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Abstract

Introduction. The aim of this paper is to explore the investigation of information-
seeking behaviour in the literature of psychology, with special reference to the
period before 1981, when the term was introduced into information science, and
compare the research of that period, with research reported in 2022-2023.

Method. A search of the literature for the term ‘information-seeking behaviour’ was
carried out in Web of Science and Scopus for the period 1900 to 1980 and from
January 2022 to May 2023, producing two data sets for analysis.

Analysis. Descriptive analysis of sources and geographic distribution of the papers
is presented. This is followed by an analysis of the research themes and approaches.

Results. In the early set of papers the main context of the research was educational
and career counselling and the main research perspective social learning theory,
with an emphasis on the concept of locus of control. In the later set, the main
theoretical interest was in aspects of cognition, with a particular interest in
curiosity.

Conclusion. There is much that the information science research can learn and
apply from the literature of psychology. In particular, social learning theory,
cognitive theory, and the associated research instruments could be of value.
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Introduction

In his paper On user studies and information
needs (1981), Wilson suggested that it would be
more useful, from a research perspective, to
explore  “information-seeking behaviour”,
rather than “information needs”. He suggested
that information needs were difficult to
determine because they are internal, mental
formulations and, therefore, impossible for an
outsider to access. Information-seeking
behaviour, however, could be observed by a
researcher, or recalled by an informant, and the
underlying needs could be inferred.

At the time Wilson introduced the term into the
information science literature it was unusual
for information science researchers to explore
research concepts in other fields. Before the
Internet and the World Wide Web, a researcher
would need to manually search the relevant
abstracting journals, locate the printed journals
(borrowing through inter-library lending if
necessary), and then review the found papers.
In other words, the amount of work involved
was enough to deter any but the most
determined researcher from investigating
concepts  outside  their own  field.
Consequently, the fact that the term had
already been used in psychological research
was overlooked.

Over the years, the author has been intrigued
by the fact that the “prehistory” of the term
information-seeking behaviour had not been
explored in the 1980s. Therefore, the aim of this
paper is to explore that prehistory, to compare
its coverage in the psychological literature
today, and to consider its relevance for the
information science researcher. Consequently,
following the methods section, a sample of the
literature from before 1981 is reviewed, and this
is followed by a review of more recent research.
Finally, a comparison of the two periods is
discussed and the relevance of this research for
information science researchers is explored.
We can pose these interests as research
questions:

RQL: What psychological research relating to
information-seeking behaviour was carried out
before 1981, and what were the main themes of
that research?

RQ2: What psychological research relating to
information-seeking behaviour was carried out
in the period January 2022 to May 2023, what
were the main themes of research, and how did
they differ from the themes of the earlier
period?

RQ3: What is relevance of the research in
psychology on information-seeking behaviour
to the information science researcher?

Data collection and analysis

To determine the extent of the “prehistory” of
information-seeking behaviour a search of Web
of Science was carried out, searching the
psychological literature for the occurrence of
information-seeking in the period 1900 to 1985,
inclusive. The early date was chosen simply to
ensure that no early research was missed, but
papers did not actually emerge until the 1960s.
The search was restricted to the phrase
information-seeking, rather than using, in
addition, terms such as information behaviour,
or human information behaviour, simply
because the author’s interest was in the use of
that term before Wilson introduced it to
information science.

The search revealed thirty-eight papers, of
which eighteen were published before 1981. The
search was then repeated in Scopus and 206
were found to have been published before 1981.
The number revealed by Scopus is so different
from that found by Web of Science that there
is, presumably, some difference in the way
document sources are characterised as being
in the field of psychology. This is borne out to
some extent by the fact that journals in the field
of communication studies are identified in
Scopus as psychology.

The distribution over time of the papers
retrieved by Scopus shows an increasing
interest in the topic:
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Figure 1. Documents by publication year

Most of these papers were from authors and
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Figure 2. Geographical distribution of the early set of papers

Nine of the eighteen papers published in
psychology journals and retrieved with Web of
Science also appeared in the Scopus set. The
remaining nine were incorporated into the
Scopus set in an Endnote file, giving an initial
database of 215 papers. Other papers,
discovered from the reference lists of the initial
set, were added later.

Of the nine papers that appeared only in the
Web of Science set, two were defined as out of
scope: one concerned community
development and the other sports medicine.

The remaining papers were reviewed, first by
reading the abstracts and then, if the item
appeared to be within the desired scope, by
obtaining the document and assessing its
suitability. In the course of reviewing the
papers, additional studies came to light from
the reference lists and these have been
included in the research approaches section
below.

For the current situation, the process was very
similar. A search for information seeking was
carried out on the Web of Science for the
period 1st January, 2022 to 31st May, 2023,
restricted to articles and review articles
published in journals assigned by the system to
psychology. Again, the search was restricted to
the use of the term information seeking, so that
the earlier scope of the search was retained
and, in effect, like was being compared with
like. To use the term information behaviour, for
example, would have broadened the scope of
the search considerably, since information
behaviour includes information creation and
information use and well as such activities as
misinformation and disinformation.

