Patterns of Information
Seeking in the Humanities
Stephen E. Wiberley, Jr., and William G. Jones

This paper describes how humanists in a small, interdisciplinary group seek information. The
humanists confirm findings of previous research, although with significant variations. Hu-
manists ignore online databases and seldom consult reference librarians, but they do rely on
archivists and special collections librarians. They limit use of formal bibliography to one or two
sources and employ it intensively only when exploring new topics. Often they disregard bibli-
ography and find information by going to the person or location that can supply it. The paper
concludes with questions for future research and suggestions for library practice.

nformation seeking is a basic
activity for all scholars. It is the
aspect of scholarly work of
. most interest to academic li-
brarians because academic libraries strive
to develop collections, services, and orga-
nizational structures that will facilitate it.
Yet information seeking is an activity
about which we know less than we would
like, especially for the humanities. A
handful of recent studies have begun to
dispel our ignorance of how humanists
seek information, but we are still largely in
the exploratory stage." A basic question
these studies have asked is, ““How do
scholars identify what they will read?”’
This question was very much on our
minds when we began to participate as fel-
lows in a year-long seminar in the human-
ities at the Institute for the Humanities
(University of Illinois at Chicago). Our ef-
forts were funded by the Council on Li-
brary Resources and devoted to address-

ing issues in strategic planning for -~

libraries. Through our participation, we
sought to learn more about how human-

ists find and use information in their work
and, from this, to develop questions for
further research and to suggest library ser-

- vices that can help these scholars become

more productive. From earlier studies of
scholarly information seeking, principally
surveys, we had learned that scholars
rely, first, on the references in publica-
tions they read; second, on communica-
tions from colleagues; third, on formal
bibliography {defmed later); and fourth,

on librarians.” Because most of this earlier
research antedates the recent, and rapidly
expanding adoption of computers by hu-
manists, we also set out to explore
whether the increase in machine-readable
information and in the use of computers
by humanists had affected the way the fel-
lows sought information.’

We proposed to take advantage of the
small size of the seminar and the regular
interaction among members to identify,
through open-ended questions and un-
structured discussions, issues and trends
unreported by earlier surveys. Over the
course of an academic year, we partici-
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pated in all the meetings of the seminar,
including several group discussions about
how members carried on their work. We
also talked for two to four hours with each
fellow about how he or she conducted re-
search. Since what we heard was gener-
ally in line with previous findings, the
small group we studied may, in most re-
spects, be considered typical, and what
we learned that has not been reported in
earlier research may well be corroborated
by future research. Our findings raise
questions that deserve further exploration
and point to areas of information seeking
where scholars would benefit from con-
sulting librarians more.

THE SCHOLARS STUDIED

It has been observed that of all scholars,
humanists are most likely to work alone.*
The scholars in the seminar bear this out.
All eleven were chosen for their year’s fel-
lowship based on projects that they con-
ceived alone and were executing single-
handedly. In this respect they were very
much following their past practices. Of
more than 172 publications claimed by the
fellows, only eight were coauthored; all
the rest were written alone.

The members of the seminar came from
seven departments: anthropology (two),
English (three), history (two), history of
art (one), philosophy (one), political sci-
ence (one), and women's studies (one).
One member was an assistant professor,
four were associate professors, and six
were full professors. In 1987, when the
seminar began, they were, typically, at
what might be termed mid-career: the me-
dian number of years since obtaining the
doctorate was seventeen and the average
was fifteen, with a range of five to twenty-
four years.

On the whole, then, see table 1, the sem-
inar members were a mature group of
scholars; almost all worked in traditional
humanities disciplines. (Some historians
see themselves as social scientists, but nei-
ther of the historians in the seminar did;
nor did the professor from women's stud-
ies who was conducting historical re-
search.) The three seminar members who
came from fields usually classified in the
social sciences—anthropology and politi-
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cal science—were conducting research
that exemplified the recent trend for social
scientists to return to the humanistic roots
of their disciplines.’ All three were pursu-
ing projects that entailed, to a significant
extent, interpretation of documentary
sources in a cultural context.

The fellows were very productive. It is
difficult to make quantitative comparisons
because data on publication rates are not
available for humanities scholars. But
comparison with academics from all disci-
plines suggests the fellows’ distinctive-
ness. John Centra’ found that faculty from
schools that put little emphasis on re-
search typically publish fewer than two ar-
ticles every five years. The average num-
ber of publications for faculty at schools
that both did and did not emphasize re-
search was fewer than three articles every
five years. In contrast, for the five-year pe-
riod prior to their appointment to the insti-
tute, the fellows averaged an equivalent of
nearly eight articles.”

