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Sociology & the Study of
Information Behavior
• A shift in focus from studying the
information behavior of individuals to that
of Social Groups
• A critique on cognitive approach
• An inductive approach towards research –
Starting with specific groups and building
on those conclusions to make larger
generalizations

Phenomenology/Lifeworld
•

A philosophy adopted by
Alfred Schutz, from his
studies of Husserl and
Weber, the founders of
Phenomenology (Wilson,
2002)

•

Information and how it is
used is based on its
relevance to the user’s
social situation

•

People making sense of
the world; scientists
making sense of their
sense-making

Social Constructivism
•

The Social Construction
of Reality by Berger and
Luckmann (1966), students
of Schutz

•

Information used is
dependent upon the
context of the social
surroundings and has
little or no meaning
independent of this
context

•

People create social
reality; Social science
tries to understand this
creation

Phenomenology/Life-world
- each person is in a
“biographically determined
situation” making sense of
the world according to a
“system of relevances” from
which they can take the
information needed. (Wilson,
2002)

- Phenomenology =
“study of structures of
consciousness as
experienced from the
first-person point of
view” (Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
2008)

- Life-world =“The world
as immediately or directly
experienced in the
subjectivity of everyday
life” (Encyclopedia Britannica,
2011)
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“A Rich and Complicated History”
(Budd, 2005)

•

Husserl – Reality, Truth, and Being

•

Hegel - Appearances

•

Heidegger – Being vs. Being

•

Scheler - Attitude

•

Merleau – Ponty – Perceptions
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Alfred Schutz
•

Meaning in a social context

•

People are in a “biographically determined situation,”
making sense of the world according to a “system of
relevances” from which they take the information needed
(Wilson, 2002)

•

“The Well-Informed Citizen” and the sociology of
knowledge

•

Four Ideal Types: The Eyewitness, The Insider, The Analyst,
The Commentator

•

The difference between social research and physical
research

System of Relevances
•

“Enables [people] to select
from the environment, and
from interactions with
others, those elements that
make sense for the purpose at
hand” (Wilson, 2002)

•

Chatman (2000) – Information
Poverty, Life in the Round,
and Normative Behavior

•

Savolainen (1995) – “People
devote their most intensive
attention to things which
come close to everyday
affairs and which belong to
the world within actual
reach… of the life-world…”
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“Beyond ‘Needy’ Individuals”
(Olsson, 2005)

•

Wilson finds fault in the term “information needs,” as
neither “information” nor “need” have been adequately
defined in Information Science (Wilson, 1981)

•

“A springboard to research based upon a wider, holistic
view of the information user” (Wilson, 1981)

•

Olsson (2005) describes research based on user “need” as
faulty, because it focuses on the user’s weakness over
his/her strength

•

“Everyday Life Information” (Savolainen, 1995)

Wilson’s Model of Information-Seeking
Behavior (Wilson, 1999)
Information need is a secondary need that stems
from a more basic need
• The context of the information need is in the role
of the seeker and/or the environment in which
the role is played
• The seeker is likely to meet certain barriers
• Information Science = Social Science
•

Social Constructivism
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The Social Construction of Reality
(Berger and Luckmann, 1966)
•

•

•
•

•

We share an objective
social reality, created
through and modified by our
interactions with one
another
Actions are interpreted
and then either accepted &
“Institutionalized,” or
rejected
Roles/institutions viewed
as existing apart from us
Roles & institutions may
become reified (i.e. regarded
as concrete things
independent of human
activity)
Social reality is objective
and subjective
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Constructivism & Information
Behavior
• When contrasted with cognitive
approaches, the benefits of the
constructivist framework become clear
(Olsson, 2005)

•

Individuals don’t construct meaning in a vacuum approaches focusing on the individual miss an important, if
not a defining characteristic of information behavior

•

Other approaches tend to focus on what the individual
does not know (the information need), when what the
individual does know can be just as important

Constructivism & Information Use
• Just as we don’t construct meaning apart from a social
context, we don’t use information in a vacuum either

• When viewed through a constructivist lens, we see that
information is not always used to satisfy some practical
need; it is often used in everyday conversation

• It is difficult to see information as an objective thing
within a constructivist framework because information
(and how it is presented) is often affected by the social
context, including one’s audience
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Constructivism in Research
•

•

•

Ethnographic methods to study
the information behavior of a
relatively small, well-defined
group
Williamson (2006) argues that
ethnographic methods are well
suited to a constructivist
approach
Williamson states that samples
should be selected based on
how well they lend themselves
to in-depth study and how well
they conform to the attributes
the researcher wants to study

•

Data is collected through

interaction and observation (i.e.
interviews)

•

Observation is guided by a
schedule or a set of welldefined questions

•

Data is analyzed by reviewing

•

written transcripts of the
interviews to categorize key
issues that were observed
(themes may be found)

Williamson points out the
weaknesses of this approach
(can’t be used with large
groups; generalization is
difficult), but it does often give
us rich, in-depth insight into the
group studied

Constructivism & Information
Systems/Technology
•

•

•

Sarker (2000) used constructivism to develop a model of
organizations that could then be applied directly to situations
involving the implementation of new technology within that
organization
Sarker gives us a hypothetical situation where some employees in
an organization do not appreciate the implementation of a new
technology in the same way as their superiors
The conclusion is that we need to clearly identify all
stakeholders before implementation so we can gauge probable
reactions in order to mitigate possible negative reactions

Image:	
  h=p://integraLonalism.com/2011/02/04/social-‐construcLvism-‐vs-‐technological-‐determinism/	
  

Conclusion
•

•

Constructivism has
greatly increased in
popularity within the
information science field
within the last 20 years
Broadly adopted with
articles applying the
theory to information
behavior and use,
research methodology,
information systems, and
institutional theory
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