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ABSTRACT

The existence of an information belief system is tested for the first time through innovative use of self moderated
focus groups. Initial generation of information beliefs was achieved in an open, unpredicted and unbiased way
through focus groups. To remove researcher effect and promote informality in discussion, the researcher ex-
perimented with a novel approach - self moderated focus groups. A detailed study of 5 groups evaluates their
effectiveness in encouraging free and spontaneous discussion and in eliciting unique information ideas or beliefs.
Results show that self moderated focus groups encourage naturalistic discourse, take unpredictable directions
and are fertile in uncovering unexpected beliefs. Disadvantages include lack of consistency and leader mirroring,
with members adopting the style and tone of volunteer moderators. Consideration should be given to gender
balance in group composition. The method is recommended where open and free flowing discussion is sought.

1. Introduction

Primary research is underway to evidence the existence of an
epistemological belief system in relation to information seeking beha-
viour and use, hereafter referred to as information beliefs. This is an
emerging field of information science that has been largely unexplored
although various strands of research have uncovered elements of an
information belief system. The current study builds on this through
piloting a new approach to gathering evidence of information beliefs
into a holistic information beliefs construct which will provide new
directions for enquiry in library and information science (LIS).

The research is highly exploratory, with a methodology evolved to
best uncover an emergent information belief framework, through evi-
dence that people bring to the process of information seeking and use a
set of beliefs, conscious and unconscious. These might relate to their
conceptualisations of information, to their emotional and visceral re-
sponse to the topic on which they are seeking information or to their
fundamental beliefs about particular disciplines or sources. It is argued
that there are a number of categories of information belief and poten-
tially others as yet undiscovered, such as, the process of seeking the
information object, its location within an information landscape, its
function, form, and so on.

As an information scientist, the author is committed to and con-
vinced about the value of high quality information to support sound
decision making. However, over time these kinds of a priori assump-
tions have been undermined by research results which have led to an
emerging realisation that these assumptions in themselves constitute
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information beliefs, with parallel correlations to any form of belief. As a
rational, logical, and analytical information scientist, the researcher's
belief system has been challenged by the behaviours of research sub-
jects, behaviours which were previously interpreted as an absence of
knowledge or understanding amongst others about how to engage most
effectively in information use. In the present research such assumptions
are set aside in order to take a fresh and unbiased look at the kinds of
belief that influence peoples' interaction with information from first
principles.

In 1931, Ranganathan set out his 5 laws of library science, in which
“book” might readily be replaced conceptually by information.

1. Books are for use—information in and of itself has little value but
must be made accessible and available to the reader or user through
aids to information retrieval, whether system and human based.

2. Every reader his or her book—there is information to be found to
meet the needs of all users.

3. Every book its reader—each piece of information has value for a
potential user and information systems should facilitate value gen-
eration.

4. Save the time of the reader—libraries and systems and information
scientists should find ways to ease the connection between the right
information and the user.

5. The library is a growing organism—information grows in-
crementally and does not cease to exist, that it will always grow and
become more and more difficult for the user to navigate unless
provided with help (c.f. Moore's Law and the continuing exponential
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growth in the capacity of transistors to store and process data).

Whilst these laws might appear immutable, the line between law
and belief is not immutable and the laws represent rather the extent to
which a set of beliefs has played a very significant role in the evolution
of information science as a discipline. The current research sets out to
explore these and other forms of information belief.

2. Problem statement

The existence of information beliefs might seem very obvious, given
just a moment or two to reflect. It is, therefore, somewhat surprising
that their existence has as yet not been acknowledged in a systematic
way and nor has any attempt been made to classify them or consider
what they might tell us about the human experience. As a first step it is
essential to map the types of information belief that exist. In setting out
to find evidence of information beliefs as an early exploratory stage of
an ongoing research project, focus groups were chosen, as they provide
way to evidence information and test the capacity of such data to
provide the raw material to build a classification and taxonomy of in-
formation beliefs. In this first stage the aim of data collection is to
collect examples of information beliefs as phenomena of human in-
formation behaviour.

The research therefore investigates the challenges facing humans in
interacting with information in an information rich world and the ex-
tent to which information beliefs influence their information behaviour.
There is much evidence that people struggle to make sense of their
information worlds. Research into information beliefs will create fur-
ther knowledge about not just how people behave when using in-
formation but what beliefs affect that behaviour. The self moderated
focus group, a heretofore little used and untested approach, was be-
lieved capable of being a useful tool in gathering evidence of in-
formation beliefs with minimal researcher bias and this research tests
its value for information science research.