The time-frame for the search was chosen so
that, at the time of writing the paper, the most
recent studies could be compared with the
early studies. Given the rate of increase of
interest in the subject, it was also thought (and
subsequently demonstrated) that restricting
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the sample in this way would generate a
sufficient number of papers to provide a useful
comparison with the earlier research.

The search resulted in an output of 260 papers,
which amounts to fifteen papers a month, or
twenty-seven per year: this compares with the
earlier period result of 216 papers for a total of
twenty-one years, or ten per year. Thus, the
output has more than doubled over the
intervening period. Although other concepts
have emerged since the 1980s, such as
information  behaviour and information
discovery (see Wilson, 2022), it was necessary to
use the same keyword in the search, since the
intention was to compare like with like, rather
than to expand the concept. The search was
limited to this period because the aim was to
assess the absolutely current concerns, and the
‘productivity’ of the field, in terms of the
number of papers satisfying the search criteria
compared with the earlier period, suggests that
this limitation was appropriate.

An initial analysis of the papers revealed that
many were in health-related journals, rather
than in psychology. A sample of these papers
was reviewed it was found that, generally, they
were not based upon any psychological theory
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or model. Rather, they tended to be the kind of
paper that is found in information management
or information systems journals.
Consequently, all of the health and medical
journals were removed from the sample. This
left the psychological journals and four others:
Nature Communications, PLOS One, Scientific
Reports, and Patient Education and Counselling
(the last had been retained because of the
strong presence of counselling papers in the
earlier study).

The papers in these four journals were
reviewed and a total of eleven papers were
included in the final set, giving an overall total
of fifty-eight papers for deeper analysis. This is
equivalent to forty-one papers a year,
compared with the earlier set’s just under four
papers a year; a tenfold increase over the
period. The details of the two samples are in the
relevant sections below.

For comparison with Figure 2 above, the
geographical distribution of the originally
retrieved contemporary set of papers was
obtained from Web of Science. The countries
contributing ten or more papers are shown in
Figure 3:

150 200 250

Figure 3. Geographical distribution of contemporary papers

The obvious changes are the rise of China to
second place, and of the UK to third: China did
not appear at all in Figure 2 and the rise of the
UK may well be the result of the various

research evaluation exercises that have put
pressure on university staff to deliver outputs.
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The early period: results

Descriptive data

The analysis of the actual papers resulted in a
final set of ninety-one documents, distributed
over the various journals as shown in Table 1.
Papers were excluded from the final set for
several reasons: in some cases, they were

reviews of the literature rather than research
papers, in other cases, information-seeking
was mentioned in a literature review but did
not figure as a variable in the research, and in
other cases animal studies were involved, or
information-seeking was mentioned only in
passing and was not pursued in the research.

Journal title No. of items
Journal of Consulting Psychology 18
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 8
Journal of Vocational Behavior 7
American Behavioral Scientist 5
Journal of Personality 5
Human Factors 4
Human Communication Research 3
Journal of Applied Psychology 3
Journal of Psychology 3
Journal of Research in Personality 3
Perceptual and Motor Skills 3
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 2
Journal of Social Psychology 2
Psychological Review 2
Journals contributing one paper 23
Total 91

Table 1. Distribution of selected items by journal title

The study population in the research projects
discussed in the papers was almost always
students at one level or another. University
students were the subjects in fifty of the
ninety-one papers, high-school students in
seventeen papers, and elementary school
children in nine papers. Thus, just over 83% of
research projects used students as the study
population. Given that educational and career
counselling was a major theme, this focus on
students is not entirely surprising. Other

Theoretical framework  Number Study population
Attitude theory 4 School children
Co-orientation theory 4 High-school students
Cognitive theories 9 University students
Counselling theory 19 Various
Decision making 18 Other
Social learning theory 12 Total
Various 3
Other 27
Total 91

subjects were used in much smaller numbers of
papers, for example, one each of surgery
patients, US Army personnel, industrial
managers, and scientists and engineers.

An Excel database was constructed for the set
of papers and index terms were assigned to
each paper to specify the theoretical
approaches, study populations, and research

methods: the  distribution of  these
characteristics is shown in Table 2.
Number Research method Number

9 Experiment 75

17 Questionnaire survey 6

50 Interview survey 2

6 Observation 1

9 ‘Workshop 1

91 Various 6

Total 91

Table 2. Characteristics of the early period sample

Unsurprisingly, for psychological research, the
dominant research method was the laboratory
experiment, with three instances of field
experiment: together these accounted for 82%

of the selected papers. Questionnaire and
interview surveys were used to a lesser extent.
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The research approaches, or theoretical
perspectives adopted in the research, and
discussed below, were social learning theory,
mainly the concept of locus of control, and
applied mainly in the context of counselling,
decision-making theory, and aspects of
cognitive theories. Apart from these there
were a small number of other research
approaches, including attitude theory, stress-
coping theory, and power relationships.

