that the evidence of an organisation’s activities is well
documented and preserved. Records management considers records as linked to an
activity, and information technology experts see records as any information in
digital form, which would include all types of recorded documentation. The
management of electronic records is a collaborative effort between records
managers, creators of the records and IT specialists, all who view a “record”
differently.
Records management (RM) interventions include organizational and technical
best practices which include legal and regulatory framework, standards,
procedures, training etc. Records management is defined as: “…that area of
general administration concerned with achieving economy and efficiency in the
creation, maintenance, use and disposal of records of an organization throughout
their entire life cycle and in making the information they contain available in
support of the business of that organization.” (International Records Management
Trust, 1999, 14).
Records management should be one of an organisation’s knowledge
management activities. Knowledge management (KM) itself has been defined
differently by many writers and there are divergent views on the concept of KM.
These range from those who view KM as the latest “management fad” to those
who see it as reflecting the “changed conditions of competition… in the
globalised, (post) modern world” (Carter & Scarbrough, 2001) brought about by
“increasing complexity of organizations, together with the growing scales of
information activities” (Widén-Wulff & Ginman, 2004, 448). In this paper the
authors adopt the latter view and concur that KM which builds on earlier
approaches of records management, data management and information
management has emerged as “an inter-disciplinary framework to assist
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organizations to engage in the wider information / knowledge economy
(Australian Government. Department of Finance and Administration, 2004, 2).

2

Objectives of the Paper

In carrying out their activities, organisations create and manage records. These
records represent “many of the complexities and interrelationships at work within
the organisation and are essential elements of institutional knowledge” (Bernbom,
2001, xiv). Knowledge is embedded in work processes and records emanate from
these processes.
Harnessing the collective knowledge buried in records and documents is
therefore crucial for any organisation’s success. Records management contributes
to knowledge management through the identification and structuring of an
organisation’s knowledge assets.
The paper discusses the status of records management in the public service of
Namibia based on a study that was carried out from February to August 2007. The
paper highlights records management problems which hamper the effective
capturing and sharing of information and knowledge. These include weak legal
and regulatory framework, lack of awareness of the importance of records, and
inadequate resources.
The paper is useful to policy makers and planners in the design of government
projects, particularly e-government projects in order to minimize risk and ensure
that the public service gets the most benefit from its investment in these projects.
The paper also contributes to body of knowledge on the subject of knowledge
creation and sharing, specifically in the public service of Namibia.

3

Challenges of Managing Electronic Records

Many organisations, including Governments worldwide have turned to
information technologies (IT) as a tool for achieving good governance. However,
there are a number of issues which impede Governments’ abilities to effectively
provide access to information. These include problems of information capturing,
maintenance and access. Although records generated and stored in electronic form
can be shared more easily and can be accessed remotely, they are more fragile than
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paper and can easily be changed, lost or become inaccessible through technology
change.
Records management challenges posed by electronic records particularly to
the public sector in East and Southern Africa Branch of the International Council
on Archives (ESARBICA) region have been highlighted by several writers
(Keakopa, 2003, Makhura, 2001, Mutiti, 2001, Ngulube & Tafor, 2006, Sejane,
2004, Wamukoya & Mutula, 2005, Mnjama & Wamukoya, 2007). The challenges
facing ESARBICA are summarized by Mnjama and Wamukoya (2007). They
include: absence of organisational plans for managing e-records; low awareness of
the role of records management in support of organizational efficiency and
accountability; lack of stewardship and coordination in handling paper as well as
electronic records; absence of legislation; absence of policies and procedures to
guide the management of both paper and electronic records; absence of core
competencies in records and archives management; absence of budgets dedicated
for records management; poor security and confidentiality controls; lack of records
retention and disposal policies; and absence of migration strategies for e-records.
In addition, Riley (2003) points to a number of records management
complications, such as, management of metadata, authorship and approval of
documents in electronic form. He adds that policies needed for comprehensive and
long-term management of information creation are largely non-existent and calls
for concepts and procedures that would delimit and control the creation of
information in all levels of government. In many instances electronic records are
created in a complex environment of fragmented and incompatible information
systems and standards, for example computer systems and metadata standards
(Lipchack & McDonald, 2003).
Namibia operates a hybrid system which refers to an environment where some
records are created and received and stored in hard copy form and some are in
electronic form. Mnjama and Wamukoya (2007, 280) state that there is a
relationship between “the state of paper-based records systems and the success or
failure of automation projects… In many cases filing systems are unreliable and
inconsistent, resulting in poor information capture and access”. Mnjama and
Wamukoya (2007) advise that before automating, paper based systems have to be
in order and because governments in Africa are operating hybrid systems,
automation should allow the co-existence of the paper based and electronic
systems for a period of time.
The study attempted to establish whether the issues highlighted above are also
applicable to Namibia’s public sector records management situation, which has
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been described as weak. This was the conclusion by the participants at a workshop
on Evidence Based Governance (2003) who resolved that although the Namibia
Government had initiated a programme to promote e-government, the full benefits
of e-government would only be realised when improvements have been made in
the management of recorded information throughout government. This
observation is supported by several researchers (Barata, et al., 2001, Namibia
Resource Consultants, 2002, Nengomasha, 2004, Nengomasha & Beukes-Amiss,
2002).

4

Theoretical Framework

The records life-cycle concept, developed by the American, R. T. Schellenberg
(Shepherd & Yeo, 2003) has guided the management of records. It uses an analogy
of a biological organism, which is born, lives and dies, and a record which is
created, maintained and used for as long as it has continuing value and is then
disposed of by destruction or by transfer to an archival institution (International
Records Management Trust, 1999, 17). Records management has been changing
and this change has led to debate regarding the suitability of this theory in
managing electronic records (Bantin, n.d., Flynn, 2001, Ghetu, 2004, Jackson,
2008, Ngulube & Tafor, 2006, O’Shea, 1996, Pederson, 1999, Yusof & Chell,
2002, 2000). These authors suggest that records continuum model is more
appropriate for the management of electronic records. Their arguments center on
the fact that the life cycle theory fails to cater for the design stage of records
keeping systems, and the fact that records may transform into new records or
formats through systems upgrade and migration (Yusof & Chell, 2000, 138).
According to Jackson (2008, 3) records exist before they are “born” through links
to business processes analysis and systems design and can be recovered after
“death” either by recovery forensically or due to the usual use of a form of “soft
delete”.
O’Shea (1996) argues that the life-cycle theory with its traditional boundaries
in the form of assignment of responsibilities between the records manager and the
archivist will not work in an electronic records environment. The custody of
archival materials in an archival institution may not always be the best approach
with electronic records. Ngulube and Tafor (2006) query whether the archival
institutions in sub-Saharan Africa would be able to manage electronic records.
Dollar (1978) (cited in Bantin, n.d.) and Dearstyne (2002) call for a re-orientation
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in archival practices. Dearstyne (2002, 153) advises that most records management
and archival programmes would need to be “customized to fit the particular
circumstances of their time and setting”.
Mutula (2006, 567) argues that a “knowledge management based approach to
implementing e-government projects in East and Southern Africa… provides an
important framework for enhancing transparency, integrity and accountability in
government…”. Through the structuration theory, Giddens (1984, 1979) (cited in
Lyytinen & Ngwenyama, 1992, 23) provides an “ontological framework for the
study of human social activities, that is, recurrent social practices and their
transformation”. This theory is applicable to e-government particularly where egovernment is at a stage of active interaction between government and its citizens.
The control of managing the records in the electronic environment has moved
from the central registries to the individuals. Information and communication has
radically changed records keeping. In addition to correspondence on paper there
are now e-mail messages. Similarly where there were central registries managing
paper based files, there are now shared folders on organisations’ intranets in a
number of computerized information systems, each managing a part of the
organisations’ information needs (National Archives of Australia, n.d.). According
to Pozzenbon and Pinsonneault (2005, 356) “Structuration theory provides a
theoretical approach that helps understand users’ interaction with information
technology (IT) and the implications of these interactions”. Understanding the use
of IT by individuals and how the individuals manage the records emanating from
this use was a crucial element of this study.

5

Methodology

The study, qualitative in nature, employed observation and interviews as data
collection techniques. Face to face interviews were conducted with 85 respondents
including 43 action officers, 20 records keeping staff, 10 heads of records keeping
function and 8 IT staff in seven Ministries, two regional councils and two local
authorities. Also interviewed were two respondents each from the National
Archives mandated to provide a records management service to the public service,
and two from the Office of the Prime Minister spearheading the plans to acquire
and implement an electronic records management system in the public service.
Interview guides incorporating the observation checklist were developed for data
collection. Five separate interview guides were developed for records keeping
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staff, action officers, heads of records function, IT personnel and the National
Archives. Issues to be observed were highlighted at appropriate places in the
interview guides, thereby concurring with Patton’s (2002) views that interviews
and observation are often fully integrated approaches. Integrating the two also
simplified data analysis as data from the two could easily be compared and
synchronised.
To ensure reliability of the data, the data collection instruments were piloted in
one of the Ministries, which was not one of the seven Ministries in the final study.
Data was collected between February and August 2007.

6

The Research Findings

This section of the paper presents the research findings within the following subheadings: legal and regulatory framework; records management procedures;
resources and facilities; electronic information systems; and e-records readiness.
6.1

Legal and Regulatory Framework

The study found out that the public service of Namibia has a weak legal and
regulatory environment for the effective management of records. An overall
records management policy for the public service of Namibia is still at draft stage.
None of the institutions studied has a records management policy. There is no
compliance with the Archives Code, which is the records management standard
for the public service. This standard does not give any guidelines on the
management of electronic records. However, most officers do not know about its
existence. There is neither freedom of information nor data protection laws. The
Archives Act no. 12 of 1992 does not succinctly spell out the term “electronic
records” which is implied in the general definition of archives. However the Act is
in the process of being revised. There is no law legalizing electronic signatures.
The e-commerce legislation the Use of Electronic Communications and
Transactions Bill of 2005 (Office of the Prime Minister 2005), is currently at bill
stage.
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6.2

Records Management Procedures

Most institutions have a classification scheme, although most of them have not
been updated in a long time. However these are not used at all. Table 1 illustrates
poor filing in one of the institutions studies.
Table 1. Poor filing/incomplete files.
File reference numbers
V1P – V3/8/1/1

1/3 – 3/5/3/3

7/2/2/2
7/2/6/3/2
4/2/4/1/2/7
3/7/3/50
1/7/2/2
10/4/2/12

Latest Date
2001
2004
2002
2005
2005
2006
2005
2006
2005
1986
2007
1992
2006

A file census based on random selection of files from a filing cabinet in one of the
centralised registries established that although officers had said they use the files
in the central registry this was not the case. The registry staff concurred by saying
that they had problems getting the officers to send documents to the registry for
filing.

128

Table 2. Use of records control and tracking tools.
Incoming Mail
Register
Yes/No

Outgoing Mail
Register
Yes/No

File Movement Card/Register
(Where applicable)
Yes/No

Ministry A

no

no

yes

Ministry B

yes

no

yes

Ministry C

yes

yes

yes

Ministry D

yes

no

no

Ministry E

yes

no

*

Ministry F

yes

yes

yes

Ministry G

yes

no

yes

Regional Council A

yes

no

*

Regional Council B

yes

no

*

Local Authority A

yes

yes

no

Local Authority B

yes

yes

yes

* Files don’t leave the registry. Officers get copies of what they want.

The absence of records control and tracking tools was also discovered as
illustrated in Table 2. It is not surprising that there are cases of missing records
(see Table 3).
Table 3. Lost or missing records.
Institution

Number of officers to whom question
was addressed

Number who have experienced cases
of lost records

Ministry A

11

10 = 90.9%

Ministry B

13

12 = 92.3%

Ministry C

2

2 = 100%

Ministry D

2

0 = 0%

Ministry E

2

1 = 50%

Ministry F

2

2 = 100%

Ministry G

2

0 = 0%

Regional Council A

9

5 = 55.6%

Regional Council B

11

9 = 81.8%

Local Authority A

3

3 = 100%

Local Authority B

2

2 = 100%

6.3

Resources and Facilities

The study discovered that there is a shortage of skilled manpower to manage
records, with two of the institutions not having any records management positions
on the establishment (see Table 4). The National Archives of Namibia which is
charged with the responsibility of providing a records management service to the
public service does not have enough manpower to monitor or carry out inspections
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for compliance with laid down guidelines. The institution has only one records
manager to carry out this task.
Table 4. Staffing in the Registries.
Institution

No of staff in the registry

Carry out non-records keeping
tasks as well
Y/N

Ministry A

3

Y

Ministry B

4

Y

Ministry C

1

Y

Ministry D

2

Y

Ministry E

3

Y

Ministry F

7

Y

Ministry G

7

Y

Regional Council A

1

Y

Regional Council B

1

Y

Local Authority A

0

N/A

Local Authority B

2

N

The study found out that there is marginalisation of the records keeping function in
the public service. Whenever there is a shortage of staff in other areas, records
keeping staff are re-assigned to relieve in those areas. Senior management who
have the responsibility to supervise registry staff delegate this responsibility to
very junior staff. Only three (15%) of the 20 records keeping staff interviewed said
they had had formal training in records management. A statement by a Deputy
Director in Ministry C reveals the negative attitudes and lack of awareness of the
importance of managing records by some of the senior staff: “We always take
Grade 10 with an E in English – that is the requirement. It is adequate. It [records
management] is not a specialised area that requires better qualifications. I have not
come across anyone who has done records management after Grade 12. People can
be trained. If you take Grade 12 they come in and leave. Those over qualified
move out, Grade 10 stay.”
Shortage of resources also includes tapes for backups, storage space for paper
records resulting in congestion and inappropriate storage for semi-current and noncurrent records, and adequate server space resulting in the haphazard destruction
of e-mails.
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6.4

Electronic Information Systems

Several electronic information management systems can be found in the
institutions studied. These include systems designed and maintained by the Office
of the Prime Minister, Department of Information Technology Management;
systems designed by external consultants – local and foreign; and back office
systems created by the officers. The study discovered that most institutions do not
have the systems documentation (see Table 5).
Table 5. Systems documentation.
Institution

Kept by
the institution
Y/N

Remarks by IT Officer/or specific officers using the systems

Ministry A

Y/N

“We don’t have a lot of documentation. I have for hardware. The
…[One of the systems] was developed a long time ago in the 1990s
and it has no documentation”

Ministry B

Y/N

“We don’t have a central place where we keep it. I have tried to collect
it but it is not comprehensive” (IT Officer).
“Some of the changes are in people’s heads. If we could get off the
shelf application it would be much easier” (Officer in charge of one of
the systems developed in-house by the Directorates).

Ministry C

N

“There is nothing”

Ministry D

N

“No system documentation”

Ministry E

N

“No documentation on how system was designed. Only procedures
manuals”

Ministry G

Y/N

One system – “Yes we have it here”
Another system – “What I have is outdated as there have been system
upgrades. All up to date documentation is with the programmer in
Pretoria”.

Regional
Council A

N

No system documentation. It is kept with the Windhoek Company that
designed the system.

Regional
Council B

N

No system documentation. It is kept with the Windhoek Company that
designed the system.