The above average rates of publication
of the fellows suggest great expertise in
their fields. They have largely gained their
expertise by reading. While some re-
ported they read rapidly and others said
they read slowly, all revealed that they
read frequently. They had developed a set
of habits that continually brought them
into contact with secondary sources (what
other scholars write) that they had not
seen before. Regarding primary sources
(those that embody the topic under
study), while two fellows concentrated on
visual images and seven gathered evi-
dence by talking with people, all read
written primary sources. Here the con-
trasts among physical scientists, social sci-
entists, and humanists seem strong.
While scientists spend much of their time
with collaborators working with labora-
tory equipment and social scientists spend
much time with coinvestigators planning
and executing field work, surveys, and
data analysis, humanists spend most of
their time alone, reading.’

Because academic libraries today are
emphasizing the use of computers in in-
formation retrieval, we were interested in
assessing the fellows’ computer literacy.
All reported using online public access




catalogs, although we had no way of as-
sessing their proficiency. Four made no
other use of computers. Seven used com-
puters for word processing and two used
electronic mail (E-mail). None had done
an online search of acommercial database,
although two had had searches done for
them. Most of the fellows had begun to
use computers recently, within the past
two or three years—behavior much in line
with national trends.” But none reported
that computers had transformed their
work as has been the case for a few other
humanists, many social scientists, and
most scientists.’” Again, the contrasts
among humanists, scientists, and social
scientists are striking.

All of the fellows described in detail their
use of information in their current work.
Although several talked about use in past
work, the description was usually briefer.
We suspect (and in a few cases were told)
that at sometime in their careers every fel-
low employed nearly all the approaches to
information described in the following sec-
tions. But the account in this article of how
the fellows identify what they read covers
only their institute projects.
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TABLE 1
SUMMARY OF BACKGROUND DATA AND
INFORMATION-SEEKING BEHAVIOR OF HUMANISTS STUDIED
Role of Formal Bibliography
Years Publication Coauthored Essential Use of Use of
Since uivalent* Publications =~ Computer Current  to Current Geographic Genealogical
Rank Ph.D. 982-86) (Career) Uset Awareness  Project None Approach Approach
Prof. 24 8.7 None E-mail X X
Word
Processing
Prof. 21 0 None None X X X
Prof. 19 3 None Word X X X
Processing
Prof. 18 .0 None None X
Prof. 17 .0 1 Word X X X
Processing
Prof. 17 0 3 None X X X
Assoc. Prof. 12 0 None Word X
Processing
Assoc. Prof. 12 0 2 E-Mail X X
Word
Processing
Assoc. Prof. 11 .0 2 Word
Processing
Assoc. Prof. 9 10.0 None None X
Asst. Prof. 5 3.0 None Word X
Processing
*See no.7 in References and Notes.
tAll use online public access catalogs.
USE OF LIBRARIANS

AND FORMAL BIBLIOGRAPHY

Given the individuality of humanists, it
is not surprising that, instead of finding
one or two patterns of use of libraries, li-
brarians and formal bibliography, we
found several, and the fellows combined
these patterns in different ways. First, all
seemed to rely partially or totally on li-
brary collections for their research, a pat-
tern in line with other humanists who
have been studied.” Second, while fel-
lows gave little or no evidence of consult-
ing librarians in general reference depart-
ments, almost all who used archives or
other special collections said they worked
very closely with repository staff. Third,
four fellows used one or two formal biblio-
graphic tools regularly for current aware-
ness, although not intensively, both to
keep up with the literature and to advance
their current research. Fourth, four re-
ported that one or two formal biblio-
graphic sources were essential for their
current research. Fifth, four fellows re-
called no regular or significant use of for-
mal bibliography. Each of these patterns




deserves elaboration.

All fellows reported using libraries with-
out assistance to find books and journals
they needed for research. Because most
worked at more than one library, their
success in this regard implies that they
had some skill in using the varieties of
public catalogs at American libraries. Al-
though this skill may seem rudimentary to
librarians, it is one of great power for the
scholar. Key for the fellow is use of the
public catalog to obtain conveniently, in-
dependently, and unobtrusively, almost
all of the secondary literature cited in what
he or she reads.