Research approaches

Social learning theory

The selected papers cover a range of topics,
from educational and career counselling to
decision making and various health-related
topics. One of the main research frameworks
employed in these studies is social learning
theory (Rotter, 1954, 1966), and, within this, the
concept of locus-of-control. The locus-of-
control refers to the extent to which a person
believes that the events in their lives are
determined to a significant extent by their own
will, skills, ambitions, etc., or that they are
determined by chance, luck, and other external
forces. The former are typically referred to as
internals, and the latter as externals.

Overall, the selected studies indicate that
internals engage in more information-seeking
behaviour compared with externals. Thus, one
of the earliest studies by Davis and Phares
(1967) found that internals sought more
information by asking a greater number of
questions compared to externals. Prociuk and
Breen (1977) examined the relationship between
locus of control and information seeking in an
academic setting. They predicted that
internals, in relation to course requirements,
would engage in greater information seeking
than externals. The results supported the
prediction. Pines and Julian (1972) compared
the difference between the demands of a task
and related information, and the social
situation and presence of the experimenter.
They found that internals were more
responsive to (and engaged in more
information seeking), while externals were
more affected by the social situation.

In relation to health matters Wallston et al.
(1976), in two studies found that those internals

who valued health highly chose more of the
pamphlets made available in the experiments
compared with internals with low health value,
or externals.

One of the studies (Weinstein, 1979), in which
participants were offered the possibility of
receiving information on cancer, by the return
of the offer letter, concluded “No significant
correlations were found between the locus of
control scale and letter return rate, choice of
article, belief that the risk of cancer can be

reduced, number of foods avoided, or
acknowledgment of risk.” (p. 135). Rather, the
data suggested that, “Neither lack of
information nor  self-perceived lack of

information necessarily leads people to seek out
information. Information seeking is motivated
by the feeling that the information one has is
inadequate...” (p. 135). This is the only study in
the set that found no relationship between
locus-of-control and information seeking.

Decision-making theory

The selected literature on the relationship
between decision-making and information
seeking reveals a variety of factors that affect
the relationship. For example, Englander and
Tyszka (1980) in a study of information seeking
strategies in decision making, identify four
patterns of behaviour:

“(1) Parallel examination; this... may be
accomplished either through asking questions
according to particular attributes or according
to particular alternatives, or in a mixed way. In
all cases the strategy 1implies a thorough
investigation of all alternatives...

(2) Narrowing down;... The strategy implies that
[subjects] first examine almost all alternatives;
in the next stage some alternatives are
eliminated, and the remaining are further
examined.

(3) Confirmation seeking; this is ... achieved
when various alternatives are examined with a
similar number of questions, but the questions
are different for different alternatives.

(4) Satisficing; this is a pattern of information
seeking...[that] results from the examination of
one alternative (or one field) at a time, usually
with no return to the previously considered
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alternatives, concluding with the choice of the
last alternative examined.” (p. 172-174)

A study by Levine et al., 1975, and that of
Englander and Tyszka (1980), identify various
aspects of information that may influence
decision making. These include the availability
of resources to acquire information, the
reliability and quality of the information itself,
the extent to which it is updated, and the
amount of information actually available.
Levine et al. comment:

“For each sequentially presented datum, subjects
had to decide whether to purchase further
knowledge of its content on the basis of
information about its diagnosticity. This type of
information-selection behavior deserves further
investigation. Of particular interest would be the
selection strategies that people use in utilizing
knowledge of various information parameters
(e.g., cost, reliability, diagnosticity, time of
arrival) under varied conditions.” (p. 513)

Englander and Tyszka (1980) found that
decision makers exhibit more confidence in
their decisions when they have complete
information about the alternatives.

Many situations demanding decisions involve
an element of risk: Taylor and Dunnette (1974)
found that “high-risk takers made more rapid
decisions based on less information, but tend to
process each item of information more slowly”
(p. 422). This study was rather unusual in that
it involved industrial managers, rather than
university students.

In a study involving university undergraduates
Crawford and Haaland (1972) found that:

(a) cooperatively oriented subjects sought more
information from one another than did
competitively oriented subjects; (b) the nature of
the information received differentially affected
search behavior; (c) the interaction of
motivational orientation and event sequence
affected the conforming responses of subjects;
and (d) the information received had powerful
effects upon conforming behavior.” (p. 117)

In another study, Tjosvold and Johnson (1978),
involved controversial discussions on moral
issues. The participants would have the chance

on winning $15.00 depending upon the
outcome of the discussions. The discussions
were experimentally manipulated to involve no
controversy (the ‘trained confederate’ took the
same position on the issue as the participants),
controversy in a cooperative context (in which
the $15.00 reward would be awarded when the
participants and the confederate agreed on a
mutually satisfactory position), and
controversy in a competitive context, where
the confederate initially took a position
opposite to that of the participants, and in
which the chances of winning the $15.00
depended upon the participants contribution
more ideas to the ultimately agreed solution.
The subjects involved in competitive debate
“experienced more uncertainty, [and] engaged in
more information-seeking behavior...” (p. 376).