The study builds on information science and psychology research
where work on, for example, cognitive dissonance is relevant. The re-
sults will primarily be of interest to those working in information sci-
ence but have impact for researchers in a very wide variety of fields,
where information behaviour and use affect researchers and practi-
tioners alike, including search interface providers such as Google who
might build on personal information beliefs to hone search approaches.
It is perhaps interesting to note in this context that there are those who
believe that Google (and other less used search engines) are forming a
new epistemology or way of constructing knowledge (Tavani, 2012, rev
2016).

3. Literature review and underpinning theory

For the purpose of this study a belief is defined as the acceptance
that something exists or is true which is either i) possible to accept or
reject, or ii) not capable of absolute proof. Information beliefs are de-
fined as beliefs held by people about the nature of information and how
to interact with information and use it. Information is not defined; it
consists of whatever the research participants believe to be information.

There is no literature focusing specifically on the concept of a belief
system or systems in relation to information behaviour. This in itself
offers an opportunity for blue sky thinking and an original contribution
to knowledge. While there is a body of literature exploring LIS philo-
sophies, as more abstract discussions of the grounds of LIS research,
these are excluded from the review which follows. The literature to be
found in the extant information science canon which is most relevant to
the proposed research draws on epistemology or the psychology of
beliefs about knowledge and knowing. The impact of such beliefs on
aspects of information behaviour is explored by a handful of re-
searchers, as, for example, Mokhtari's (2014) research into the influ-
ence of students' epistemic beliefs on their information seeking.
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Information literacy has drawn to a limited extent on epistemology in
works by, for example, Swanson (2006), who drew parallels between
theories of personal epistemology and the ways in which individuals
build knowledge from an information literacy perspective. Whitmire, in
two studies (2003 and 2004), examines four epistemological theories
alongside Kuhlthau's (1993) information search process model in terms
of their power to explicate information behaviour. Chen and Chang
(2005) found that student epistemic belief influenced approaches to
information seeking. The current research constitutes a primary in-
vestigation of human information beliefs, with no a priori assumption
that these necessarily reflect or will prove to be consistent with epis-
temic belief theory.

The second area of information science research that has relevance
for the current proposal has developed models of information seeking
behaviour which seek to explain behaviour by drawing on process
analysis or psychology to build theory. In considering the extent to
which existing models of information behaviour related to safety in-
formation behaviour, Marcella, Pirie, and Rowlands (2013) found that
during critical incidents the stages in information seeking tend to merge
and become chaotic in a non-linear manner, with the presence of
multiple players, systems and types of information. Under pressure,
information seeking becomes less systematic and subject to physical
constraints of time and place. The influence of the affective, in terms of
heightened emotions, feeling overwhelmed and frustrated was also
clear and respondents noted states of uncertainty, anxiety and confu-
sion, with a concomitant desire on the part of the information seeker for
certainty and clarity. However little in the way of verification or au-
thentication of information took place during critical situations. The
pressure to focus also resulted in avoidance of information, arguably to
reduce dissonance and enable individuals to deal with the crisis they
faced. The tendency in such circumstances to draw on a core belief
system in terms of what was known or trusted, drawing on knowledge
and experience, was also prevalent. Information sharing and use was
influenced both by the availability of systems and by cultural ante-
cedents around openness and trust, in line with Wilson's (1994) theory
of the “person in context” and the influence of variables on information
behaviour. Marcella et al. (2013) concluded that while “there are hy-
pothetically limitless variables which can and do influence information
behaviour which must be understood, and ... models go some of the
way towards achieving this ... [because they are] ...rooted in a ra-
tionalist view of the world, while ... intuition rather than analysis may
be a relatively common mode of dealing with complexity”. The current
research eschews model-making in favour of developing ab initio from
primary data a typology or system of beliefs that may have an impact in
complex, multi-faceted ways on information behaviour.

Information behaviour models tend to interpret theory from psy-
chology as activating mechanisms or intervening variables, built on
core rationalist assumptions, drawing on Dervin's (1983) concept of
sense making as the predicator of information need. Typical assump-
tions or beliefs might include: i) that information seeking will be ra-
tionally engaged in, in circumstances of need; ii) that more information
is a good thing; iii) that ignorance will incite information seeking; and
iv) that information seeking is a linear and analysable activity.

Equally much research has sought to understand human informa-
tion need in context—in the workplace or the professional en-
vironment—with information being reflected upon from a rationalist
perspective and with the sense of an ideal approach to information
seeking. This sense of the ideal also permeates information literacy
research, where good information handling is seen as a skill that can be
developed. But do humans interact with information in a rationalist,
logical and codable manner that is capable of being enhanced? Such
approaches may fail to recognise the myriad of other influences on
human information interaction. Other intervening variables, to use
Wilson's terminology, include cognitive dissonance (Case, Andrews,
Johnson, & Allard, 2005), information avoidance or blunting (Folkman
& Lazarus, 1980), self-sufficiency and relevancy when users halt a
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