Local
Authority A

N

“Kept by the Consultant in Pretoria”

Local
Authority B

Y

“Kept by the person responsible for standards and policies”

Ministry F

Overwriting of tapes, no back up in some cases and poor storage practices were
identified by the study. Officers store backups in the server room or in their offices
contrary to government regulations which require that they be stored off-site.
Some officers store backups at home (see Table 6).
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Table 6. Back-up practices at institutional level.
Institution

Back-ups
Y/N

Server/Other medium

Storage of
back-ups

Remarks

Ministry A

Y

Server and tapes

Off-site

“All documents are stored on the
server with back-up offsite”

Ministry B

Y

Mostly server and
tapes as well for some
of the systems.

Off-site

Most of the in-house created
databases rely on the automatic backup done by the server. However some
systems do back-up on tapes as well
which are stored offsite. For one of the
systems, the back-up tapes are kept at
home by the officer in charge.

Ministry C

Y/N

Server

Onsite

“We do back-up on the same hard
drive. If it is damaged everything will
be lost. All documents created by the
officers are not backed-up on the
server”.

Ministry D

Y

Server and tapes

Offsite

Ministry E

Y/N

Server and tapes.

Onsite

The Ministry is in three buildings. Head
office has no server so no back-ups
are done. The other building has no
network, so back-up done for only one
building. The tapes are stored in the
same place as the server.

Ministry G

Y

Primary server and
secondary server

On-site

The Ministry has failed to secure
streamer tapes so it cannot do back up
on tapes.

Regional
Council A

Y

Server and tapes

On-site

“We have a server which is in a sort of
safe place. Back-ups are done daily
and then kept in safe place”. The
researcher observed that the tapes are
kept in the same room with the server.

Regional
Council B

Y

Server and tapes

Off-site

Officer in charge keeps them at home

Local
Authority A

Y

Primary Server and
secondary server

Off-site

Kept by the company which set up and
maintains the system.

Local
Authority B

Y

Server and tapes

Off-site

“IT Department does all the back-up.
Individuals can also do if they wish”.

Ministry F*

*Does not have any systems other than the finance and human resources systems maintained by the
Ministry of Finance and Office of the Prime Minister respectively.

Cases of changes in data format and failure to access data with the new software or
hardware were reported by some officers. System changes and upgrades include
the move from the old to the new financial management system, and a number of
other systems moving from FOXPRO to Oracle. An IT officer acknowledged that
systems have not been tested for data loss or alteration and another officer
explained that “alteration may not be readily perceptible”.
Electronic information systems such as the Integrated Financial Management
System and Human Resources Information Management System generate
transactional records which are not captured and maintained in a records keeping
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system. This compromises the creation and preservation of reliable and authentic
records for evidence, accountability and transparency. The study established that
there are no electronic records management systems running in the public service
of Namibia. An electronic document and records management system (EDRMS)
has been acquired by the Office of the Prime Minister to be applied to the entire
public service. However contrary to best practices, the National Archives, the
institution in charge of providing a records management service to the public
service has not been involved in the selection of the systems.

7

e-records Readiness

This study aimed to establish the e-records readiness of the public service of
Namibia applying the Electronic Records Readiness Tool (International Records
Management Trust, 2004). The Tool provides criteria for assessment of e-records
readiness of countries. Each component is described at three possible stages of
capacity. Based on the literature reviewed, documents, and the data collected from
interviews and observation, the researcher selected only those descriptions that
closely match Namibia and the public service of Namibia specifically. Each
description is given a score that ranges from 5–20.
Namibia scored 55 out of 120 for national e-records readiness (components 1–
6) signifying high risk which means that “government records produced in digital
form will be at risk of misuse and loss without government wide strategies and
standards for e-records and digital preservation” (International Records
Management Trust, 2004, 1). The public service of Namibia scored 40 out of 120
for public service e-records readiness (components 7–12) signifying high risk
which means that “funds and effort will likely be wasted unless e-government
initiatives are supported by a solid records management programme…”
(International Records Management Trust, 2004, 1).

8

Discussion

The research findings show that the status of records management in the public
service of Namibia is poor. An efficient and effective records management in an
organisation would ensure that records, with their collective knowledge are
captured in a records keeping system so that the information they contain can be
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accessible when needed and can be shared in the organisation. The situation that
pertains in the public service of Namibia does not permit effective capturing and
preservation of records meaning that these records and the knowledge they contain
is at risk of loss or failure to be retrievable in future.
A number of factors threaten the accessibility, reliability and authenticity of
records in the public service of Namibia. Knowledge shared is only as good as its
trustworthiness. There is danger of data loss or corruption through viruses during
migration process. Digital preservation strategies rely on documentation for
migration, emulation or any other strategies to ensure accessibility and readability
over time; as well as overall effective management of electronic records. Bearman
and Trant (1997, 3) point out that “any record will be a better record (less risky) for
having complete metadata”. Poor back up practices poses a huge threat to
preservation of electronic information. The study revealed that the case of the
Municipality of Omaruru which lost all its valuable data after the theft of its
computer, as reported in a local paper (Maletsky, 2006) can happen to any of these
institutions.
The public service of Namibia is increasingly conducting its day-to-day work
through ICT applications. This study established a number of software
applications in the public service which include the following categories: e-mail
systems, database management systems, individual software for creation of office
documents and web technology systems. Records resulting from such transactions
are not being captured, managed and preserved in an organized system, which
maintains their integrity and authenticity. Attention has not been paid to metadata
and the capturing of records into a records keeping system. This is evident from
lack of classification schemes failure to use them where they exist, absence of
naming conventions, and use of standard directories. Records which reside in the
offices and are only retrievable by the owners are not sharable. Riley (2003, 8)
calls for “procedures that would delimit and control the creation of information in
all levels of government”.
Through consultations with thirty electronic records management experts,
Meijer (2001) established that the “type of software application influences the
risks and opportunities for managing records for accountability...” (p. 261). This is
true of the public service of Namibia. E-mail systems are creating official records
but with no policy in place on the management of these records. E-mail records are
deleted by officers. The ones which survive are not part of a records keeping
system. Knowledge which could be shared from these e-mails is lost.
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The findings of the study show that not much attention has been paid to data
format and metadata standards. Lack of metadata affects the readability and
intelligibility of the information. Should the “Use of Electronic Communications
and Transaction Bill” (Republic of Namibia, Office of the Prime Minister, 2005)
be enacted, the public service would need to pay attention to preservation of
system documentation and metadata to adhere to Sections 12, 13 and 14 which
demand the preservation of authentic records. These sections among other things
require that electronic records be reliable, accessible and usable; and be retained in
their original format or demonstrate that the current format represent the
information accurately.
The electronic records environment presented in this paper is not conducive
for the capturing and sharing of knowledge The situation reported by Lipchack and
McDonald (2003) is very true of the public service of Namibia. The study showed
that electronic records are created in a complex environment of fragmented and
incompatible information systems (Lipchack & McDonald, 2003).

9

Conclusion and Recommendations

The status of records management is poor. The poor culture of managing paper
records has been transferred to the electronic records. The challenge for Namibia
is to put in place an infrastructure that will ensure that government captures all the
details of transactions made, takes account of privacy, confidentiality and security
issues, whilst providing reliable and useful information. The public service of
Namibia operates a hybrid records system, hence strategies to solve problems
identified should be guided by the records continuum as well as records life cycle
theories. The applicability of knowledge management theories should be
recognised particularly by coming up with solutions which recognise the role of
the individual in the creation and management of records of an organisation.
Strengthening of the legal and regulatory framework, provision of adequate
resources, acceptance of responsibility for records keeping by senior management
and compliance with set procedures by all will go a long way towards ensuring
that records are managed properly. This way, one of the important subsets of the
knowledge base becomes available, retrievable and sharable. Since control of
electronic records lies mostly in the hands of the individuals, the importance of
training all in records keeping cannot be overemphasised. Steemson (2004, 5)
states that e-government requires records managers to reshape their organisations
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by “re-training fellow workers from chief executive to humblest clerk to think
about records management, applying controls to everything they write or receive”.
The management of electronic records is a collaborative effort between
records managers, creators of the records and IT specialists, all who view a
“record” differently. There is need for the Office of the Prime Minister to realise
that information technology is just a tool for effective management of records, and
let the National Archives with the records management expertise take a leading
role in coming up with a solution for the management of electronic records in the
public service of Namibia.
Further study is required to establish interoperability between the systems
currently running in the public service of Namibia, and the EDRMS that has been
acquired by the Office of the Prime Minister, and its compatibility. There is also
need to establish the records keeping functionalities of this EDRMS.
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Abstract
A new concept related to information use, namely enactment, is presented. This
conceptualization is supported by the findings of a qualitative study exploring senior citizens’
everyday life information behavior leading to observable actions. Through an analysis of 13
interviews of retired teachers and 306 media diaries of elderly Finns fifteen categories were
identified and grouped into indirect and immediate enactment. These evidence-based findings
support the notion that enactment may prove a useful concept to better understand everyday life
information behavior. Therefore, this sub-concept of information use should be tested among
other populations.

1

Introduction

In this paper we present a new concept related to information use in the context of
everyday life information behavior, namely, enactment. It combines the interests
that are common in information studies and gerontology, that is, the everyday
actions an individual engages in when obtaining information through the media or
any other channel and how these actions can be observed in his or her behavior.
For example, promoting a new book published recently can lead to information
use if a person processes this information mentally and to enactment if the person
also goes to a bookshop to buy the book or to a library to borrow it.
We can assume that enactment as a part of everyday life information behavior
is important for successful aging. Information received from some source can lead
to actions and help the person find new ways to carry out daily activities or
maintain everyday practices. In the context of senior citizens’ health and
disabilities, the concept of enactment is related to the model of successful aging
presented by Rowen and Kahn (1998) and, among other things, to the criteria of
functions in the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health
(ICF 2004).
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We first shed light on the concept of information use in information studies
research and the definition of enactment, including its use in other fields of
inquiry. We then report the findings of Niemelä’s (2006) research based on
qualitative longitudinal empirical data gathered amongst retired high school
teachers in 2001 and 2004 and present a selected sample of senior citizens’ diaries
of media use from a nationwide survey carried out in Finland in 2001. In the study
the research questions were: 1) How enactment is connected to media use of older
adults’ information behavior in Finland? 2) What information practices there are in
retired teachers’ information behavior? and 3) What kinds of media repertoires
retired teachers have had in their life course? The focus in this paper is in the first
question. In the discussion we consider the validity and limitations of the findings.
A short summary concludes our examination and presents ideas for research to
develop further the concept of enactment as a sub-concept of information use and
information behavior.

2

Background

Previous research on senior citizens’ information behavior has shown that the
number and quality of daily activities are related to their well-being. (Chatman,
1992, 1999, Williamson, 1998, 2005.) A positive perception of the future is
usually expressed through activities, whereas a lack of activities is reflected in
negative perspectives of life (Faircloth, Rittman, Boylstein, Young & Puymbroeck,
2004). Senior citizens themselves may define their health as going and doing
(Bryant, Corbett & Kutner, 2001). We claim that the number and quality of
activities and perceptions of the future and the way of defining health as the ability
to go and do things relate to the concept of enactment as presented in this paper.
2.1

Information Use

Defining the concept of information use is challenging. Choo, Detlor and Turnbull
(2000, 14) claim that it is difficult to present a satisfactory definition for the
concept, and they state that information need and information use are like the two
sides of a coin. Information use is the most credible sign of an information need.
Taylor’s (1991) perception of information use including the environments where
information is used is very established in information studies, and Choo (1998) has
elaborated it to a general model of information use in organizational environments.
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In Dervin’s sense-making approach information use is examined as a metaphor.
Both cognitive and emotional aspects are included in the process of information
use. (Dervin, 1992, 75.) For example, Taylor’s, Choo’s and Dervin’s definitions of
information use cover a wide range of different contexts. Common to these
definitions that seek to generalize information use is that they usually take into
account the cognitive, emotional and situational dimensions of the phenomena.
(Choo, Detlor & Turnbull, 2000, 1421, 2426.) For empirical research of
information use, the challenge is to what extent an individual person’s way of
thinking can be operationalized (Spink & Cole, 2006, Kari, 2007, Savolainen,
1995, 2005).
Hektor (2001, 80–88) has applied the concept of an information activity and
Kari (2001, 36–48) the concept of information action to explain information use.
Both of these are wider concepts than enactment as presented in this paper. In the
empirical study we focus on enactment at one phase of human life, namely aging,
and the other phases of the human life course are outside the scope of this paper.
Engagement in activities can be seen as a prerequisite for making sense of a
phenomenon. Griffin (2003, 266–269) describes this as first taking actions and
after that retrospectively making sense of the phenomena (see also Choo, 2002).
Proactive enactment is stated by Griffin as “Don’t only sit there, do something!”
(Griffin, 2003, 266). When a person chooses this principle as the basis for his or
her activities, we can assume this choice is related to an active hold on life in
successful aging.
2.2

Enactment

We argue that, in information behavior research, our definition of the concept of
enactment relates to research on information use. We support this argument with
the findings of Niemelä’s (2006) empirical study. Enactment is a sub-concept of
the concept of information use, and as such enactment is related to people’s
everyday life activities. Moreover, enactment relates to media use, which usually
is a prerequisite to information use, although media use cannot be viewed as
typical processing, sense-making or internalizing of information content.
Enactment can be viewed as a process through which people invent their own
environment when organizing things together rather than merely discovering it.
(Griffin, 2003, 266.) An active hold on life and proactive behavior are
prerequisites for successful aging. We argue that ongoing information use is an
essential part of these. We also claim that enactment can be a part of information
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behavior in two ways: first, when information received by an individual through
some channel leads to action or, second, when information helps him or her find
new ways to carry out daily activities. However, the intangible nature of
information, which necessarily has no immediate tangible sign after being
received by the user, and the problems related to the value and impact of
information (cf. Kari, 2001, 2007) challenge our conceptualization of enactment.
We define enactment as concrete and observable actions and activities that
happen when some form of information is received by an individual. This means
the concept of enactment does not cover such use of information that does not lead
to observable actions. In the light of this definition, for example, pure thinking
without leading to obvious actions cannot be considered enactment. Moreover an
analysis of motives for information use is beyond the scope of our definition of
enactment in information behavior.
The phenomenon of enactment also relates to information seeking as “interest
– concern – caring” presented by Patrick Wilson (1977). In his conceptualization
caring refers to the ability and readiness to seek information and actively take
actions. (Wilson, 1977, 41–45.) This kind of readiness and ability to take (also
immediate) actions is typical in the process of enactment too.
The concept of enactment also relates to organizational research and Karl
Weick’s use of the concept of enactment in referring to actions taken in real-life
situations (Weick, 1995, 36). The difference with Weick’s concept of enactment is
that instead of the organizational context, we look at a person’s enactment process,
also to some extent as related to his or her personal relations. This means we apply
only those Weick’s original ideas that are applicable in examining an individual
life course. Systemic organizational analysis and examination of social
interactions are beyond the scope of this application.
Moreover, the concept of enactment has been applied, among other things, as
an intervention in family therapy (Nichols & Fellenberg, 2000), in evaluating
social roles (Hamit, Berger & Moore, 2002) and as a psychoanalytical
representation (Stern, 2004, Friedman & Natterson, 1999). As a juridical concept,
enactment refers to a regulation, a law or putting a law in force (MOT, 2005).
In society, the media form an infrastructure that provides the possibilities and
sets the borderlines for citizens’ everyday life information behavior. People set up
their individual media repertoires (van Rees & van Eijck, 2003) within the limits
of this historically changing infrastructure. Media use as such is an activity, and
internalizing information received through the media can lead to enactment,
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actualizing a person’s media repertoire in different situations. We seek to find out
what kind of media use leads to enactment in senior citizens’ everyday life.