Streufert and Castore (1971) explored
complexity theory in relation to decision
making in the context of a game involving
managing the military, economic and other
affairs of an imaginary state. Their subjects
were divided into groups on the basis of the
complexity of their conceptual structure (as
measured by the Sentence Completion Test
(Schroder and Streufert, 1963)). The subjects
were provided with the supposed results of
their strategies, with an increasing level of
failure. The design of the experiment was quite
complex, but, overall it was found that the
increase in the level of failure brought about a
decline in information seeking for both simple
and complex subjects, with the simple subjects
showing a greater decline. The same results
were found for the efficiency of information
use, with, again, simple groups showing a
greater decline in efficiency than complex
groups.

Cognitive theories

A number of papers dealt with various aspects
of cognition and cognitive processes, for
example, cognitive dissonance, curiosity, and
creativity. They are dealt with here as a related
group of papers from which a number of factors
that affect the relationship between cognition
and information-seeking emerge.

Kasperson (1978), in a study involving twenty-
nine academic and thirty-six industrial
scientists and engineers, analysed the
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relationship between information sources and
creativity, finding that the creative group
exhibited the greatest variety of exposure to
information  from  different  scientific
disciplines. Earlier, Karlins, M. (1967), in a study
of sixty undergraduates, categorized the
participants in terms of integrative complexity
(i.e., the ability to integrate information inputs)
and intelligence. Given a complex problem-
solving task, the study found that:

“Integratively complex subjects, in comparison
with integratively simple subjects, (a) exhibit
greater breadth in their information search, as
reflected in the number of fixed program deck
categories they utilize; (b) search more evenly
across and within the informational domains ...;
(c) ask more questions that indicate a willingness
to act upon and explore their environment
directly, as adjudged by the infrequency of
requests for information pertaining to how other
individuals dealt with the problem (“external
referents"); and (d) maintain differentiation
among classes of information dealing with a
complex problem-solving environment... “ (p.
2717).

We may regard integrative complexity as
related to cognitive complexity (that is the
number of categories a person has, in this case,
in discriminating among other persons). Nidorf
(1968) in a study of undergraduates, found a
relationship between cognitive complexity and
information-seeking in the case of female
subjects, but the data were not statistically
significant in the case of the male subjects. In
an earlier study Nidorf and Crockett (1964)
found that:

“The results indicate that female [subjects] seek
more information than males, that [subjects]
seek  more ambivalent than  univalent
information, and that less information is sought
when the other person is a woman than when the
other is a man.” (p. 98)

Finch and Montgomery (1973) and Hatano and
Inagaki (1976) studied children measured on a
scale of reflection and impulsivity. Finch and
Montgomery found that, “Results of the present
study indicated that reflective children employed
developmentally more mature questions in
seeking information than did impulsive

children” (p. 361), which was in accord with
previous research by McKinney (1973), Ault et
al., (1972), and Adams (1972). They also found
that:

“the reflective children delayed their initial
impulse to guess and paused to consider the
utility of the possible approaches. They
demonstrated an apparent ability to resist the
temptation to employ a strategy that might
result in an immediate solution but had a low
probability of being correct. Rather they chose
one that resulted in a high probability of eventual
success.“ (p. 361)

Hatano and Inagaki (1976) studied Japanese
children (in a very different culture from that of
most Western studies) and found similar
relationships. They found that reflective
children sought more information before
making a decision and that they also tended to
process information more efficiently.

Cognitive dissonance also emerged as a
theoretical concept related to information-
seeking behaviour. For example, Festinger
(1957) proposed that cognitive dissonance is a
state that a person will seek to reduce;
consequently information that supports his or
her beliefs will be accepted because it reduces
the dissonance, while information that opposes
those beliefs will be rejected, because the
rejection will also reduce dissonance. This
theory was subject to critical review by
Freedman and Sears (1965), who concluded that
there was a lack of evidence to support the
basic propositions of the theory. Subsequently,
Festinger (1964) modified his theory to include
the concepts of confidence and usefulness,
proposing that a person might accept
dissonant information if they had confidence in
their own beliefs, to the point of being able to
refute (to their own satisfaction) the dissonant
information. Information that is useful to the
person, for example if it draws attention to
problems that they may experience in holding
a particular view, may also be accepted. Feather
(1967) developed these ideas further and
explored the extent to which subjects could
tolerate ambiguity in their understanding of a
situation and found that:
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“a highly intolerant person is more likely to seek
out information consistent with his attitude
than a less intolerant person. These results also
complement previous evidence that a highly
intolerant person is more likely to evaluate
arguments in a manner consistent with his
attitude than a less intolerant person... It
appears, therefore, that personality
characteristics influence both the seeking-out of
information and the evaluation of information
once it has been received” (p. 354).