Self-reliance at finding books and jour-
nals may be one of the factors that makes it
rare for fellows to consult librarians about
matters relating to general collections. We
were impressed by how many fellows told
us they did not talk to librarians who
worked in general reference departments.
The fellows did not attribute their behav-
ior to lack of confidence in reference librar-
ians’ abilities. (This finding contrasts with
some, but not all, humanists who have
been studied.”) Nor did the fellows ignore
general reference librarians because they
did not share the fellows’ specializations.
Instead, some fellows simply did not per-
ceive a need to consult a reference librar-
ian. Others reported that asking questions
made them feel uncomfortable. One said
he was hesitant to approach the reference
desk because of his ignorance of many of
the conventions of using the library. We
speculate that because being knowledge-
able is fundamental to the academic’s
sense of self, asking for information can be
an unsettling experience. This may be par-
ticularly true in general reference depart-
ments where the materials used and their
organization are comparatively well-
known and are often taught in graduate
school, college, or, in some cases, high
school.

In contrast, almost all fellows who used
special collections, particularly of archives
and manuscripts, reported that they de-
pended heavily on the staff of these repos-
itories. They begin work in the special col-
lection by describing their projects to the
curator, asking what materials and find-
ings aids they should examine, and then
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pursuing the leads offered. In other
words, when using a special collection,
the scholars are not reluctant to ask ques-
tions. Perhaps this is so because scholars
and librarians share expectations about
use of a special collection. Unlike the gen-
eral collection and reference department,
the special collection has unique finding
aids and materials; no one, including the
scholars themselves, would expect them
to have prior experience or training in the
use of such sources.

Four fellows regularly consulted formal
bibliography for current awareness. By
formal bibliography we mean a work in
which the bibliographic entries, their or-
ganization, and aids of access to them are
central. Any expository writing that ac-
companies or explains the entries is sec-
ondary. In contrast, bibliography in schol-
arly publication supports and is
subordinate to the argument, or the prose
of that work. One fellow who has an inter-
est in a region of Europe always reviewed
the bibliographic listing in the quarterly
newsletter of the American scholarly
group that focuses on that region and an-
other quarterly listing in the journal of the
national association in her discipline. A
second checked the sections for the two
countries he studies in a quarterly listing
of articles produced by a major American
learned society. Another scanned a listing
of journal articles that appeared in the
quarterly journal of the national historical
association that covers his country of in-
terest. A fourth fellow kept up-to-date by
consulting an annual bibliography, com-
mercially published, that covered inter-
disciplinary scholarship about the era in
which he specializes. Common character-
istics of these cases are that the bibliogra-
phies (1) cover the scholar’s long-standing
interest, (2) appear serially, (3) are gener-
ally published by scholarly associations,
and (4) treat secondary sources. Also, we
found that there was no urgency or inten-
sity in use: the fellows did not think that
the quality of their current research proj-
ects would suffer if they did not use these
bibliographies. Such listings were a con-
venient way of staying abreast of the liter-
ature and complemented finding refer-
ences both by reading the literature itself
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and by talking with other specialists.

In four cases, formal bibliography pro-
vided information essential to the scholar’s
research. In one case, the topic was new to
the scholar, dealt with recent history, and
was covered both by a periodical index that
gave access to primary sources and by a
specialized bibliography that gave access to
the primary and secondary literature. In
two other cases, the formal bibliography
used gave access to primary sources. For
one fellow, a bibliography identified au-
thors of unsigned articles in periodicals
published during the period under study.
For the other fellow, a bibliography as-
sisted him in identifying all instances of a
type of art by artists of a particular country.
In a fourth case, the fellow was studying a
new topic and needed an entrée to the sec-
ondary literature (her principal pri
sources were interviews). She sent her re-
search assistant to search the subject cata-
log of the library and the major periodical
index in her discipline for citations to writ-
ings about the topic. In short, bibliography
was most important for scholars when they
were investigating unfamiliar primary
sources or secondary literature about sub-
jects unfamiliar to them.

Four scholars did not report use of formal
bibliography. The most extreme case was a
philosopher who claimed that, except for
studying a relatively few canonical works,
most of which he owned, he read little in
the secondary literature that related to the
philosophical problems he wrote about. A
second fellow was working on a topic that
centered on a single written primary source
that was new to her. She supplemented
this source with interviews. She kept up
with secondary literature by scanning jour-
nals, reading publishers” advertisements,
and going to conferences. A similar ap-
proach was followed by a literary critic and
a film critic. They scanned numerous books
and book reviews and frequently read un-
published manuscripts. Both already were
familiar with the primary sources they
were interpreting.