3

Method

The empirical study is based on a qualitative approach and triangulation of
research methods. The data consist of 13 interviews of retired high school teachers
and the media diaries of 306 elderly Finns. The interviews were conducted in 2004
and they also included the critical incident technique (Flanagan, 1954, e.g.
Urquhart et al., 2003). The interviews were lengthy, taking from 80 to 160
minutes. The media diaries were collected in 2001 through a national survey
conducted by the audience research of the YLE Finnish Broadcasting Company,
the Research Centre for Contemporary Culture at the University of Jyväskylä and
the Finnish Literature Society. The data consist of media diaries written by 1 526
Finns. A sample of 306 media diaries was selected on the basis of the age of the
informant (60 years or more). The texts are concerned with media use during one
day, November 29, 2001, but they also provide a wider perspective of the
informants’ everyday life information behavior. (FSD 1306 2001.)
The analysis was conducted as an iterative process grounded on the qualitative
data. The phenomenon conceptualized as enactment was first drawn on the basis
of the analysis of the interview data. A total of 15 thematic categories were
identified as being related to enactment through the coding process of the content
analysis of the interviews and then validated through the content analysis of the
media diaries.
The categories of “preparing food and cooking” and “exercising and working
on health activities” are somewhat overlapping. The choice of the more
appropriate category was made on the basis of what the informant emphasized. For
example, cooking relates to preparing food as a category of enactment, but healthy
eating habits to physical exercise and health. Collecting recipes is seen as being
related to the category of storing information and not to the category of preparing
food and cooking. These categories are somewhat overlapping in the analysis of
the media diaries, although cooking and storing information are clearly distinctive
activities. As shown in this interpretation of the qualitative data, the categories are
sometimes closely related to each other and indicate the multidimensional nature
of human information behavior, which also enables a multi-perspective analysis.

145

4

Findings

This study showed that older adults actively use media. They also become
activated when interacting with different channels and information sources. Here
we present 15 categories of enactment that indicate everyday life information
behaviour among Finnish older adults. The forms of enactment are divided into
two groups: 1) indirect and 2) immediate enactment (Table 1).
Table 1. The categories of enactment in this study.
Indirect enactment

Immediate enactment

1) Organizing the day

1) Visiting libraries, cafes and delivery points of free
newspapers and magazines

2) Preparing food and cooking

2) Contributing to societal discussion in the media

3) Exercising and working on health activities

3) Exchanging, lending and recycling documents

4) Furnishing and gardening

4) Solving crossword puzzles, playing and competing for
fun

5) Taking care of financial activities

5) Reading aloud to others

6) Maintaining foreign language skill

6) Collecting documents

7) Information seeking as a form of enactment

7) Having an hour of devotion

8) Using TV or radio on as a background to
one’s activities

These categories were formed through the content analysis of the interviews and
media diaries. Therefore, we do not aim to present all forms of enactment typical
for senior citizens, but rather some representational and evidence-based examples
of the phenomenon.
4.1

Indirect Enactment

During the interviews the retired high school teachers were asked to describe their
typical day, and how the media (radio, television, newspapers, magazines, books,
the Internet) are connected to it. It is essential to notice that the informants were
almost unanimous about the fact that the media are important in their everyday
life. Media use frames everyday life and sets up a schedule for it. This was stated
in a media diary as follows: ”The media take the retiree with them. They provide a
framework, even the content for the day. First I circle TV and radio programs.
There is circled the framework for this Thursday.” (male, born 1927).

146

Media find both time and place at home. Home can be described as a place or
house, but also as a position, site or point. The concreteness, familiarity and
particularity of home assured us that home is an extraordinary place of senior
citizens’ information behavior and enactment.
4.1.1 Organizing the Day
Morning is the time of day when routine information behavior occurs. Most of all
retired Finns appreciate the possibility to leisurely read the newspaper: “A
newspaper has belonged to my mornings during my whole adulthood, first Uusi
Suomi and after its demise, Helsingin Sanomat. If for one reason or another there
is an interruption in getting it, the start of the day feels ruined.” (female, born
1931). Even though both television and radio might belong to mornings, they are
not considered as central as the familiar newspaper.
Scheduling the day represents information behaviour as enactment. For
example, hints for attending local events are offered by printed and electronic
media. Outdoor recreation, other physical exercises, shopping and housework are
often timed according to the information received from the local newspaper.
The tendency to organize the day according to the schedule of media use is a
time-connected aspect of information behavior. The news and other informative
programs are accepted as the organizers, whereas entertainment and certain
fictitious programs are regarded with moral concerns in mind. Altogether,
organizing the day in relation to media use seems to be a common feature among
the elderly.
4.1.2 Preparing Food and Cooking
A great deal of information behavior is related to food. For example, a healthy diet
is an interest for many older adults. Enactment occurs when senior citizens
regularly watch a TV program to get new ideas for cooking. This was stated, for
example, as ”And because I enjoy cooking, every morning I very eagerly watch the
recipe on TV program. It’s nice to prepare something new every day.” (male,
born1940).
Recipes are also sought from magazines, radio, text-television and the
Internet. Preparing food and cooking as a form of enactment are also connected to
edutainment. Information is provided, for instance, in light TV shows by famous
celebrities in an entertaining manner but this does not necessarily lead to cooking.
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4.1.3 Exercising and Working on Health Activities
Health and physical exercise are closely linked to each other. Senior citizens can
exercise immediately after or while receiving information. More typical though is
getting incentives to exercise after watching a TV program. Physical exercise
imposed by media use can also be a shared activity with other people. This was
stated by an informant as follows: ”Now that we’re retired, my husband and I
exercise in the morning along with the program. We exercised this morning, too.”
(female, born 1940).
The location of home and the type of housing has an impact on what kind of
enactment is related to getting mail delivered home. In urban areas mail is
delivered home, whereas in more rural areas people, including the elderly, go
outside the house to collect delivered mail. The distance to the mailbox may vary
from some meters to a kilometer or even further, as stated by an informant: ” I’d
have to row a boat 400 m and walk 2 km. And then back again...” (male, born
1929).
Maintaining health can be seen in connection to senior citizens’ media use and
enactment. Particularly people suffering from heart and blood diseases, diabetes or
overweight problems try to transfer health information into action. This reflects
enactment in their information behavior.
4.1.4 Furnishing and Gardening
Furnishing, decorating and gardening are interests for female senior citizens, in
particular. Many subscribe to decorating magazines and read related articles in
newspapers. They also get ideas for decorating from TV programs and furnish
their home accordingly. In these descriptions regular viewing of edutainment is
combined with enactment and stated as follows: ”Then I watch all the interior
decorating programs … Nesting instinct says what should be change and how. I
haven’t gotten stuck in one place.” (female, born 1940).
Gardening is an interest for males as well. However, women seem to be more
active with getting information on gardening, for example from magazines and the
Internet: ”I visit the gardening web site because I’m a gardening fanatic.”
(female, born 1941). Following many different channels is typical when furnishing
or gardening, and enactment varies according to the seasons. Gardening
magazines are read also during winter although information can be put into action
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in the beginning of summer. Here the most important arenas are gardens at home
and at the country house or cottage.
4.1.5 Taking Care of Financial Activities
Many examples of financial activities emerged from the interview data such as
taking care of finances at bank and investing in shares as a hobby. For example,
networked banking services are used when reserving theater or opera tickets,
booking flights or reserving a time for a golf match via the Internet. One informant
also started to subscribe to magazines on heating and searched for information on
the Internet to save in the heating costs of his house and before deciding on the
best heating solution. ”From an economic viewpoint I’ve looked for information
on energy and heating.” (male, born 1938).
Watching financial news on TV or reading about share values in a newspaper
or on the Internet was more a hobby than an attempt to benefit in monetary terms
from the shares bought.
”I watched the economic news closely, which I feel are the best on TV3. Over
the years I’ve purchased shares in various companies, and of course I’m
interested in their exchange rates.” (male, born 1927).
In addition to taking care of investments, this form of enactment was reflected by
saving money as a typical interest of the elderly. When ideas for saving are
delivered via the media, the older adults are often likely to act accordingly.
4.1.6 Maintaining Foreign Language Skill
Maintaining foreign language skill activates senior citizens in many ways. In this
analysis viewing TV programs broadcast in foreign languages and such viewing
based on planned activities and an aim to maintain foreign language skill are
understood as enactment. ”I watch German detective series for the language. I
also watch Swedish TV and sometimes Deutsche Welle.” (female, born 1938).
Pronunciation, using a dictionary, making notes, etc. are different forms of
enactment to maintain foreign language skill. This may relate, for example, to
interest in traveling abroad: ”When we’re at the travel destination, if it’s a
Spanish-speaking area, we buy a Spanish handbook. We have many such books,
20–30… Language is a foremost as mental exercise.” (male, born 1935).
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Enactment as reflected by maintaining foreign language skill divides senior
citizens on the basis of their educational background. Some of the older adults
born between 1916 and 1940 were not educated in foreign languages at school.
4.1.7 Information Seeking as a Form of Enactment
Information seeking as a form of enactment may be divided into two
complementary perspectives. Information seeking imposed by media use takes the
media, its channels and contents as the point of departure. For example, the
accuracy of information gained from one medium may be checked by information
received from some other source. In information seeking as a form of enactment
the starting point is the individual and his or her information behavior. After
getting a hold of information the person is interested in, he or she may take actions.
Information seeking imposed by media use may be, for example, using a
telescope to examine the universe and searching for information needed for this
hobby from magazines and the Internet. ”I watched an astronomy program on the
computer with my son-in-law...” (male, born 1938).
”I’m interested … in stars, so I look for heavenly phenomena on the Internet.
Sometimes I take copies of satellite paths and maps of stars.” (male, born
1937).
In their media diaries the older adults describe many situations in which
information gained through media use gets them to acquire more information. For
example, when planning a journey a form of enactment emerged in which both the
Internet and people are used as information sources. ”My wife has gotten
information from the Internet. Her brother lives a couple hundred kilometers from
Paris. He has given hotel recommendations. My son and my wife get schedule and
ticket information from the Internet.” (male, born 1940). This information seeking
may even lead to enactment during the journey itself.
Most information seeking related to enactment was found among those retired
senior citizens whose hobbies require regular information searches, such as going
to the movies, traveling, computing, and making notes of sports competitions, and
genealogy.
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4.1.8 Using TV or Radio on as a Background of One’s Activities
Media as a background of one’s activities is typical for many senior citizens’
everyday life information behavior. The radio or TV may be switched on while
doing something else, and concentrating on the program is not the main issue.
However, media use in these situations is not totally serendipitous, but may lead to
enactment in many forms. ”I have five radios, which I turn on in the place I’m in.
In the kitchen, on all day (Radio Suomi). 2. upstairs, 3. in the garage workroom, 4.
in the car and 5. in the sauna dressing room (Sävelradio). The radios are all tuned
to specific channels.” (male, born 1939). Media as a background is related to both
simultaneous direct forms as well as indirect forms of enactment.
4.2

Immediate Enactment

Information delivered through different channels may be used after receiving it or
even simultaneously. In addition, enactment may be observed in the form of
anticipating information use or getting prepared for it, for example, as visiting a
cafe or the library.
4.2.1 Visiting Libraries, Cafes and Delivery Points of Free
Newspapers and Magazines
This form of enactment takes place outside the home. For example, poor economic
circumstances or unemployment can lead to reading newspapers in cafes. Some
collect free newspapers and magazines from delivery stands. This is possible for
urban senior citizens. ”I take the City paper, Like news, Voima, Cult urban news
and the international multimedia network Aktivist paper from doorside
distribution baskets… What a flood of information!” (male, born 1938). These
delivery points included buses, shops and persons passing out free newspapers in
the streets. Consciously going to these points reflects anticipated information use
as a form of enactment.
Regular library users usually assess library services in a positive manner.
”Libraries… are dear to me, I visit all kinds of libraries whenever possible.
Without libraries my life would be poor and dismal.” (female, born 1940). Free use
of the library is important, as is equal delivery of library services throughout the
country. A mobile library also reaches older adults whom visiting a more distant
library building may be a problem due to physical disability. Visiting the library
and using its services reflect enactment.
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4.2.2 Contributing to Societal Discussion in Media
Being in contact with the media and publicly expressing one’s own opinions
through them contribute to societal discussion. Expressing opinions in a
newspaper, on Internet sites or calling a radio program are forms of enactment.
Local issues often interest older adults. ”I follow municipal politics and transport
and regional planning very closely. Sometimes I get myself to write something in
these discussions.” (female, born 1932).
The findings indicate that senior citizens contribute to societal discussion in
the media to some extent. They prefer writing to the newspaper, although, in some
media diaries also mentioned being in contact with other media.
4.2.3 Exchanging, Lending and Recycling Documents
It is typical for older adults to exchange and lend different kinds of documents
such as magazines, books, and audiovisual recordings. In addition, documents are
being recycled, which refers to giving away material that has become useless for
oneself to be used by others. Circulating magazines among one’s own children,
friends, and neighbors reflects enactment. It widens the amount of magazines and
journals read by older adults. Another related form of enactment is social
interaction, which may even occur daily. “We have an agreement with the 35-yearold couple upstairs, where I give them the Sunday Helsingin Sanomat and they put
the local paper to my mail slot.” (female, born 1940), and ”I record recommended
shows and children’s programs (a lot) and send them to my son’s family abroad.”
(female, born 1932). Exchanging, lending and circulating documents reflect
enactment among senior citizens and may be characterized as getting ready to use
information.
4.2.4 Solving Crossword Puzzles, Playing and Competing for Fun
Crosswords, competitions and playing are distinct forms of enactment. The
possibility of winning may be an incentive to compete and play. Senior citizens
often compete for fun, for example by answering a quiz with their spouse and
checking the correct answers. Crosswords are important for keeping the brain
functioning as was stated by an informant: ”Every morning I have to fill in the
crossword puzzle to get my brains ‘rolling’.” (female, born 1934). Participating in
the national lottery reflects enactment when the lottery is played on the Internet
and the results are retrieved from different channels, for example text-TV.
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4.2.5 Reading Aloud to Others
Reading aloud activates both the reader and the listener and at least two parties act
together. The media diaries describe situations in which spouses read aloud to each
other and after that discuss about the text. For the elderly, the reason for this
practice may be visual impairment. ”Because of my wife’s eye disease she can only
read the headings anymore, so… I’ve begun reading the most interesting articles
aloud.” (male, born 1929).
Reading aloud relates to shared enactment that also has a relaxing effect.
Enactment occurs in reading and listening, but also in gaining stimuli for
discussions that can enrich interaction.
4.2.6 Collecting Documents
Collecting documents and organizing material is a clear category of enactment that
includes both systematic and long-term and accidental and short-term storage of
printed and electronic material. Many senior citizens cut articles out of newspapers
and magazines and record TV programs at least occasionally. Moreover,
scrapbooks and recorded documents contain important and valuable information
for future generations.
4.2.7 Having an Hour of Devotion
Some retired high school teachers and media diarists are accustomed to having an
hour of devotion according to a radio or TV program. For them, such radio
programs are stimuli for switching on the radio. ”At the same time the Thursday
morning devotion is on… Often during the morning devotion I soften, maybe
because of low blood sugar, but I cross my hands and bless all those dear to me.”
(female, born 1935). The hour of devotion can lead to moving closer to the radio,
joining in singing a hymn, holding a hymn book or the Bible in hand or preparing
to record the program. The morning hour of devotion can also be a common form
of enactment for a married couple. However, it must be noted that the hour of
devotion is a typical practice for some Finns. Distinguishing passive and active
participation is somewhat open to interpretation.
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5