Other theories

The remaining papers in the set deal with a
range of subjects, from attitude theory to
stress-coping theory, and power relationships.
In the context of attitudes research, dogmatism
occurs as the topic in three of the papers. Thus,
highly dogmatic (or closed-mind) persons tend
to have more confidence in information that is
consistent either internally or over time. Open-
minded individuals, on the other hand, have
more confidence in information that comes
from a source that is favourable to the group
rather than a source providing a large amount
of consistent information (Heslin et al., 1977).
Higher levels of dogmatism are associated with
lower levels of information search prior to
purchasing decisions (Lambert and Durand,
1977). Dogmatism affects trust and message
acceptance. Closed-minded individuals reject
both the source and message when their
expectancies are disconfirmed, focusing on the
surface quality of information and the
reputation of the source. Open-minded
individuals, however, attend to the content and
implications of a message (Rotton et al., 1977).

The three papers relating stress and
information seeking have diverse conclusions:
in an experimental study, Miller (1979) used the
threat of an electric shock to determine the
subject’s preference for monitoring the
experimental situation versus being distracted
by listening to music. She found that, “Subjects
preferred to monitor rather than distract
themselves, particularly when shock was
avoidable. Even when shock was not avoidable,
some preference for information was found” (p.
572). In a study of pre-operative fear among
patients undergoing abdominal surgery, Sime
(1976) found that the hypothesis that increased

preoperative  information would benefit
moderate and limited information seekers
more than extensive information seekers was
not supported. However, “Information
interacted with level of fear rather than type of
coping and benefited most those who
experienced high levels of fear preoperatively” (p.
721). In another health-related study, involving
hospitalised tuberculosis patients, Vernon
(1971) reported that those cared for by
uninformative physicians tended to search for
books on tuberculosis and its treatment more
frequently than patients of informative
physicians.

The research on power relationships and
information seeking by Wheeler (1964)
hypothesised that, “As the power discrepancy
[between two people] increases, the seeking of
personal information by the low-power
member of the dyad increases” (p. 125). The
hypothesis was confirmed in the experiment, in
which members of the dyad could ask
questions of each other: the low-power
members asked more questions.

The early period: conclusion

Our overall conclusion for this section of the
paper is that psychologists have had a
significant interest in studying various aspects
of information seeking. The selected papers
cover a range of topics, including social
learning theory, decision-making theory,
aspects of cognition, counselling, and related
subjects. These studies indicate that
psychologists are interested in understanding
how individuals seek and use information in
different contexts and how factors such as
locus of control, cognitive complexity,
decision-making strategies, and counselling
methods  influence  information-seeking
behaviour. However, it is clear that the interest
in information-seeking is as it relates to
psychological issues, and not as a central
research topic.

The current situation:
introduction

At the outset we have to acknowledge that the
information environment within which

information-seeking takes place is now very
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different from that of the 1960s. The invention
of the personal computer, of networks based
on those computers, of the Internet, of the
World Wide Web, of electronic publishing, and
of social media has changed the process almost
beyond recognition. We might expect,
therefore, that some interest would be shown
in these phenomena by psychologists who take
an interest in information-seeking behaviour.

The current situation: results

Descriptive data

Table 3 shows the distribution of the papers by
journal title. It will be noted that the only
journal to appear in both lists is Psychological
Review. Of course, some of the journals in both
lists may appear as journals contributing only
one paper, and some journals, such as PLOS
One, have come into existence only since the
1960s. However, it is a little surprising that
there is such little overlap, and this may affect
the kind of paper published by these journals.

Journal title No. of items
Scientific Reports 7
Current Psychology 3
PLOS One 3
Applied Neuropsychology 2
Journal of Applied Research in Memory and Cognition 2
Journal of Experimental Child Psychology 2
Journal of Health Psychology 2
Nature Human Behaviour 2
Personnel Psychology 2
Psychological Review 2
Journals contributing one paper 31
Total 53

Table 3. Distribution of original set of selected items by journal title

Theoretical framework Number Study population Number Research method Number
Affective theories 3 Children 3 Experiment 18
Anxiety theory 2 General population 8 Interview survey 1
Curiosity 9 Patients 2 Online experiment 1
Decision making 3 Sample platforms 5 Online survey 4
Learning theories 3 Teachers 2 Questionnaire survey 4
Uncertainty theory 2 University students 5 Other 4
Other 10 Various 3 Total 32
Total 32 Not applicable 1

Other 3
Total 32

Table 4. Characteristics of the sample of recent papers

In this set of papers, as with the first, the
experiment was the most common research
method, with eighteen out of the thirty-two
(56%), the online experiment made an
appearance in one case, and the online survey
had four cases. One paper reported two
studies; one using an online survey, followed by
an experiment. There were also five
questionnaire or interview surveys. The fact
that online methods represented 16% of the
total suggests a quite significant move in that
direction.