DISCUSSION OF

USE OF LIBRARIANS
AND BIBLIOGRAPHY

The fellows relied more heavily on for-
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mal bibliography and librarians for access
to primary sources than they did for access
to secondary sources. The scholars’ great-
est dependence on librarians and archi-
vists was in special collections, the tradi-
tional home of primary sources. Of the
four fellows who found formal bibliogra-
phy essential, two sought primary
sources, one both primary and secondary
sources, and one secondary sources. Of
the four scholars who most ignored bibli-
ography and librarians, one did not use
primary sources (the philosopher) and the
other three were working with primary
sources already familiar to them.

When fellows did use formal bibliogra-
phy to find secondary sources, they gen-
erally did so with less urgency than those
who searched bibliography for primary
sources. The bibliographies used to find
secondary sources were not the most so-
phisticated and comprehensive abstract-
ing and indexing services available for the
disciplines in question. That is, Abstractsin
Anthropology, Historical Abstracts, America:
History and Life, and the MLA Bibliography
were not used, but much less complex and
more limited sources were. Sue Stone re-
ports a similar pattern among a small
group of humanists at Sheffield, and De-
irdre Stam found art historians used so-
phisticated services less than simpler
ones."” We wonder if this pattern exists be-
cause the bibliographies used are more fo-
cused or because they are easier to use.
Stam’s findings suggest ease of use may
be most important.* It is also noteworthy
that bibliography used to locate secondary
material usually came from the scholar’s
learned society (three of four cases). Use
of such discipline-based bibliography re-
lates closely to the scholars’ identification
of sources by reading the literature in their
areas of specialization and consulting col-
leagues in their fields.

In identifying what they would read, es-
pecially the secondary literature, the fel-
lows usually employed a limited number
of sources. Thus, four fellows regularly, if
not intensively, used one or two serially
issued listings of secondary sources. The
four who used formal bibliography inten-
sively also concentrated on one or two
sources that they returned to repeatedly.




‘“Except perhaps for one fellow who
apparently read at an extraordinarily
rapid rate, all seemed sensitive to the
fact that they had limited time to
cover a virtually unlimited array of
potentially relevant literature.”’

And most of the fellows who did not use
formal bibliography scanned a particular
set of journals to keep up-to-date. In no
case did we find a scholar who systemati-
cally covered a number of formal bibliog-
raphies. Survey research has also found
limited use of formal bibliography.” Ex-
cept perhaps for one fellow who appar-
ently read at an extraordinarily rapid rate,
all seemed sensitive to the fact that they
had limited time to cover a virtually unlim-
ited array of potentially relevant litera-
ture. Even if they systematically searched
many bibliographies, they would have
time to follow up on only a few of the leads
they unearthed. Because each fellow had
achieved success by using a limited set of
sources to identify publications to read,
none had reason to develop more compre-
hensive patterns of information seeking.

GEOGRAPHIC AND
GENEALOGICAL APPROACHES
TO INFORMATION

In addition to use of formal bibliography
and librarians, the fellows employed two
other approaches to information that, as
far as we know, have not been identified
earlier in the library and information sci-
ence literature. These two approaches
might be called the geographic and the ge-
nealogical. Both approaches can be better
understood if we remember that the hu-
manities study the creative activities of
men and women. Evidence of these activi-
ties remains either at the scene or in a col-
lection elsewhere, usually not too far from
the scene. Thus, fellows who were study-
ing the history or people of a locality usu-
ally went to that place to find evidence.
When the place studied was small, the lo-
cal government archive or library was the
repository consulted. For a larger region,
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the scholar usually found the relevant
sources in its political capital or in its lead-
ing universities’ libraries. The scholars in
the seminar who were working on topics
that had a geographic focus all went to the
site of their topic and worked in the local,
regional, or national repositories. Usually,
the searching they did beforehand con-
sisted of looking at a map or a telephone
book to obtain the repositories’ addresses;
if available, a published guide to the col-
lection might be consulted. Once at the
site, the scholars relied, as we have said,
on the curators and local finding aids. This
process brought them to relevant primary
sources.