Discussion

The findings of this empirical study show clearly that we can identify phenomena
that reflect enactment in senior citizens’ information behavior. It must be noted
that our definition of enactment does not specify on one hand the functions of an
individual’s own activeness and on the other hand impulses gained from media
use. Neither does our definition take into account the interaction of these two
factors leading to enactment. Like Morley (1996) we also claim that the passive
user of media does not exist. Although enactment is imposed by media use, the
actual actor is the individual and the media cannot be active on behalf of him of
her.
The concept of enactment is a tool for research and theoretical thinking that
can be used to describe information behavior and media use. Through the
qualitative content analysis 15 categories were identified, but this is not a
comprehensive categorization of the phenomenon we call enactment. Rather it is
our first attempt to present a new evidence-based concept related to information
use and the wider concept of everyday life information behavior. Our empirical
evidence is based on the information behavior of senior citizens, but it is obvious
that enactment is reflected in many other ways in the information behavior of other
groups of people and individuals in different contexts.
The findings show that senior citizens have a positive attitude towards their
media use and enactment imposed by it. Although, for example, organizing the day
according to the TV or radio program schedule might be quite routine, the
informants describe it as an uncompelled and positive type of activity. This kind of
positive attitude towards enactment amongst senior citizens, reflected by the
fifteen categories, makes us wonder what kind of relation the concept of enactment
has with their perceptions of well-being and happiness.
Enactment is reflected in everyday activities an individual gets engaged in
after getting a hold of or receiving information through the media or some other
information channels, and these activities can be observed by other people. In
Niemelä’s (2006) empirical study, enactment was defined as being related to senior
citizens’ everyday life information behavior, successful aging and gerontology. On
the basis of the criteria for successful aging presented by Rowen and Kahn (1998)
we can claim that an active hold on life and good cognitive ability are evident in
many informants’ everyday life information behavior. Moreover, enactment
imposed by elderly people’s use of media as performing and participating in
common activities meets the criteria of ICF. However, the kind of effect enactment

154

related to media use has on perceptions of well-being and how it may enhance
successful aging is not unequivocal. Our idea of enactment is an attempt to
conceptualize a phenomenon of everyday life information behavior that has not
been examined before in information studies, communication sciences, or
gerontology.
The findings reported here show that the media activate senior citizens to take
actions in everyday life. Also previous research indicates that elderly people are
keen daily users of newspapers, magazines, TV and radio (Gauntlett & Hill, 1999).
For example, enactment as reflected in young adults’ and children’s everyday life
may differ in many ways from the types of enactment identified in elderly people’s
information behavior. However, it is more unclear how enactment in relation to the
use of the media differs among elderly and younger generations, or whether it
differs at all.
Sometimes the informants criticize the content of programs by using their own
or situational criteria (relevance assessment). In these descriptions information
does not lead to action or is reflected as enactment at a very general level, and
experiences, thoughts, and knowledge are mentioned first and after that stimuli to
pursue hobbies and other activities as imposed by media use.
It is also important to note that giving up watching television or consciously
limiting some other form of information behavior has an effect on media use and
enactment, too. In this empirical study the media repertoires became simpler after
retirement, when the number of newspapers and magazines subscribed to at home
decreased. However, this finding could not highlight its relation to the number and
quality of activities they were engaged in. Limiting the media repertoire or to
giving up using some media might also be a relief for an individual even though it
diminishes the possibilities for enactment, too. ”My decision is my own, but made
together with my wife. When the family’s third TV broke, we decided to find time
for other activities. We chose the freedom to look for other lifestyles than watching
TV: healthy exercise, music, literature, social interaction and family-centered
life.” (male, born 1931).
A detailed analysis of how enactment relates to different use of media was not
given in this study. Although it is clear that elderly Finns typically read
newspapers in the morning and organize their day according to TV programs,
organizing the day also goes with other types of media. In other words, none of the
categories of enactment relates to the use of a single information channel or
medium.
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We must also take a more critical view towards our conceptualization of
enactment. The foci on this empirical study were on the positive aspects of media
use. For example, potential passivizing effect that TV use has on its audience or
some other negative impacts the media may have, such as addiction or a mental
information overload, were not examined. Some other kind of research strategy
and methods are necessary to indicate these phenomena.

6

Conclusion

In this paper we sought to conceptualize a phenomenon that has not been
examined before by trying to answer the research question of what kind of
enactment, imposed by media use, senior citizens are engaged in when retired. The
concept of enactment provides a new perspective to everyday life information
behavior (cf. Wilson, 2000). However, apart from being a concept related to
information behavior within the field of information studies and to uses and
gratifications research in communication sciences (see McQuail, 1997, Mullan,
1997), enactment is a concept that is also applicable in gerontology. This
contribution shows that information studies research provides a promising
perspective for increasing our understanding of senior citizens’ everyday life.
The phenomena reflected in enactment are related to information use as a part
of an individual’s everyday life information behavior. A part of enactment is
reflected as media use that does not cover processing, sense- making or
internalizing of information content as information use according to the more
traditional approach in information studies.
We have shown that media use is not passive, but affects people’s everyday
activities in many ways. The analysis of the interview data of the retired high
school teachers and the media diaries of the elderly Finns show clearly how
enactment is reflected through media use. Although the examination did not focus
on the relation of enactment and perceived well-being, the elderly positively
assessed their activities imposed by media use. In the light of these findings we
can assume that enactment is a part of information behavior that maintains human
well-being. Senior citizens’ experience of sustained engagement in activities and
maintenance of high cognitive functions can be strengthened by media use.
It must be noted that in 2001 and 2004 the Internet use was not very popular
among senior citizens. In the future there might be a good number of their virtual
communities on the Internet, as Kanayama (2003) already has anticipated.
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Interaction with media use also enhances cooperation between people of different
ages. A closer examination of this phenomenon should be looked at in future
studies on enactment. Moreover, to validate further our conceptualization of
enactment as a sub-concept of information use and everyday life information
behavior, empirical research should be conducted among different groups of
people.
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Abstract
This paper draws on the findings of a study of 15 international information behaviour
researchers’ relationships with an author prominent in the literature of their field (Brenda
Dervin) to examine academic citation practices in a new light. Drawing on social constructivist
theories, derived in part from Foucault’s approach to discourse analysis, and a methodology
drawing on aspects of Dervin’s (1999) Sense-Making and Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) inductive
analytic techniques, it seeks to examine citation as a strategic discursive practice. Academic
citation practices have long been of interest to information science researchers. White and
McCain (1998), for example, have shown that the bibliometric analysis of citations makes up a
significant percentage of published research in the field. In addition to bibliometric studies, the
last three decades have seen a range of studies examining academic writers’ citation behaviour
– seeking to understand why researchers cite in the way they do (e.g. Gilbert, 1977, Cronin,
1982, Brooks, 1985, 1986, Garfield, 1989, Case & Higgins, 2000). Yet despite the centrality of
citation to much research in our field, many questions remain. The present study, through
adopting both a different meta-theoretical lens, inspired in part by Foucauldian discourse
analysis, and a different methodological approach, drawing on aspects of Dervin’s (1999)
Sense-Making and Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) inductive analytic techniques, seeks to examine
citation in a new light: as a strategic discursive practice.

1

Existing Research – Citation as Persuasion

In addition to bibliometric studies mapping citation practices, the last three
decades have seen a relatively small number of IS studies examining academic
writers’ citation behaviour – seeking to understand why researchers cite in the way
they do. These studies have all contributed to a generally consistent portrait of
academic citation behaviour. The essentially rhetorical nature of much academic
citation behaviour has long been recognised by researchers such as Gilbert (1977),
Cronin (1982) and Brooks (1985, 1986). Citations are used as “tools of
persuasion” (Gilbert, 1977), a means by which a researcher can increase the
credibility of his/her own work in the eyes of its audience. In doing so, they are
able to increase the credibility of their own arguments by relating them to existing
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works whose authority has already been established. This construction closely
parallels Foucault’s notion of the discursive nature of power/knowledge.
Moravcsik and Murugesan (1975), Gilbert (1977) and others have pointed to
perfunctory citation as an important indicator of the social role of citation. Firstly,
the common practice of citing works in a cursory manner with little explanation
can only make sense if citers know they will evoke an accepted set of shared
meanings, as in the absence of such shared meanings, perfunctory citations would
be either confusing or meaningless. Small (1978) and Case and Higgins (2000)
suggest that highly cited documents act as “standard symbols” or “concept
markers” for a research community – signifiers of particular well known theories
and concepts.
Further, Gilbert (1977) has suggested that perfunctory citations may also serve
to “signal allegiance” – a short-hand means for a writer to signal his/her affiliation
with a particular approach or school of thought. Similarly, Moravcsik and
Murugesan (1975), noting that many such citations are essentially redundant,
argued that they are made to “‘keep everybody happy’ in the game of priority
hunting” i.e. as a means of paying appropriate respect to the ‘powerful’ writers in
the field.
Another important indicator of the social nature of meaning-making can be
found in Cozzens (1982). Through an examination of the citations of a 1948
economics paper, he was able to establish two distinct patterns of meaning among
its citers, each representing the views of a different community of researchers with
different research interests and different primary audiences for their publication.

2

The Study

The present study examined academic citation behaviour as part of a broader study
of academic researchers’ relationships with an author and her work prominent in
the literature of their field. The participants in the study were 15 information
behaviour researchers from eight universities in five countries in Europe and North
America. The study examined their relationships with the prominent North
American communication theorist, Brenda Dervin, and her work.
Dervin was chosen as the focal author for the study for a number of reasons.
These included: White and McCain’s finding that at the time Dervin was the most
highly cited author amongst information behaviour researchers (1998, 351); her
strong association with a major paradigmatic shift in the field – the ‘user-centred
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paradigm’ (Dervin & Nilan, 1986); and the fact that she was herself an active
participant in the field/community being studied.
Potential participants were identified using Clark and Archer’s (1999) analysis
of authors citing Dervin’s work in the Institute of Scientific Information citation
indexes. Participants were then purposefully sampled based on analysis of their
published work to reflect a range of national and institutional contexts, experience
levels and conceptual approaches. In addition, three participants were drawn from
White and McCain’s (1998) list of the ‘most cited authors’ in library and
information science, while five participants were identified by the author herself as
having a long-term association with her.
2.1

Meta-Theoretical Approach

The present study sought to develop a greater understanding of academic citation
through adopting a meta-theoretical approach which was markedly different from
that of earlier studies. This was informed by a range of social constructivist and
discourse analytic theories, most notably Foucault’s notion of the ‘archive’ (1972)
and the discursive construction of ‘knowledge/power’ (1977) in order to look at
citation as an example of a discursively-constructed information practice.
The Foucauldian discourse analytic approach calls for a radical reconceptualisation of the relationship between the author, the text and the reader.
Foucault, in his essay ‘What is an Author?’ (in Rabinow, 1984, 101–120), echoed
Barthes (1988) in talking of the “death of the author” – a phrase that has become a
standard slogan of post-modernism. In the information transfer model (Tuominen,
Talja & Savolainen, 2003), authors, texts and readers are constructed as separate
entities. Texts are the vehicles by which ‘chunks’ of information are transferred
from the author to the reader. In this model, authors are seen as the creators of
information, and readers as passive recipients. Foucault argues instead that
readers, individually and collectively, are actively involved in the construction of
meaning: that meaning-making is a complex socio-linguistic process involving the
reader, the text and their social context.
This theory then has two key features: firstly, that the meaning (‘knowledge’,
‘truth’) of a work is not something governed or determined by the author, but
rather is a social construct created (and constantly re-created) by the reader/s at a
particular point in space and time; secondly, authors, as the originators of a body of
work, are themselves the products of social construction within and between
discourses.
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In this conception, published texts have no single absolute meaning or truth,
but only a socially constructed and located ‘truth’ or ‘truths’. Nor is this ‘truth’
something that can be predetermined by the author. Rather, the established social
practices and conventions within a community and the interactions of its members
determine the meaning, significance, and authority of a work in the context of that
particular community. This means that the meanings/knowledge-claims/truths of
any work are constantly being questioned, re-examined and re-interpreted. From a
Foucauldian perspective, citation behaviour is both dependent on, and a key social
practice underpinning, these collective meaning-making processes. Foucault refers
to this shared set of socially-ascribed meanings as the ‘archive’ (1972),
emphasising that members of a discourse community are connected not only by a
shared engagement with a collection of texts, but also by a set of interpretations of
these texts that the members of the community share.
Furthermore, a community’s discursive meaning-making will, according to
Foucault, lead to the social construction not only of individual works, but also of
authors themselves. In the context of a particular discourse, an author is not
primarily a living, breathing human being (after all, they may be long dead) but
rather a social construct derived from the community’s interpretation of the
significance (truth) of their body of work.
While studies of information behaviour and use have been criticised (e.g.
Frohmann, 1994, Dervin, 1999) for largely ignoring issues of power and power
relations, Foucault, by contrast, constructed the relationship between knowledge
and power as central to his conceptual framework. Indeed, he constructed
knowledge and power not as separate entities but as conjoined products of the
same social processes – power/knowledge (pouvoir/savoir): “We should admit...
that power produces knowledge (and not simply by encouraging it because it
serves power or by applying it because it is useful); that power and knowledge
directly imply one another; that there is no power relation without the correlative
constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose
and constitute at the same time power relations.” (Foucault 1977, 27).
This led the present study to seek to understand citation behaviour in a
different light: as grounded in power relations, both the product and the generator
of power/knowledge. It would seek to understand the ways in which participants
actively engaged with existing regimes of power/knowledge in their community/
ies, through examining their relationship with and use of a powerful authorconstruct.
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3

Methodology

The present study marks a significant methodological departure both from existing
studies of citation, such as Gilbert (1977), Cronin (1982) and Brooks (1985, 1986)
and from the discourse analytic approaches used by Foucault himself and adopted
in LIS by Frohmann (1994) and Radford (1998). Both these approaches have
based their analysis on the study of documents – the published literature of the
field/s examined. However, such document-based approaches can be criticised for
privileging the researcher’s perspective. The present study has therefore sought a
more inclusive methodological approach: one which allowed the citing researchers
a more active role in developing an understanding of their citation practices.
In order to facilitate this, the research used face-to-face semi-structured
qualitative interviews as its primary method of data collection. The interview
guide was based in part on the ‘Life-Line’ and ‘Time-line’ techniques developed
by Dervin and her collaborators (Dervin & Frenette, 2001). Talja has pointed out
that Sense-Making’s “epistemological and ontological basis closely corresponds to
that of the discourse analytic viewpoint” (Dervin & Frenette, 2001, 71). This can
be seen, for example, in the fact that: “Sense-Making… assumes information to be
an in-flux creation of a power structure always subject to the forces of power both
for its maintenance and its resistance and change.” (Dervin, 1999, 741.)
Participants described the events and relationships they regarded as significant in
their relationship with the author and her work.
Whilst clearly informed by Foucault’s theories of discourse, the interview
analysis was carried out inductively, based on the ‘constant comparison’ approach
of Glaser and Strauss (1967). Feedback from participants was sought throughout
the analysis process via e-mail.