Although the period covered was January 2022
to the end of May 2023, two papers had a 2021
publication date, presumably not actually
appearing for indexing until 2022. Nine papers
were identified as “in press”, although the
journal gave a 2022 or 2023 publication year
(most of these were subsequently published in
2023). It was evident, however, that these
papers had not been published in the
associated print journal, since they lacked
volume number, issue numbers, and
pagination. As with the methods, this shows the
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influence of electronic publication, a mode of
delivery not available in the 1960s and 1970s.

Research approaches

The first thing to note is that subject of
counselling, so prominent in the early set of
papers, does not appear in this set. To be sure
of this, the discarded items (226) were searched
for the term counselling, and nothing was
found. This may suggest that the topic is
thought to be fully researched, or perhaps that
psychologists in particular no longer find it of
interest, or that the way the Web of Science
assigns journals to disciplines has changed.
Whatever the reason, the lack of attention to
this topic seemed worthy of note.

We can group this recent set of papers into
three categories: cognitive, emotional and
motivational approaches. Compared with the
first set, this collection of papers included only
one that adopted a social learning perspective:
Guarana et al., (2023) studied the ambivalence
of managers in the USA towards the
performance of the teams they led, finding that
the results, “that leaders who experience
subjective ~ ambivalence  increase  team
performance because these leaders seek
information from subordinates, and in turn,
subordinates seek information from one
another” (p. 25). Thus, in these circumstances,
increased  information-seeking led to
improvements in team performance.

Cognitive theories

The most common cognitive issue of interest to
these researchers was curiosity, which was
dealt with in nine of the thirty-two papers
(29%). The starting point is that curiosity is the
drive that leads a person to attempts to fill gaps
in their knowledge, termed deprivation
curiosity by Lydon-Staley et al, (2021).
Eschmann et al. (2023) found that curiosity was
one of the “key drivers of information seeking in
real life” (p. 6), while van Lieshout et al. (2021), a
study in which the subjects participated in a
lottery experiment, found that -curiosity
“increased with the uncertainty of information”
but that “the effect of outcome uncertainty on
curiosity was not reliably different for gains and
losses, indicating that these two effects seemed to
operate largely independent of each other” (p. 15).

Lydon-Staley et al. (2021) go on to suggest two
types of information seeker: the hunter, whose
information seeking is characterised ‘“by
sampling closely connected concepts” (p. 327),
and the busybody who has “a preference for
sampling diverse concepts” (p. 327). As a result,
“The busybody’s store of information will be more
diverse than that of the hunter, but the hunter’s
information store will contain greater depth on
fewer subjects.” (p. 327).

Chen et al. (2022), noting that, in adults,
“curiosity induced by wuncertainty enhances
learning and memory outcomes and that the
resolution of curiosity has a special role in
curiosity-driven learning.” (p. 1), explored the
role of curiosity in 8-month-old children. The
found that:

“Our results suggest that in young infants
curiosity has a broad attention-enhancing effect
that is not specific to the object of curiosity.
Infants showed enhanced learning for unrelated
information encountered while they were in a
state of curiosity, and they showed no preference
for resolving their curiosity” (p. 11).

and conclude that there is a developmental
change from childhood to adulthood, as a result
of which adults “aim to resolve the uncertainty
that elicited the curiosity” (p. 11).

Losecaat Vermeer, et al. (2022) explored the
relationship between curiosity, information-
seeking, and wellbeing, during the Covid-19
pandemic and found that, “individuals’
information-seeking for self and curiosity is
beneficial for well-being, through reducing
loneliness during the lockdown. Moreover, trait
curiosity also still predicted well-being
independently.” (Discussion, para. 2)

The relationship of curiosity and learning was
explored in several papers, for example,
Murayama (2022) reviewed the literature on
curiosity and interest (i.e., engagement in a task
or in relation to some phenomenon), and
developed a framework relating these factors
to knowledge acquisition. He adopts the
reward-learning approach to information-
seeking, which proposes that information
seeking is motivated by the expected rewards
of doing so. The reward-learning approach is
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also adopted by Aguirre et al. (2022), who
suggested that this is particularly the case of
young children.

Researchers also link curiosity and reward to
mesolimbic functional connectivity, a measure
of the extent to which different parts of the
brain work together in processing rewards.
Thus, Eschmann, et al. (2023) conclude that
“The results of the present study suggest that
curiosity and mesolimbic  dopaminergic
functional connectivity are key drivers of
information seeking in real life.” (p. 6). Kennett,
et al. (in press), in a review of the literature also
refer to the “brain’s reward system”, and argue
that curiosity is a driver of aesthetic
experiences and creativity, suggesting that,
“The central role of information-seeking in
curiosity may underpin the ability to find and
solve problems in creative ways by allowing one
to seek mew connections between disparate
concepts within one’s own semantic memory
system.” (p. 10).