Since all of the topics our scholars inves-
tigated involved people, much of the in-
formation seeking entailed tracking docu-
ments about individuals, or what we call
the genealogical approach. In one case, for
political reasons, the papers of the rele-
vant people were still in private hands.
The scholar used the telephone book of
the locality where the descendants of
many of these subjects lived to find cur-
rent owners of relevant papers. Another
scholar used information about the prove-
nance of a collection to identify descen-
dants of his subjects. Through these he lo-
cated descendants, he located more
sources. Several scholars used interviews
as sources. The names of the interviewees
were traced in a variety of ways, especially
through their friends and colleagues, who
were often informants themselves, as well
as through phone books or through con-
tacts in the locale under study. The scholar
would also search the finding aids of a
special collection for the names of these
people and then examine the documents
and artifacts so identified.

To a smaller degree, the fellows applied
the geographic approach to secondary
sources, Key journals that they read fo-
cused on the places they were studying.
Thus, journals published by local, re-
gional, or national historical, literary, or
folklore societies are very important. The
fellows relied, too, on advertisements of
book dealers from their places of interest
to learn about the latest monographic liter-
ature. Such sources were particularly im-
portant for scholars working abroad. Fi-
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nally, some found bibliographies that are
arranged geographically very helpful.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH AND DESIGN
OF LIBRARY SERVICES

Many of the findings of this study either
corroborate previous research or do not
contradict what has been established.
Therefore it is likely that future investiga-
tions will find similar patterns of informa-
tion seeking among humanists. At the
same time, this article is based on conver-
sations with only eleven humanists who
publish more than most academics. It will
be important to test on larger populations
the findings of this study that break new
ground. For example, will survey research
confirm that humanists consult special
collections librarians, including archivists,
but almost never talk with reference librar-
ians? Do humanists ignore reference li-
brarians because of a reluctance to reveal a
lack of knowledge about common library
materials and systems or because they do
not trust generalist librarians? Will the
rapid rise in the use of computers by hu-
manists and the development of data-
bases and software lead to increased use
of machine-readable bibliography and in-
formation by humanists? How wide-
spread are use of the geographic and ge-
nealogical approaches to information? Do
some disciplines within the humanities
use these two approaches, while other
disciplines do not? Given that humanists
usually concentrate on one or two biblio-
graphic sources, can we generalize that,
similarly, their reading of secondary
sources is also focused on a small number
of journals and on the books of a limited
group of publishers?

While it may seem premature to suggest
practical applications based on a study
that raises so many questions, we suggest
at least two implications for library ser-
vices. First, because humanists have well-
developed habits for finding information
in their specializations, they have little
need for current awareness services that
inform them of the latest literature in their
areas of expertise. While they are not
adept at finding information on unfamiliar
topics, they can locate on their own as

November 1989

much and sometimes more than they
need to know in their areas of concentra-
tion. Second, the humanists we studied
had missed the opportunity to obtain
valuable assistance from reference librari-
ans. In particular, they could have used
help from reference librarians, because
they are unable and lack inclination to use
machine-readable bibliographic data-
bases. Their use of computers is so limited
that they have not developed the habit, as
have many scholars in other fields, of
readily learning new computer applica-
tions. Furthermore, the fellows, like many
other humanists, generally avoid complex
bibliographic sources. Consequently,
they are not ready to take advantage of the
great power of computerized bibliogra-
phy. For example, they are not taking ad-
vantage of such assistance as the verifica-
tion of inaccurate or incomplete citations,
the location of copies of needed sources,
and the generation of bibliography on a
unfamiliar subject. Reference librarians
have the skill to manipulate machine-
readable sources and the knowledge of
databases to choose the best ones to
search. By delegating tasks like those enu-
merated, humanists would not waste time
tediously searching through printed
sources; they would be free to devote their
time to other aspects of scholarship.

The reference service described here is
available in virtually all academic libraries.
The problem is that humanists do not
seem to use it. Because humanists have lit-
tle experience relying on reference, ini-
tially reference librarians will have to
prove their worth by volunteering and
demonstrating their services’ utility. A
successful demonstration will help accus-
tom humanists to use reference services
that will save them time and free them to
work on the aspects of their scholarship
that they alone can do. Assigning one spe-
cific librarian to a particular group of
scholars might help build interpersonal
ties that will foster continued use of ser-
vice. Cost of such services, may, of course,
be a serious problem.

Whether humanists will use reference
services that are specially promoted to
them and whether libraries can afford to
subsidize such services are questions for
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further research. So, too, it will be impor- about how humanists seek and use infor-

tant to monitor changes over time in how mation. As librarians learn more, they will
humanists use computers so we can deter- be better able to design library programs
mine if services recommended here are that contribute to the humanities.

still needed. Much remains to be learned
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