4

Shared Constructions – The Author as
‘Concept Marker’

The present study’s findings were supportive of Case and Higgins’s (2000) notion
that highly cited documents act as “concept markers” or signifiers for a research
community. As discussed in earlier publications (Olsson 2005, 2007), participants’
constructions of the meaning/s and significances of the author’s work were
grounded in their relationship with the accepted authorities, theories, practices and
approaches of their field and other related disciplines – their existing knowledge,
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beliefs and understandings were the (discursive) lens through which participants
‘saw’ the author and her work.
The study also revealed that many of these constructions were shared – found
in the account of more than one participant. Participants’ accounts suggested that
these shared constructions arose out of participants’ common context. The
findings show that all the study’s participants held a number of beliefs about the
author in common. All 15 participants shared four substantive constructions
(‘information behaviour’, ‘meta-theorist’, ‘Sense-Making’ and ‘user-centred
paradigm’), while a fifth (‘methodology’) was shared by 14 of the 15 participants.
Of the 23 different constructions of the author, 12 were found in the accounts of
more than half of the participants. To this degree, then, the participants can be seen
as belonging to a single community that share certain beliefs.
Furthermore, the participants themselves revealed an awareness of certain
ideas being widely held among researchers in the field. For example, nine
participants regularly described the four most common constructions listed above
as commonly accepted views: “I think there is a conventional way Dervin is
looked at in information seeking… because of the strong position of this 1986
paper …they see her in terms of the change of paradigm… as relating to individual
information seeking – the gap…. Sense-Making is seen in that way.26”
Although six of these participants drew attention to what they considered to be
the ‘field’s view’ in order to contrast it with their own constructions of the author,
they acknowledged that it played an important role in their own constructions.
Differentiation against their construction of this field’s view was often a defining
characteristic of participants’ constructions of the author.
However, echoing Cozzens (1982), the findings also suggest a range of
discursive sub-communities within information behaviour research, as they
indicate that participants with a particular research interest in common are more
likely to share common constructions of the author and her work. For example, the
five participants who self-identified with information retrieval research shared
eight constructions of the author, while a further four were shared by four of the
five. Furthermore, there were only four examples of constructions that occurred in
only one of these participants’ accounts. In addition, all these participants
themselves emphasised the importance of their engagement with information
retrieval research in shaping their existing constructions and defining the context
of their constructions of the author and her work. Ultimately, this led them to
26.As participants in the study were members of the LIS community, with the consequent higher risk of
their being identified by readers, all quotes are unidentified, even by pseudonym.
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construct her differently from other more information behaviour-oriented
researchers: “To a certain extent I was also looking at… IR research… I'm not
strictly speaking either an IR researcher or a pure information needs researcher,
which is one of the reasons I see Dervin as less directly relevant… the IR
perspective means a somewhat different focus…”. All this suggests that these
participants’ common engagement with information retrieval research has led
them to very similar constructions of the author and her work.
As well as engagement with particular research fields and specialisations,
participants reported that their engagement with a particular school of thought or
conceptual framework, such as ‘social constructivism’, ‘cognitivism’ or ‘SenseMaking’, was of central importance for their constructions of the author and her
work. In identifying with such a framework, participants suggested it equipped
them with a shared way of looking at and ‘talking about’ research. The study
explored the question of the extent to which participants who self-identified with a
particular conceptual framework shared a common set of constructions of the
author.
For example, four participants identified their approach with a social
constructivist and/or discourse analytic approach to research: “There is very
critical focus to Foucault [in my research]… And I also get some of my ideas from
the discourse analytic work from the British social psychologists.”
These four participants shared eight constructions of the author. A further six
constructions were found in three of the four participants’ accounts – in every
case, the same three participants. It was notable, however, that these three
participants, sharing 14 constructions of the author, were colleagues from the same
department.
It should be noted, however, an affiliation with a social constructivist/
discourse analytic approach did not preclude participants constructing the author
in markedly different ways. For example, three of the participants constructed her
not only as a ‘social constructivist’, but also as central to the field. The other,
however, regarded her approach as antithetical to the discourse analytic approach,
viewing it as “incipient mentalism”: “Wittgenstein has a very nice phrase at one
point where he says there's a tendency of thought that assumes every action flows
from a mental reservoir, so that everything one does is grounded somehow inside
the mind, in cognitive kind of processing, rather than as he would like it, of course,
certain practices laid down.”
It may be significant that the research practices of this ‘dissenting’ participant
were quite different from the other three. While the others were all actively
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engaged in empirical information behaviour research, this participant described his
involvement with the field as that of a critic: “So my approach is… if people want
to do that they can do it. I'm just saying that here are some questions over here that
are interesting too and you don't get at those questions by doing that kind of
research.”
Although all participants constructed Sense-Making as an important aspect of
the author’s work, only three identified themselves as ‘Sense-Making researchers’.
The accounts of these three participants included 11 constructions shared by all
three of them, with a further three constructions shared by two. The fact that all
three shared the ‘practical – methodology’ construction also suggested the
importance of common research practices for understanding their common
constructions of the author. This point was raised by two of the participants
themselves: “I think actually using the Sense-Making methodology really
deepened my understanding… I think you have to have used it to really understand
Dervin.”
Similarly, although 13 participants talked about cognitivist writers and
theories, only two participants explicitly identified themselves with the cognitivist
conceptual framework: “I would say, sure I'm interested in people's cognitive
processes because I think that's important for us in understanding how to support
them”. These two participants shared 11 constructions of the author. However,
understanding the role of their shared conceptual framework in shaping these
participants’ constructive processes was complicated by the fact that they were
both engaged in information retrieval research, and tended to relate their
conceptual framework to the context of this kind of research.
The study’s findings would therefore indicate that those who share a
conceptual framework also share many constructions of the author and her work.
However, they would also suggest that this commonality is most marked in those
who engage in similar areas of research and/or share common research practices.
This suggests that while citation can and does work effectively as semiotic
signifier amongst information behaviour researchers, the meanings and
significances conveyed are multiple. Six participants’ accounts showed an
awareness of this: “I tend to cite Dervin more, if I’m trying to get published in an
American journal or writing something specifically about information seeking. If
I’m doing a IR piece or something for here in the UK, I probably wouldn’t.”
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5

Citation and Power/Knowledge

Discussions of citation practices formed a part of nine participants’ accounts of
their relationship with the author and her work. Their accounts indicate that these
participants were very conscious of citation’s strategic importance – i.e. that it was
a process that could be used to enhance their own work’s authority in the eyes of
its potential audience: “…using Dervin in your research, citing her papers, gives
your own work a certain credibility in the eyes of other researchers… they already
know – or think they know – her ideas… her name gives the work more weight –
you need that, especially when you’re starting out…”.
To borrow Dreyfus and Rabinow’s (1982) phrase, participants exhibit a clear
understanding of the “rules of the game” in relation to having their work published
and accepted by its readers. This related to the participants’ awareness of the role
that citing the work of recognised authors – and evoking what they perceive as
widely held constructions thereof – could play in this process. Participants quite
explicitly linked their discussion of the strategic nature of their citation of the
author to their construction of her as ‘powerful’ in the context of information
behaviour research.
For, example, echoing Moravcsik and Murugesan (1975), eight participants
talked about how they believed it was “important” or “necessary” to cite the
author’s work in an information behaviour-related article in order to signal to the
audience that one is aware of it and its significance in the field. They felt there was
an expectation that a “properly researched” paper in the field should include
references to the author’s work: “…if I would be a reviewer of a paper on
information seeking I would expect… [there] should be at least the reference to
Dervin… because those person's are aware of what happens in the field of
information seeking.”
Another example of the strategic use of a common construction to succinctly
convey a desired meaning related to the construction of the author’s work as being
about – even epitomising – the ‘user-centred paradigm’: “It’s a way of saying ‘I’m
user-centred’”, “…you sort of stake out your territory in a way, or say who you're
aligned with your citations”. Their discussion indicated that participants were
acutely aware not only of Dervin as a concept marker/cultural signifier amongst IS
researchers, but also of the power/knowledge associated with the author in the
discourses of information behaviour research.
Showing a strong understanding of his own status as a powerful authorconstruct, one participant (among the most cited authors in the field) contrasted the
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authority of an established, high-profile writer like himself with that of a neophyte
researcher in the field: “Well, the different perspective is, if you compare myself
with the average graduate student or the average Ph.D. candidate, well I don't
have anything to prove. They do, and they have to find in effect a prop to help them
through the process. I don't need props because I don't need to do what I don't
want to do. I'm not doing things in order to enter the community, as a Ph.D.
student, and who have to demonstrate to thesis entities and so forth that they do
know what the background is, who the people are, who the scholars are that they
should know about. So, there's a whole apparatus of the entry into the community
process that these people have to engage in that the established scholar doesn't.
So, yes I mean there's differences in that respect. And there are differences in
people like say Kuhlthau, and Elfreda Chatman, myself and someone who is
through that process but seeking to establish themselves.”
This construction of citation as a necessary means for a new researcher to
establish their credibility – “a prop to help them through the process” – and the
suggestion that, as a senior, high-profile author one might be ‘exempt’ from the
need to use such a strategy, was echoed in the account of another participant, who
was also among the most cited authors in the field: “You know ASIST will publish
anything that I give them – JASIST, IP&M… even with no citations at all, they’d
probably publish it… you develop a reputation over time…”.
A third participant provided a further insight into the role of power relations in
relation to citation practices by suggesting that citations by such prominent figures
had much greater significance for him than those of other writers: “…some
citations are worth more than others… in a sense it takes someone like Dan who's
not really got an investment in any of her models… And he's not, and no one would
ever think he was Dervinite or Kuhlthite because he's been around so long. So in a
sense, he looks at them and integrates them, people will not think ‘Oh Dan has
become a Dervinite’.” This view received strong support from six other
participants asked to comment on it.
Participants’ accounts support a view of citation practice as a widely
understood social convention among researchers in the field. Through citing an
author they construct as ‘powerful’ in the field, a researcher can bolster his/her
own position as a knowledgeable member of the research community. This will, in
effect, increase the authority of his/her own work by linking it to the prominent
author’s work – clothing, to a degree, their own work in the mantle of the author’s
established authority.
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Participants’ accounts contain six examples of participants consciously
making strategic use of citing the author’s work: “The first reason [for citing the
author] is… because she is a widely cited author, has a strong position… Perhaps
we can use Wilson's term cognitive authority; she has some cognitive authority in
information studies… and also of course because I want to make ideas that are not
so familiar in information studies, to get them known, to get them more familiar,
because you are able to read Dervin's work as well from the… social constructivist
point of view, as well as from the constructivist point of view… using Dervin makes
my new ideas more acceptable…”.
This is an example of what I have called ‘Trojan Horse-ing’. The participant’s
aim was to introduce an unfamiliar and/or divergent theory or approach to the
information behaviour community. In order to render the new approach/theory
more “acceptable” to its intended audience, the participant chose to emphasise its
relationship to the author’s work – to cloak the unfamiliar in the power/knowledge
of an established author construct. Three participants’ accounts include explicit of
this strategy. In addition, seven participants talk about using citation to “support”
or “lend authority” to their own writing: “…so I'm using Dervin and Nilan there to
sort of buttress the statement of the paradigm shift and I'm doing that also to
provide some authority, separate authority and authentication to that
argument…”.

6

Conclusions

The study’s findings demonstrate the essentially discursive nature of participants’
citation practices – practices grounded in participants’ engagement with their field,
their research interests, their theoretical framework. Furthermore, participants’
accounts show that they are themselves very much aware of citation’s role as a
discursive practice, and their ability, through ‘Trojan-Horse-ing’ etc., to
strategically employ it to further their own ends. This is a good example both of
Talja’s (1997) contention that we should endeavour to understand information
behaviour through understanding people’s discursive interests, and of Dervin’s
(1999) principle that people be seen as experts in their life-worlds.
The findings of the study are generally consistent with those of earlier studies
of citation behaviour, such as Moravcsik and Murugesan (1975), Gilbert (1977),
Cozzens (1982), and also Case and Higgins (2000). However, the lens of
Foucauldian discourse analysis has allowed for a more theoretically-grounded
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appreciation of citation as one aspect of a network of discursively-constructed
power/knowledge relations.
More generally, the study provides an example of how a different metatheoretical and methodological approach can provide new insights, even into
behaviours and practices that have been extensively studied before. It is hoped that
the emergence of the new more socially-oriented ‘umbrella discourse’ in our field
identified by Savolainen (2007) will lead to many such revelations in the near
future.
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Abstract
The paper addresses philosophical and metatheoretical questions within library, information,
and documentation studies (LID), with a reference to some ways the discipline can conceive of
its relationship to the use and user of information and documents. Social constructionist
approach and the perspectives hermeneutics could open within LID are discussed with a special
emphasis on the issue of the Cartesian subject. A common theme in both constructionist and
hermeneutical approaches is overcoming individualism. Yet it seems that the criticism of the
Cartesian subject within LID is actually missing the point in the sense that it seems not to
recognise the specific philosophical perspective, within which the whole Cartesian
epistemology should be considered. This may also be seen as a consequence of the fact that the
criticism is based on a somewhat shallow reconstruction of Descartes’ writings.

1

Introduction

The paper addresses philosophical and metatheoretical questions within library,
information, and documentation studies (LID27 ), with a reference to some ways
the discipline can conceive of its relationship to the use and user of information
and documents. An approach, or a family of approaches, that can be called the
discourse-analytical social constructionist view, is currently perhaps the most vital
approach among the metatheoretical trends within LID (see e.g. Frohmann, 1992,
2004, Tuominen & Savolainen, 1997, Talja, 1997, Talja, Keso & Pietiläinen, 1999,
Talja, Tuominen & Savolainen, 2004). Further, there are some quite significant
similarities between constructionism and the views inspired by hermeneutics (see
Benediktsson, 1989, Capurro, 1992, Hoel, 1992, Cornelius, 1996, Hansson, 2005,
27. I use the notion LID to denote the by appearance relatively unified and common disciplinary
tradition having instances, parts, or historical phases under names such as “library science”,
“information science”, “library and information science”, “documentation studies” or just
“documentation”, “information management”, “knowledge management”, “book science / history”,
“bibliography” etc., the last ones are often also regarded as sub-disciplines. My aim is to equally
recognize and appreciate them all. Thus, for instance information studies or science just like library
science or documentation studies would belong under this comprehensive construct of mine.
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Suominen, 2004, 2007a). Capurro (1992, 86 ff.) uses the notion “pragmatic turn”.
To avoid too hasty categosations, however, I shall in this paper use the notion
discursive-pragmatic view to denote the similarities between the two approaches
and the possible common undercurrents manifested in them.
Views inspired by social constructionism have especially been put forward
with regard to the use and user of information, or knowledge, etc. The field of LID
is typically configured in terms of a kind of a ‘narrative of events’ or a ‘chain of
events ontology’, consisting of the following ‘realities’:
1.

information / knowledge / document production and products

2.

intermediation, and the systems for intermediating information / knowledge /
documents

3.

information / knowledge / document searching, seeking, etc.

4.

use of / benefiting from information / knowledge / documents.