Kenett et al. (2023) also review the role of
curiosity, especially in relation to aesthetic
experiences, and comment:

“The central role of information-seeking in
curiosity may underpin the ability to find and
solve problems in creative ways by allowing one
to seek mew connections between disparate
concepts within one’s own semantic memory
system. Furthermore, relieving curiosity,
enjoying works of art, and finding creative
solutions all engage the brains’ reward system in
a similar way by evoking a subjective feeling of
relief, satisfaction, pleasure, or “aha” moments”
(p. 10).

“Curiosity, our internal drive for information, is
pervasive in everyday life and is a key driver of
behaviour...”, a claim made by Romero Verdugo,
et al. (2023), who hypothesised that having
choices available to them would enhance their
curiosity. They conclude:

“‘Our finding that choice increased curiosity
generalizes the phenomenon of choice-induced
preference change, observed in studies on value-
based choice..., to the context of information
seeking: Choice might boost the value of

information just as it boosts the value of chosen
options.” (p. 107)

Other cognitive factors are given less attention
in this body of research; for example, Criado-
Perez, et al. (2023), referring to evidence
collection, rather than information seeking, and
reflection on that evidence, find that, “decision-
making accuracy is higher when decision-
makers are provided with the relevant evidence
instead of actively seeking for it, and that
cognitive reflection is an important predictor of
decision-making accuracy” (p. 17). Other work
on decision-making includes that by Nizet et al.
(2023) who studied the involvement of patients
in decision-making on cancer therapies.
However, they found no relationship between
information-seeking and the desire for
collaborative decision-making.

Waite et al. (2023) also studied decision-making
in a health context: in this case, parental
decisions relating to children with cerebral
palsy. Here they found that, “Predominantly
parental information seeking involved using the
internet, in two ways; (i) to find specific medical
information about SDR from healthcare
institutions and (ii) to seek out experiential
information from other parents via social media
forums” (p. 388).

In a study of how young children develop a
hypothesis testing competency, Koksal and
Sodian (2023) suggest that, “Simply put,
hypothesis testing is information seeking and its
goal is to generate mnovel information.” In
experiments involving children aged four- to
six-years old, they found a developmental shift
at the age of five or six, as a result of which
these children

“When asked to find out whether a given
hypothesis was true, they chose the intervention
that yielded the mnecessary information to
evaluate the hypothesis. When asked to
reproduce an effect, they chose the intervention
that they had already observed to produce an

effect” (p. 704),

whereas the four-year-olds and younger five-
year-olds did not differentiate between the two
requirements.
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Psychology of emotions

Emotional factors figured only modestly in this
set of papers: Charpentier, et al. (2022) carried
out a laboratory study of anxiety in relation to
COVID-19. They conclude:

“We show that anxiety led to increased
information-seeking in response to larger
changes, rather than to a general increase in the
desire for information. This was true even when
the cause of the anxiety (e.g., a stressful social
situation) was not related to those changes (e.g.,
changes are financial). This suggests that the
influence of anxiety on information-seeking can
“spill over” to other aspects of one’s life that are
not necessarily related to the source of anxiety.

In addition, results from our ecological study
show that participants who reported greater
anxiety during the pandemic sought more
information about COVID-19, consistent with
past studies.. The pandemic triggered large
changes in the environment and negative
valence, which may underlie the increase in
information-seeking” (Discussion, para. 1).

Wolenski and Pettit, (in press) studied the
existence of anxiety in 250 “emerging adults”
(i.e., persons aged 18 to 28 years) and the
information sources they used to allay their
anxiety. They found that,

“emerging adults report frequently seeking
information  regarding  mental  health,
specifically anxiety, on social media. However,
the internet (Wikipedia, medical websites,
Google), not social media, was the most
frequently used information source” (p. 6).

They found that information from social media
was less accurate than information from other
Internet sources, such as Wikipedia, Google
searches, medical website, etc.

Cyberchondria is defined as an increase in
worry and anxiety as a result of over-use of the
Internet to search for health-related
information: Uysal Toraman, et al. (in press) use
the Cyberchondria Severity Scale (McElroy and
Shevlin, 2014) and conclude:

“In answer to our research question, we found
that the teachers’ coronavirus anxiety levels
were positively related to all cyberchondria

dimensions. It was seen that coronavirus anxiety
levels had a stronger relation to the compulsion
and distress subscales of cyberchondria, and a
weaker relation to excessiveness, reassurance
and mistrust of the medical profession”
(Discussion, para. 4).

Restrepo-Castro et al. (2023) found that when
people are unable to escape from or avoid a
fearful situation they seek information that will
enable them to control their fear and reduce
fear levels. They comment, however:

“Nonetheless, information seeking behaviors
may have the paradoxical effect of augmenting
uncertainty and fear. This 1is because such
attempts are often ineffective (e.g., monitoring
interoceptive activation will probably not
prevent the onset of a panic attack), and despite
individuals attempt to gain control, they turn out
encountering the opposite result” (p. 5).