However, the status of some of these concepts, the notions of use and the users
themselves, as well as notions denoting the ‘used’, could even be challenged from
the viewpoint of the constructionist approach. Talja (1997), for instance, aims to
overcome the gap of user- and system-orientations on the basis of constructionism.
In the same way, hermeneutics as well can at least provide a basis for challenging
too simplistic user-oriented positions or privileging the user. (See e.g. Suominen,
2007a.)
In this paper I shall discuss both the similarities and possible differences
between constructionist approach and the perspectives hermeneutics could open
within LID, with the aim to illustrate those approaches, including their relative
merits, weaknesses and problems. I shall especially discuss themes related to some
themes of the modern European philosophy, with a special emphasis on what
could be called the ‘issue of the Cartesian subject’. From the perspective of
hermeneutics, the view I feel more like my ‘own’, I shall construct myself some
approaches that seem plausible to me, while on the side of constructionism I shall
focus on some constructionist arguments that actually have been presented within
LID.
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2

Overcoming Individualism in Terms of the
Discursive-Pragmatic View, and the Issue of
the Cartesian Subject

Tuominen and Savolainen (1997) specifically discuss the use of information in
terms of “social constructionism” (from here onward referred to as
constructionism). Their view basically challenges the individualist views of the
phenomena under investigation within LID. They sum up their general point of
departure by referring to Gergen’s modification of Descartes’ famous “cogito ergo
sum” into the form “cogitamus ergo sum”28. The Cartesian position is here taken as
the paradigmatic instance of viewing the one knowing as an absolutely
independent and isolated individual mind. The general message is that not the
individual but social level – “persons in conversation”, as Tuominen and
Savolainen (1997, 81) puts it, referring to Rom Harré – is the primary level where
human knowledge has its basis. Consequently they write:
“The idea we are putting forward is that it is possible to focus on analysing
conversation (seen broadly as all kinds of spoken and written communication)
when studying information use. This means that the research approach we are
presenting in the paper focuses on public and social, not the private and subjective
information use.” (ibid., 81).
Thus, the authors are suggesting an approach to information phenomena,
especially information use, on the interpersonal, public level. Yet, the approach
they are suggesting proceeds to emphasise the “constructive nature of language
use” (op. cit., 84), i.e., that use of language not only (or at all?) expresses thoughts
but rather creates social reality. Here already we can see a connection to the
position of language in Gadamer’s philosophy; his emphasis of the linguistic
character of tradition, etc. (see Gadamer, 1960/1986, 345 ff.). In this paper,
however, I do not have the possibility to pursue this theme further.
The core of the position of Tuominen and Savolainen (1997, 83), including its
obvious strengths, is quite illustratively expressed in the following: “Social
constructionists assume that we construct versions of reality between ourselves
and that knowledge is something people do together rather than an individual
possession.”
Here they come quite close to a view that could be outlined on the basis of
some basic themes in the teaching of Gadamer, when he questions whether we
28. It doesn’t appear, if the formulation is deliberately in this form, instead of ”cogitamus, ergo sumus”.
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should understand knowledge as “domination” or “taking possession” or rather as
“a subordination to the text's claim to dominate our minds”. To formulate the
‘Gadamerian’ counter-part for the constructionist view in this respect, however,
requires a short excursion to some other fundamental Gadamerian concepts.
The core concept of Gadamerian thought is tradition. To a large extent, the
thoughts of Gadamer can be understood as a reflection on how tradition
reproduces itself in human culture – for instance and paradigmatically when the
generations follow one another. The reproduction of tradition is called by Gadamer
(1960/1986, 267 ff.) the “effective history”. In addition, actually most
substantially, his philosophy is about how we should live in this, because
Gadamer’s philosophy also is very much a teaching of the “proper attitude” for
civilised thinking about life, and “civilised” as it is used here comes from the
German ideal of Bildung.
When the issue is the use of information, however, it is plausible to start the
approach to Gadamer’s thinking from another point, from a triad of elements of the
hermeneutical problem which Gadamer himself refers to in earlier hermeneutics to
illustrate his thoughts. While referring to this triad, however, he also emphasises
that actually the parts of the triad should be understood as forming one whole. For
opening his way of thinking, the following triad, however, is helpful:
1.

subtilitas intelligendi, meaning here that the text becomes understood

2.

subtilitas explicandi, meaning here interpretation, i.e., that the understanding
becomes explicated

3.

subtilitas applicandi, meaning here the application of the understood and
explicated.

Gadamer pays special attention to the expression “subtilitas”, a kind of
sophisticated attitude, rather than a technique or method in a narrow sense. (See
Gadamer, 1960/1986, 274 ff.)
Gadamer further describes how over the course of time, when understanding
and interpretation tended to be fused, application was left totally outside the
hermeneutical problem. In his own analysis, however, application as well is
always involved in understanding when the text understood and interpreted
becomes applied to the present situation of the interpreter. This, again, has to do
with Gadamer’s view that interpretation necessarily is a fusion of horizons, rather
than situating oneself in the original past context of the text. With Gadamer, it is
not only that it is impossible for a human living in one time and “horizon” to fully
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position him/herself in another time and “horizon”. Even an attempt to do this
would be a kind of escaping from the hermeneutical task proper. Thus Gadamer
(1960/1986, 274–275) is suggesting that “… we are forced to go, as it were, one
stage beyond romantic hermeneutics, by regarding not only understanding and
interpretation, but also application as comprising one unified process.”
Clearly subtilitas applicandi, even if strictly speaking not separable from the
whole, is the moment of the hermeneutical “unified process”, with which we best
could relate to the use of information, documentation, knowledge, contents, etc. If
we think the ‘chain of events ontology’ outlined in the beginning of this paper,
both the use of information. knowledge, documents, etc., and the Gadamerian
application in a sense are the ‘last ones in the chains’, even in with Gadamer the
‘chain’ would actually be not a chain at all.
This becomes even more problematic when we take into account the
connection of the notion of application into the theme of the rehabilitation of
tradition and authority within the notion of effective history with Gadamer (1960/
1986; 245 ff.). Here we come to a point where Gadamer is questioning the nature
of knowing as “dominance”: “… Hermeneutics in the sphere of literary criticism
and the historical sciences is not 'knowledge as domination', i.e., an appropriation
as a 'taking possession’ of, but rather a subordination to the text's claim to
dominate our minds. Of this, however, legal and theological hermeneutics are the
true model. To interpret the law's will or the promises of God is clearly not a form
of domination, but of service. They are interpretations – which includes
application – in the service of what is considered valid. Our thesis is that historical
hermeneutics also has a task of application to perform, because it too serves the
validity of meaning, in that it explicitly and consciously bridges the gap in time
that separates the interpreter from the text and overcomes the alienation of
meaning that the text has undergone.” (Gadamer, 1960/1986, 278.)29
Capurro’s hermeneutically motivated text could be taken as a general
statement principle, common to the discursive-pragmatic view, be it motivated by
constructionism or hermeneutics, when he writes: “… hermeneutics, as developed
by Heidegger and H.-G. Gadamer, refers to the founding dimension of our ‘beingin-the-word-with-others’, in a sense of a historical dimension of disclosure of
meaning, which conditions our understanding of the world. Being prior to our

29. With Gadamer’s argumentation it is sometimes difficult to decide, whether they reflect a kind of
Bildung-philosophical ethos, or if they should rather be taken as something that is nearly an existential
necessity.
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theoretical and/or practical projects, this dimension is called ‘pre-understanding’
(Capurro, 1992, 87–88).
Yet, we should also notice that even if the common historical founding is prior
to our “theoretical and/or practical projects”, these projects as well may have their
legitimatisation. This should be kept in mind when following my argumentation in
section 3 especially.
Both the approaches within LID discussed above, the constructionist and
hermeneutical ones, would thus emphasise that knowledge is not primarily in the
mind of an individual but rather on a more collective, social and cultural level, in
tradition, in dialogue, etc. In a sense, both hermeneutical and constructionist
argumentation can be seen here as criticism of a view that could be reached by
immediate introspection of oneself as a subject acting, aiming at objectives,
making up one’s mind, knowing what he or she knows, encountering various
phenomena, etc., freely and independently of any others.
This seems to be connected with another common feature in the discursivepragmatic view. Within LID studies seems to be a certain taking a distance from,
or more strongly, rejecting what can shortly be called the Cartesian subject.
Capurro (1992, 85) writes about “the difference between knowing subject as a kind
of substance (or ‘thing’) separated from the objects of knowledge (Descartes’ “res
cogitans” vs. “res extensa”)”.
A similar, very brute reference to the Cartesian philosophy is made by
Qvortrup (2007). Talja (1997, 69) writes about “modern subject/object –
dichotomy” with reference to Capurro’s text mentioned, and in a substantially
similar context Talja (1995) refers directly to the Cartesian conceptions. Further,
Talja, Tuominen and Savolainen (2004, 89) write about “subject-object dichotomy
characterising modern thought”.
There certainly is some rather strong affinity between overcoming
individualism and the criticism on the Cartesian subject within the discursivepragmatic view within LID. Cartesian thinking certainly is, in quite a substantial
sense, based on immediate introspection, though we could say that then this
introspection also is heavily elaborated. In any case, it seems to me that the
criticism of the Cartesian subject as it appears within LID
1.
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is actually missing the point in the sense that it seems not to recognise the
specific philosophical perspective, within which the whole Cartesian
epistemology should be considered, and further

2.

the first remark may also be seen as a consequence of the fact that the criticism
is based on a somewhat shallow reconstruction of what Descartes actually
wrote and probably thought.

The first remark shall be discussed in more details in section 3, and the second
remark in section 4 below. What I attempt do in this paper mostly is to open and
slightly illustrate the problem, rather than give very definite solutions.

3

Constructionist and Hermeneutical,
Objectifying and Reflection

A distinction, most illustrating for my theme here, can be based on the way Pirttilä
(1994, 171–173) – a Finnish sociologist of knowledge – quite concisely
characterises the perspective of the sociology of knowledge in the first one of his
“Rules of the sociology of knowledge”. The rule tells us that “Sociology of
knowledge is not interested in the truth, but in the production of truths”.
If we look at the production of truths, we may just be looking at a
phenomenon we can know something about, but if we are ourselves looking for
the truth, we are tied by some obligations; we are ourselves obliged, perhaps by
some methodical norms, perhaps by more fundamental requirements of veracity,
logic, rationality, etc. But if we are just looking at the production of the truths as
social phenomena, we could talk about a kind of sociological objectification or
alienation from the object of research. The truths of those others are for us not
necessarily ‘real’ and genuine truths, with the obligation the truth poses to the one
looking for it.
The constructionist view, as it appears within LID, seems to remain quite
substantially within a sociologically objectifying perspective. A certain
desemantisation, or a ‘ruling out semantics and meanings’ tendency within the
constructionist approach, as it appears in LID, can be taken as a symptom of
sociological objectification. This tendency can be recognised, for instance, when
Tuominen and Savolainen (1997) are focusing on, in a sense, ‘outer’ phenomena
of discourse, ‘tactical discursive moves’, so to speak, as the specific phenomena,
one could (or should?) look at when trying to empirically study information use as
a discursive practice. The general idea appears in the following
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“Discourse analysis is concerned with methods of description: how versions
become established as solid, real and independent of the speaker or writer”
(Tuominen & Savolainen, 1997, 85). And more concretely
“The main point in producing factual, believable or at least rhetorically
sustainable descriptions is that the version being produced in talk or text
should appear as if it came from outside the speaker in order to show itself as a
fact, a realist description which has not been biased by the interests or desires
of the producer of the account…” (Tuominen & Savolainen, 1997, 86).
Focusing on these kinds of ‘tactical discursive moves’, on the other hand, is related
to the theme of power often emphasised in the argumentation for social
constructionism (see e.g. Frohman, 1992, Talja, Tuominen & Savolainen, 2004).
Clearly, when people use various ‘tactics’ of convincing their partners in
conversation to fortify their own position and status, etc., this has to do with
power. However, on the other hand, it entails a certain creation of further distance
or alienation by the researcher from the discourse he or she is looking at.
Some further evidence for the assumption that the perspective of the
constructionist view within LID tends to focus on sociologically objectified
production of truths can be found in Talja, Keso and Pietiläinen (1999). After
presenting the points of departure of constructionism the authors proceed to
illustrate their implications via discussing an empirical study by Barry, who “…
regards the fact that participants [of the study, i.e. the informants] ‘construct
reality’ in research interviews by creating narrative and post-rationalising versions
of their action one of the central weaknesses of qualitative research.” (Talja, Keso
& Pietiläinen, 1999, 756. Italics VS.)
The objectification, subject object dichotomy, the Cartesian subject are
reduced off from the object of research. However, despite the claim that
constructionism within LID is an “anti-realist position” (see e.g. Talja, Tuominen
& Savolainen, 2004, 90), the reality of the phenomena of information seeking, use,
etc. seems to be present in quite a real sense. The ‘chain of events ontology’
maintains quite an untouched position as the ontology of object of research, even if
some inner relationships within it may be questioned.
It should, however, be noted that Talja, Keso and Pietiläinen (1999) do
emphasise an interpretative and conversational approach to the data provided by
the interviews. This is necessary because “meanings are never present in the data
itself, and the researcher always brings factors from outside to the data” (op. cit.,
758). What I can see here, however, is an example of elaborated and sophisticated
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techniques of observation and of analysis of the observations, rather than radically
disengaging from the logic of empirical observation, which always remains within
the basic logic of objectification. The denial of the possibility of the Cartesian
subject on the side of the object of research even expands the distance between the
researcher and his or her object of research, if compared to, for instance, the
somewhat naïvely rationalist assumption of the research subject as a rational
“information man”, which Talja (1995, 1997) is especially challenging. The
‘escape form semantics’ even further enforces the alienation. Talja, Keso and
Pietiläinen (1999) also are emphasising that the knowledge of the researcher as
well is socially constructed, just like the knowing of the research subject. This,
however, seems to remain quite separated from the social construction of and
within the object of research. The connection between the researcher and the
research subject remains on an abstract level. In the following I shall illustrate the
point made here by looking at a possible, even plausible hermeneutical perspective
that could be present within LID-studies.
User-orientation within LID is a somewhat vague notion. I have earlier
(Suominen, 1997, 164) suggested a distinction between focusing on the user, on
the one hand, and sharing the horizon with the user, on the other hand. However, it
should be noticed that they are not necessarily mutually exclusive perspectives.
For example, by focusing on the user by investigating how they configure an
information system, information, documents, or knowledge, for instance, we can
reach knowledge that enables us to understand his or her position and in a certain
sense share his or her ‘horizon’, i.e., the view he or she has. Sharing a horizon with
the user as such, however, as a form of ‘taking the user into account’, could have
its justification and inspiration in a generally hermeneutical spirit. Yet, on quite a
practical level as well, it could be what a user actually would wish from the
instance (person, discipline, profession, etc.) aiming to help him or her with
information and documentation problems, if we consider the user as a customer of
some kind of service. Basically, the idea of sharing the horizon with the user could
lead to a special kind of bibliographical scholarship, documentation studies, book
history or book studies, and it could within LID especially be in the interest of
librarianship (see e.g. Suominen, 2004, 2007a,b).
The idea of sharing the horizon with the user, instead of focusing on the user,
would be the result of a genuinely philosophical reflection, which now would turn
from the ontology of the object of research into a horizon in quite a formal sense.
This would indicate the direction in which the researcher, and assumingly the user
as well, are looking. The proper object research of the properly hermeneutical
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approach could be, for instance, information or document products. Here also the
“blurred distinction of interpretative empirical setting and interpretative act of
research” would be avoided which Hansson (2005, 110, see also 108) sees as a
problem in attempts to see LID-studies as a hermeneutical discipline.
Further, we could, starting from the hermeneutical sharing the horizon as well,
think about a perspective of concrete research, of positive science, just like the
constructionist sociological objectification within LID as described above. We
could, for instance, proceed on the lines of Betti and Ricoeur. With Betti (1962) we
find the “canons of interpretation”, and Ricoeur (1969, 34) emphasises the
importance of a taking a distance from the text under interpretation in terms of
structural analysis, as an intermediate phase in what he calls “mature intelligence”
that hermeneutics could and should be. Gadamer, here following Heidegger,
emphasises ontology and even criticises the attempts to make hermeneutics a
method. Ricoeur, in turn, is more orientated towards just methodology and
epistemology, most eloquently seeing ontology as the Promised Land, which a
“reflecting and speaking” philosopher – like Moses in the Bible – is allowed to see
but never to enter30. Ricoeur (1969, 33–34) also explicitly makes quite a sharp
distinction between science and philosophy, structural analysis manifesting the
former, hermeneutics the latter. Further, when Gadamer writes “…[t]he place
between strangeness and familiarity that a transmitted text has for us is that
intermediate place between being an historically intended separate object and
being part of tradition. The true home of hermeneutics is in this intermediate area.”
(Gadamer, 1960/1986, 262–263.)
Perhaps this intermediate area could also be the ‘true home’ of the Ricoeurean
methodology and epistemology as well, if we had or wished to overcome this
dilemma between Gadamer and Ricoeur. In an intermediate area there never is
anything very absolute and there is always some space to move. Further, Gadamer,
on one hand, and Betti and Ricoeur, on the other, could also be seen as simply
discussing different issues. Gadamer himself quite clearly states that he is not
talking about method but is “trying to go beyond the concept of method held by
modern science (which retains its limited justification) and to envisage in a
fundamentally universal way what always happens” (see Gadamer 1960/1986,
466, quoting his own earlier personal letter to Betti)31.
30. “Ainsi, l’ontologie est bien la terre promise pour une philsophie qui commence par le langage et par
la réflexion; mais, comme Moïse, le sujet parlant et réfléchissant peut seulement l’apercevoir avant de
mourir”, (Ricoeur 1969, 32).
31. As regards the concept of philosophy, however, this would leave an unsolved dilemma between
Gadamer and Ricoeur. Ricoeur’s view would actually make hermeneutics as philosophy depending on
science, to be precise, on the part of science that can be called the humanities, yet in any case on
science the justification of which, according to Gadamer, is “limited”.

184

The point here in any case is that we could proceed from the hermeneutical
perspective of sharing the horizon to concrete research, to objectifying science,
probably within LID as well. The object then, however, would be something else
than the user of information or documentation. Then the ‘chain of events ontology’
as the ontology of the object of research would be broken, actually turned into the
ontology where the researcher would find his or her position. Still it is to be noted
that there is no reason why a constructionist could not share the horizon or the
perspective with the user and then find his or her object of research within this
perspective as well. Thereafter, however, a question would arise pertaining to
whether or not the ultimate aim of this possible objectifying approach would be
understanding and interpretation or some other form of analysis, for instance an
analysis of the production of truths as a phenomenon within the information
objects, documents, their production, etc. once again.
If hermeneutics is considered in the light of the distinction by Pirttilä referred
to above, however, it is clear that for hermeneutics the truth, knowledge, etc., is
not just a phenomenon but rather a genuine truth, genuine knowledge, etc., with
the obligations of veracity, though recognised as somehow dwelling in the
common traditions. This presence of the obligations should be seen even in the
modes of objectification and positive science arising from the hermeneutical
perspective, especially with Ricoeur who so emphatically sees structural analysis
as an intermediate phase in the hermeneutical task of appropriation. The issue
there certainly is not just the phenomena of the production of truths by others.
However, one should still realise that the sociologically objectifying view –
especially as it appears in constructionist terms – does have specific merits that the
viewpoint opened via hermeneutics would lack. We could say that when looking at
the production of truths it is possible to even reach truths we cannot share. From
the hermeneutical perspective this could be more difficult, even if the omnipresent
moment of conversation and search for agreement within hermeneutical thinking
can smoothen this obstacle as well. In any case, one should, within the
constructionist perspective, also realize that this capacity to recognise and deal
with various truths, views, meanings, etc., would be the result of the objectifying
approach.
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4

A Closer Turn around the Cartesian Subject

To avoid too strong dichotomies, we perhaps could say that hermeneutics is
philosophy rather than sociology oriented, while with constructionism, as it
appears within LID, the case is somewhat opposite. In this sense, at this point it
already seems to me to be justified to claim that the constructionist criticism of the
Cartesian subject, as it appears within LID, is missing the point from the from the
very beginning. Descartes, after all, is writing within the philosophical and
especially epistemological perspective where the issue is the conditions of
knowledge of oneself, rather than the production of truths by some others.
Further, it is to be noted that what is written around ‘the issue of the Cartesian
subject’ often strongly simplifies, actually distorts the original writing and thought
of Descartes. This can already be seen in the comments on the separation of the
mind and body. It should suffice as a counter-argument in this respect to indicate
Descartes’ own words when he writes that we shouldn’t understand “… human
only as a spirit using or benefiting from the body” (Descartes, 1647a, 176)32.
Interestingly enough for us, Descartes here makes problematic the view of the
mind as a “user” of the body.
When the independent and autonomous character of the Cartesian subject is
falsely over-emphasised, one seems to neglect the separatism of several, at least
three substances with Descartes, reconstructed by Laberthonnière (1935, 5–9) as
the distinction of
1.

“the object up there” (“l’object en haut”), i.e. God,

2.

“the object down there” (“l’objet en bas”) i.e. the material things, and then

3.

the subject, i.e. the “res cogitans”.

In Descartes’ letters to Mersenne (Descartes, 1630a, 1630b, 1630c) how he
considers human knowledge subordinate to human capacity to know becomes
crystal clear. The human pursuit of knowledge is based on his or her capacity to
know, which she or he can find in his or her mind. A dichotomy missing from
Descartes’ thinking is the strong distinction of logic and psychology: what is
logical for a human is based on necessities within the human mind. There is a basis
for human capacity to know that is particular, rather than general in the sense of
logic. An archaic characteristic – certainly not an indifferent one – in the Cartesian
32. transl. by VS, orig. text: “… que l’homme n’est rien qu’un esprit usant ou se servant du corps”. The
comment is included in the responses to the objections, attached to the Meditations in the editions
following the first one.
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epistemology is the view that this particularity of the human capacity to know
comes from the divine act of creation. An important point here is that the ‘third
substance’, God, can be known but not conceived of; as Descartes eloquently
expresses it, we can “touch” but not “embrace” God. For knowledge it is enough to
“touch by thought” (“toucher de la pensée”), while conceiving of would be
“embracing by thought” (“embrasser de la pensée”); a man can touch but not
embrace a mountain. (See Descartes, 1630c, 152.) This implies that a human can
neither exhaustively conceive of him/herself and his or her knowledge in terms of
explanation, because he or she can’t exhaustively conceive of their basis.
One should further note that what is called Cartesian dualism is actually quite
a fundamental logic in Cartesian thinking, rather than just a distinction of mind
and body or thinking and extension as different existing ‘things’. The dualism goes
inside the thinking subject as well, which actually is an aspect not so often noted
when Descartes’ ideas are discussed. Within the mind and consequently in
knowledge, according to Descartes, there again is the dualism of will and
judgment as the activity of will, on one hand, and understanding, and perceptions
or ideas as the content of understanding (la perception de l’entendement)
(Descartes, 1647b, 38–39), on the other. The will and its judgments are the active
side and understanding with its ideas, the passive side. Knowledge is the product
of the active judgments of passive perceptions or ideas. Further, those judgments
can’t in the last analysis be based on anything else but the perceptions and ideas
disposable for the judging subject, for the will. (See also Keeling, 1968, 168 ff.)
This already brings to the Cartesian epistemology and methodology a kind of
dialectical circularity.
In this sense, we also can see Descartes’ understanding of human knowledge
in a dialogical sense as well, though the dialogue that constitutes knowledge with
Descartes is in a sense ‘inner dialogue’ in ones mind. In any case, this gives the
pursuit for truth a character of striving. Descartes warns against “giving reason a
holiday”, meaning that we cannot rely on any kind of logic or formalism that
would in some sense automatically lead to knowledge as Leibniz would have liked
it (see Beck, 1952, 286–287). Further, the “truth in the last analysis is its own
evidence, veritas index sui, and the mind is driven back, in Leibniz’s own
terminology, to the experientia interna idearum” (Beck, 1952, 63). (Cf. also Beck,
1952, 55–63.) The Cartesian view of this ‘inner dialogue’ also could be a basis for
quite an elegant argument for the impossibility to conceive of a human as an
automaton33.

33. Ingwersen (1992, 19 ff.) could have used it as an argument when making the distinction between
“cognitivism” and the “cognitive viewpoint”.
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In regard to constructionism, we could say that knowledge, according to
Descartes, is truly dialogically constructed, yet not so emphatically constructed on
the social level. In my view, it is exactly this social level with the genuinely
historical dimension of construction that constructionism and hermeneutics can
and should add to the Cartesian view. A hermeneutician recognises him/herself as
dependent on history as the basis of his or her knowledge and being, and there is
some resemblance with Descartes recognising himself as dependent on a kind of
history, we could say, on the ‘history of creation’, or the ‘third substance’, i.e. God.
However, when the ‘history of creation’ is substituted by the ‘real history’, quite
fundamental problems related to the differences between knowing subjects
representing various eras, cultures, etc. come on to the scene as well. This
probably is among the themes motivating constructionism as well (see e.g.
Tuominen, 2000). However, perhaps the Cartesian subject should be ‘dialectically
overcome’, i.e. challenged, sophisticated, and preserved at the same time, rather
than just abandoned. This could be seen to happen, for instance, when Gadamer
(1960/1986, 248–249) argues that the acknowledgement or rejection of an
authority is an act of free, rational will, we could say, of a very Cartesian subject of
the Enlightenment – even if the creation of an authority is not.34
Even if the dualism of the subject and object has quite a fundamental role in
Descartes’, the blame of objectivism in regard to Cartesian epistemology and
characterising objectivist views as ‘Cartesian’ seems somewhat mislead. He from
the very beginning, from methodical doubt, assumes the standpoint of the subject
(Laberthonnière, 1935, 5–6). Actually, the novelty Descartes brings to the modern
European philosophy is exactly the role of the subject in knowledge, the theme
Kant then develops further. We could, with reservations, say that where Kant
presents the categories or à priori conditions of experiential knowledge, there
Descartes has the most fundamental ideas, so called communes notions and the
”natural light [of reason]” (lumen naturalis, lumiere naturelle), with which God
has provided us (cf. Keeling, 1968, 291, Beck, 1952, 73). With further reservation
we perhaps could even say that where Kant has das Ding an Sich, Descartes has
God (see Chamberlain, 1914, 215–216). We could even refer to Ricoeur’s
comment on the Heideggerian ontology I mentioned in section 3. The issue all the
time is the problem of reaching the ‘ultimate object’ by the knowing subject. This
means that there necessarily is a certain moment of subjectivity in the human
knowledge, meanings, etc. The ‘same message’ could even be read in Gadamer’s
34. This ‘overcoming’ could still be seen as going back to Hegel (see e.g. Ricoeur’s, 1969, 403, and the
interesting construct “kantisme post-hégélien”).
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(1960/1986, 268) critical remark on Hegel’s “absolute knowledge, in which
history would become completely transparent to itself”. The issue here is a major
undercurrent of modern European philosophy related to a major philosophical
problem. We could see as a deep premise behind all this that the finiteness and
limitedness of our human existence is taken seriously (cf. Descartes, 1630c, for
instance, and Gadamer, 1960/1986, 245–246).

5

Concluding Remarks

Hjørland and Albrechtsen (1995) insightfully suggest that “information scientist”
(here, perhaps, a LID-researcher and even a LID-professional as well) should
become, in some respects, like a philosopher or sociologist of knowledge. Perhaps
we should further emphasise that he or she especially should focus on the
philosophy of knowledge and on the sociology of knowledge. I think, within a
discipline like LID, which among other things can be seen as having manifold and
also quite concrete connections to social and even professional practices, there is a
separate need for metatheories on a rather philosophical level as well. Further, I
tried to indicate above that philosophy is not necessarily the same issue as the
metatheories of, say, sociologically oriented research.
In this paper, I have indicated how constructionist ideas could be changing our
understanding of the inner relationships in what I called the ‘chain of events
ontology’, while from a more philosophical hermeneutical perspective we could
even challenge the position of this ontology as the ontology of the object of
research. Science, especially in the form of empirical research, is quite a limited
form of rationality, and it is exactly from these limitations that it also gets its
strength: it can produce knowledge with relatively high credibility. Yet, we should,
at all times, be prepared to consider its fundamentals, its meaningfulness, etc., in
terms of wider and richer forms of rationality, which then leads us toward
genuinely philosophical issues. Further, it would be important to have a
philosophical-level reflection, not only as metatheories guiding empirical research,
but more widely as a sphere of intellectuality on its own, relating to the various
spheres of LID-practices and creating reflective self-understanding on a social,
even professional, as well as on a scholarly level. In my view, the true
legitimatisation of the practices of science as well comes from those wider spheres
of social life and practices.
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In a sense, I would see the Ricoeurean idea of making a relatively sharp
distinction between science and philosophy as quite healthy. What actually in
some respects worries me most in possibly unreflected rejection of the Cartesian
subject, is the fate of rationality, which basically is an obligation, rather than a
mere phenomenon. However, there is a danger that rationality as an obligation is
lost, if we can not make the distinction between philosophically reflective and
sociologically objectifying perspectives.
References
Beck, L.J. (1952) The Method of Descartes: A Study of the Regulae. (Repr. from the sheets
of the 1st ed.) Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Benediktsson, D. (1989) Hermeneutics: Dimensions toward LIS thinking. Library and
Information Science Research (3), 210–234.
Betti, E (1962) Hermeneutics as the General Method of the Geisteswissenschaft. In J.
Bleicher (ed.) Contemporary Hermeneutics: Hermeneutics as Method, Philosophy and
Critique. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1980, 51–94. (The orig. German text
1962.)
Capurro, R. (1992) What is information science for. In P. Vakkari & B. Cronin (eds.)
Conceptions of Library and Information Science. London: Taylor Graham, 82–96.
Chamberlain, H. S. (1914) Immanuel Kant: A Study and a Comparison with Goethe,
Leonardo da Vinci, Bruno, Plato and Descartes. (An authorised transl. from the
German by lord Redesdale.) London: John Lane the Bodley Head.
Cornelius, I. (1996) Information and interpretation. In Proceedings of CoLIS 2: Second
International Conference on Conceptions of Library and Information Science:
Integration in Perspective, October 13–16, 1996. Copenhagen: The Royal School of
Librarianship, 11–21.
Descartes, R. (1630a) à Mersenne, 15. avril 1630. In Oeuvres de Descartes, I. Publ. par C.
Adam & P. Tannery. Paris: Vrin, 1978, 135–147.
Descartes, R. (1630b) à Mersenne, 6. mai 1630. In Oeuvres de Descartes, I. Publ. par C.
Adam & P. Tannery. Paris: Vrin, Paris, 1978, 147–150.
Descartes, R. (1630c) à Mersenne, 27. mai 1630. In Oeuvres de Descartes, I. Publ. par C.
Adam & P. Tannery. Paris: Vrin, 1978, 151–154.

190

Descartes, R. (1647a) Meditations: Traduction française. In Oeuvres de Descartes, IX-1.
Publ. par C. Adam & P. Tannery. Paris: Vrin, 1978. (Orig. French publ. 1647 with the
title: Les meditations metaphysiques de Rene Des-Cartes: tvchant la première
philosophie … et les objections faites contre ces Meditations par diuerses personnes
trés-doctes, avec les responses de l’auteur.)
Descartes, R. (1647b) Principes: Traduction française. In Oeuvres de Descartes, IX-2. Publ.
par C. Adam & P. Tannery. Paris: Vrin, Paris, 1978. (Orig. French publ. 1647 with the
title: Les principes de la philosophie.)
Frohmann, B. (1992) Knowledge and power in library and information science: Towards a
discourse analysis of the cognitive viewpoint. In P. Vakkari & B. Cronin (eds.)
Conceptions of Library and Information Science. London: Taylor Graham, 135–148.
Frohmann, B. (2004) Deflating Information: From Science Studies to Documentation.
Toronto: University of Toronto Press.
Gadamer, H-G (1960/1986) Truth and Method. (2nd rev. ed.) New York: Crossroad. (Orig.
publ. in German 1960 with the title: Warheit und Method. The rev. English ed. based
on the 5th German ed. from 1986.)
Hansson, J. (2005) Hermeneutics as a bridge between the modern and postmodern in library
and information science. Journal of Documentation 2005, 61, 1.
Hjørland, B & Albrechtsen, H (1995) Toward a new horizon in information science:
Domain-analysis. Journal of the American Society for Information Science 46(6), 400–
425.
Hoel, I.A. (1992) Information science and hermeneutics – should information science be
interpreted as a historical and humanistic science. In P. Vakkari & B. Cronin (eds.)
Conceptions of Library and Information Science. London: Taylor Graham, 68–81.
Ingwersen, P. (1992) Information Retrieval Interaction. London: Taylor Graham.
Keeling, S.V. (1968) Descartes. (2nd ed.) London: Oxford University Press.
Laberthonnière, L. (1935) Études sur Descartes. Publ. par les soins de Louis Canet. Paris:
Vrin.
Pirttilä, I. (1994) Me ja Maailman Mallit: Tiedonsosiologian Ydintä Etsimässä. Helsinki:
Gaudeamus.
Qvortrup, L. (2007) The public library: From information access to knowledge
management: A theory of knowledge and knowledge categories. Information Research
12(4) Proceedings of the Sixth International Conference on Conceptions of Library and
Information Science – “Featuring the Future”. Available at http://informationr.net/ir/
12-4/colis/colis17.html (Accessed 10 May 2008)
Ricoeur, P. (1969) Le Conflict des Intérpretations; Essais d'Herméneutique. Paris: Seuil.

191

Suominen, V. (1997) Filling Empty Space. A Treatise on Semiotic Structures in Information
Retrieval, in Documentation, and in Related Research. (Acta Universitatis Ouluensis.
Humaniora B 27.) Oulu: University of Oulu.
Suominen, V. (2004) Hermeneutics of metadocumentation and librarianship. In B. Rayward
(ed.) Aware and Responsible: Papers of the Nordic-International Colloquium on Social
and

Cultural

Awareness

and

Responsibility

in

Library,

Information

and

Documentation Studies (SCARLID). Lanham, Md: Scarecrow Press.
Suominen (2007a) The problem of 'userism', and how to overcome it in library theory.
Information Research, 12(4) Proceedings of the Sixth International Conference on
Conceptions of Library and Information Science – “Featuring the Future”. Available at
http://informationr.net/ir/12-4/colis/colis33.html. (Accessed 10 May 2008)
Suominen, V. (2007b) A structural approach to the history of documentary contents:
Documentation studies for librarianship. In R. Skare, N. W. Lund, A. Vårheim (eds.) A
Document (Re)turn: Contributions from a Research Field in Transition. Frankfurt am
Main: Peter Lang, 243–264.
Talja,

S.

(1995)

“Tiedon”

ja

“tiedonhankkijan”

konstituointi

tutkimuskohteena.

Tietomuodostelmien teoria vaihtoehtona information man -teorialle. Kirjastotiede ja
informatiikka 14(2), 48–60.
Talja, S. (1997) Constituting ”information” and ”user” as research objects: A theory of
knowledge formations as an alternative to the information man -theory. In P. Vakkari,
R. Savolainen & B. Dervin (eds.) Information Seeking in Context. London: Taylor
Graham, 67–80.
Talja, S., Keso, H. & Pietiläinen, T. (1999) The production of `context' in information
seeking research: A metatheoretical view. Information Processing and Management
35, 751–763.
Talja, S., Tuominen, K. & Savolainen, R. (2005) “Isms” in information science:
Constructivism, collectivism and constructionism. Journal of Documentation 61(1),
79–101.
Tuominen, K. (2000) Monologue or dialogue in the web environment? – The role of
networked library and information services in the future. 66th IFLA Council and
General Conference, Jerusalem, Israel, 13–18 August. Available at http://
www.ifla.org/IV/ifla66/papers/004-131e.htm (Accessed 6 March 2008)
Tuominen, K. & Savolainen, R. (1997) A social constructionist approach to the study of
information use as discursive action. In P. Vakkari, R. Savolainen & B. Dervin (eds.)
Information Seeking in Context. London: Taylor Graham, 81–96.

192

About the authors
Christine L. Borgman is Professor and Presidential Chair in Information Studies at
UCLA. She is the author of more than 180 publications in the fields of information
studies, computer science, and communication. Her book, Scholarship in the
Digital Age: Information, Infrastructure, and the Internet, was published by the
MIT Press in October, 2007. Her previous book, From Gutenberg to the Global
Information Infrastructure: Access to Information in a Networked World (MIT
Press, 2000), won the Best Information Science book of the year award from the
American Society for Information Science and Technology. She conducts data
practices research in the Center for Embedded Networked Systems (CENS), a
National Science Foundation Science and Technology Center, and is currently
chairing the Task Force on Cyberlearning for the NSF. Professor Borgman is a
fellow of the American Society for the Advancement of Science and a member of
the US National CODATA Committee. She holds a PhD in Communication from
Stanford University, an MLS from the University of Pittsburgh, and BA in
Mathematics from Michigan State University, USA.
Blaise Cronin is Rudy Professor of Information Science at Indiana University,
Bloomington, USA. Professor Cronin received his M.A. from Trinity College
Dublin and his Ph.D. and D.S.Sc. from the Queen's University of Belfast. He was
appointed Dean of the School of Library and Information Science in 1991.
Previously he held the Chair of Information Science and was Head of the
Department of Information Science at the University of Strathclyde, Glasgow. He
holds or has held visiting professorships at City University, London, University of
Brighton, Manchester Metropolitan University and Napier University, Edinburgh.
Professor Cronin's research interests include scholarly communication,
scientometrics and collaboration in science. He has published extensively on these
and related subjects; his books include The Citation Process (1984), The Scholar's
Courtesy (1995) and The Hand of Science (2005). He has been Editor of the
Annual Review of Information Science and Technology since 2001. Professor
Cronin has extensive international experience, and has worked as a consultant for
many organizations, including the World Bank, European Commission, U.S.
Department of Justice, NATO and UNESCO. Professor Cronin is an elected
Fellow of the Institute of Information Scientists, Institute of Management, Royal
Society of Arts, and Library Association. He was awarded the degree Doctor of
Letters honoris causa in 1997 by Queen Margaret University College, Edinburgh.

193

In 2006, he received the Award of Merit from the American Society for
Information Science and Technology, the Society’s highest honor.
Annette Albert is currently studying sociology, business studies and economics and
will complete her Master’s degree at the University of Darmstadt, Germany in July
2008. Her diploma thesis deals with experiential knowledge in engineering
departments of the automobile industry. Annette Albert is also working as a
project assistant in the field of vocational training in the IT-industries.
Hazel Hall is Reader in the School of Computing at Napier University, Edinburgh,
Scotland, where she teaches modules on knowledge management, business
information sources, and information delivery at undergraduate and postgraduate
level, coordinates the dissertation module for all Masters degree programmes, and
contributes to the Faculty training programme for PhD students. Her main research
interest is information sharing in online environments. She has published widely
on this theme and is currently involved in a project exploring risks and
opportunities in collaborative work environments in the corporate sector jointly.
The main sponsor of this work is TFPL, a specialist UK knowledge and
information management consulting, training and recruitment firm to which Dr
Hall was seconded on a grant from the Royal Academy of Engineering in 2006. Dr
Hall holds a PhD in Computing from Napier University, an MA in Library and
Information Studies from the University of Central England, and a BA in French
from the University of Birmingham.
Maija-Leena Huotari is Professor of Information Studies and Vice-Dean at the
Faculty of Humanities at the University of Oulu, Finland. Her research interests
focus on information management, knowledge management, health information
management, and information behaviour. She is the leader of the research project
Health Information Practice and Its Impact, funded by the Academy of Finland
for 2008–2011. Professor Huotari has published internationally and domestically,
and is a member of the editorial boards of Information Research, UK,
Informaatiotutkimus, Finland, and Studia humaniora ouluensia, Finland. She holds
several positions of trust and has been involved in international evaluation panels
of research and teaching, and the Multilingual Information Society Programme of
the European Union. She holds a B.A. in economics from the University of Vaasa,
Finland, an M.Sc. in social sciences from the University of Tampere, Finland, and
a Ph.D. in social sciences from the University of Sheffield, UK.

194

Michael René Kristiansson is Associate Professor at the Royal School of Library
and Information Science, Denmark. His research interests focus on information
policy and politics, library development, and knowledge management. He is
involved in several development projects of a practice-related nature taking place
in Danish public libraries and conducted as action research. He has published
internationally and domestically, and acts as a study coordinator at the PhD School
in Cultural Heritage, and is a member of the Study Board at the Royal School. He
holds a M.Sc. in economics from University of Copenhagen, Denmark, and a
Ph.D. from the Copenhagen Business School, Denmark.
Christopher Lueg is a Professor in the School of Computing and Information
Systems at the University of Tasmania, Australia, since 2005. In 2004–2005 he
was Professor and Computer Sciences Corp (CSC) Chair of eBusiness at Charles
Darwin University, Australia. In 2000–2004 he worked in the Information Systems
Department at the University of Technology, Sydney, Australia. Professor Lueg’s
research interests focus on the intersection of information technology, information
science and cognitive science. They include interaction with information,
information sharing in online communities, spam filtering and digital redlining
(and more general questions of information access and equity), context awareness
and embodiment in information science. Professor Lueg is a core member of the
Research Network in Enterprise Information Infrastructure (EII) funded by the
Australian Research Council (2004–2009) and is also one of the co-ordinators of
EII's mobile information access taskforce (2007–2008). He holds a Computer
Science degree (Dipl.-Inform.) from the University of Dortmund, Germany and a
doctoral degree (Dr.sc.nat.) from the University of Zurich, Switzerland.
Kingo Mchombu is Professor and Dean, Faculty of Humanities and Social
Sciences, University of Namibia. His work is informed by research and teaching in
the areas of knowledge management, strategic marketing of information services,
and communication for development. He has published a book on knowledge
sharing for community development (2004, 2006) and several articles on rural
development and poverty eradication (1993, 2003). He holds a Ph.D. degree from
Loughborough University, UK.
Cathrine Nengomasha has worked in information related field for over 20 years.
She is a Lecturer and Head in the Department of Information and Communication
Studies at the University of Namibia. Prior to joining the University, she worked
for the National Archives of Zimbabwe and Botswana National Archives. Both
195

institutions have a mandate to provide records management service to their
respective public services, which she actively participated in, advising Ministries
and Departments on how to benefit from the knowledge contained in their records
through effective and efficient records management. Cathrine Nengomasha holds
an MLS from Syracuse University and is currently a third year doctoral student
with the University of Namibia.
Raimo Niemelä is a post-doctoral researcher of Information Studies at the Faculty
of Humanities, University of Oulu, Finland. His research interests focus on
everyday life information behaviour of senior citizens and the activating role of
media in everyday life. He is involved in the research project Health Information
Practice and its Impact, funded by the Academy of Finland for 2008–2011. Raimo
Niemelä worked as a researcher in the Doctoral School of Changing
Communications (also funded by the Academy of Finland) in 2003–2006. He
holds a Master’s degree from the University of Helsinki (Scientific Study of
Religion, Psychology and Philosophy), and a Ph.D. degree in Information Studies
from the University of Oulu, Finland. He is a co-author of six textbooks on
psychology and teaches in an upper secondary school.
Michael Olsson is a Lecturer in Information & Knowledge Management at the
University of Technology, Sydney, where he teaches in both the undergraduate and
postgraduate programs. His research interests focus on sense-making and the
social construction of knowledge – understanding information/knowledge cultures
in academic, professional and artistic communities. His current major research
project, ‘Constructing Shakespeare’, is an international study exploring how
theatre professionals and academic researchers make sense of a culturally iconic
author and how this is embodied in the everyday life experiences and working
practices of community members. Michael Olsson has previously worked in a
variety of roles in the IT industry.
Christian Schilcher is a Lecturer at the Department of Sociology, Darmstadt
University of Technology Darmstadt, Germany since May 2001. His main
research and teaching interests focus on issues of information society, the
sociology of knowledge, and the sociology of work. Dr Schilcher’s doctoral thesis
is a work about tacit knowledge and its implications for Knowledge Management.
His current research explores the different types of flexible labor in the region of
South Hesse, Germany, and analyzes the impact on the employees. Christian

196

Schilcher holds a Master's degree (2001) and a Ph.D. (2006) in Sociology from the
University of Darmstadt, Germany.
Vesa Suominen is a University Lecturer in Information Studies at the Faculty of
Humanities, University of Oulu, Finland. His research areas are classification as a
methodology for bibliographic studies and philosophy and theory of
documentation and librarianship, with perspectives of semiology and
hermeneutics. He has published on international and Finnish fora including
monographs in Finnish on library philosophy and classificatory methodology of
bibliographic studies.
Gunilla Widén-Wulff is Professor of Information Studies at Åbo Akademi
University, Finland where she has worked as a Lecturer and researcher since 1996.
She holds a Ph.D. in Information Science from Åbo Akademi University from
2001. She teaches knowledge organization, information seeking, and information
management. During the winter of 2004–2005 she was a visiting researcher at
School of Computing, Napier University, Edinburgh. Her research fields concern
information and knowledge management in business organizations, and aspects of
social capital and knowledge sharing in groups and organizations. She is the
project leader of the research project Library 2.0 – a new participatory context,
looking at various aspects of Web 2.0 and social media. The project is funded by
the Academy of Finland for 2008–2011.

197

198

8

ISBN 978-951-42-8842-5
ISSN 1796-4725

K AN SI R A IM O A H O NE N

Huotari & Davenport (eds.) FROM INFORMATION PROVISION TO KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION

Edited by
Maija-Leena Huotari & Elisabeth Davenport

FROM INFORMATION PROVISION
TO KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION
Proceedings of the international conference for
the celebration of the 20th anniversary of Information Studies,
Faculty of Humanities, University of Oulu, Finland, June 23-25, 2008