Jiwa, et al. (2023), presented participants with
predictions of lottery outcomes from different
sources, aiming to “to examine the role of the
hedonic value of information on information
search and belief formation” (Discussion, para.
1). The first experiment revealed that, “while
accuracy was the strongest motivator of
information preference, a large proportion of
our participants also showed a preference for
positively-biased information despite being
presented with a clear, unambiguous measure of
source accuracy” (Discussion, para. 1), and,
overall, found that “Participants not only
sampled positively-biased information more
readily, but also held the beliefs they formed on
the basis of the predictions yielded by positively-
biased sources in  higher  confidence”
(Discussion, para. 2).

Berweger et al. (2023), found that emotions,
such as surprise, confusion, and anger, play a
role in information-seeking when pre-service
teachers had to face-up to misconceptions
about education. They conclude that their
study:

“showed that preservice teachers were surprised,
curious, confused or angry when they realized
that what they believed to be certain educational
knowledge was incorrect. Such emotional
reactions to cognitive incongruity (except for
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anger) then increased the tendency that students
explored additional information on a topic.
Furthermore, students felt frustrated when this
information did not contribute to reducing the
incongruity, but felt enjoyment when more
information helped to resolve it. Our findings
provide insights in how emotional processes
interact with preservice teachers’ willingness to
revise faulty parts of their knowledge, and with
their success in doing so” (p. 3).

Metacognition, the ability to think about our
own thinking, includes (according to Schulz et
al., 2023) the sense of confidence in our actions.
They suggest that a lack of confidence in
decision-making can lead to unnecessary
information-seeking, and find that their results
“highlight how the ability to monitor errors or
general metacognitive sensitivity impact seeking
decisions and can generate diverse relationships
between action, confidence, and the optimal
search for information” (p. 604).

Motivational theories

We have seen that cognitive and emotional
approaches may provide motivation for
information-seeking, and some authors draw
attention to other concepts that may be
relevant in this context. For example,
vanLieshout et al. (2021) cited earlier noted that
the motivation to reduce uncertainty, and the
motivation to maximize positive information
represent separate and independent drives.
Nizet et al. (2023), also cited earlier, found that
individual preferences constituted motivation
for information-seeking in the context of
patient decision-making.

Stoffel et al. (2022) compared the effect of
different temporal frames on information-
seeking behaviour when the participants were
presented with information on the incidence of
colorectal cancer (CRC). For example, one
group was told that every hour three men, aged
forty-five or older were diagnosed with bowel
cancer, and other groups were given data for
every day, and every year. The researchers
found that participants who were given the
“every day” information, increased
information-seeking behaviour, when
compared with framing the disease as
occurring every year, but there was no
statistical difference when compared with

those who were given the “every hour”
information.

In relation to the COVID-19 pandemic, Abir, et
al. (2022) found that motivation energises
people to seek information. The authors note
that,

“specific motivational states are associated with
domain-specific differences in personal utility
and information-seeking—the directing effect
that is the hallmark of goal-rational behavior.
However, these motivational states are also
associated with the enhanced seeking of
information of all content domains—a pattern
predicted by an energizing role for motivation”

(p. 6).

The current

conclusion

Although we must recognize that the second
set of papers is rather small and that, as a
consequence, these results can only be
considered indicative, it seems that the interest
of psychologists in information-seeking has
changed somewhat over the intervening
period. There is the continuing interest in
cognition and cognitive factors, and there is
greater interest in emotional and motivational
factors, but social learning theory makes
virtually no appearance in the research and
decision-making theory is almost non-existent.
Rather, the diversity of research problems that
relate in some way to information-seeking
behaviour has changed and even the range of
journals in which relevant research is published
has changed. Given the fifty-year gap between
the two sets of papers, this can hardly be
considered surprising.

situation:

Discussion and overall

conclusion

In information science and psychology we have
two bodies of research related to information-
seeking, which seem to have little interaction.
As explained earlier, the decision to restrict the
searches to information seeking, was to ensure
that comparable sets of papers were studied.
To extend the search by using more recent
terms, such as human information behaviour,
would have increased to scope of the samples
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beyond the topic of interest, which, again,
resulted from Wilson's introduction of the term
to information science.

The first set of papers was rather too early to
expect any citation of information behaviour
research, since such research was in its
infancy, and was known, in fact, by the different
name, user needs. However, the reference lists
of the thirty-two papers in the second set were
checked and only four citations to information
science literature on information-seeking were
found. These were: Case and Given (2016) cited
by Criado-Perez et al. (2023); Case, et al. (2005)
cited by Restrepo-Castro, et al. (2023), Madge
(2023) cited by Nizet et al. (2023), and Wilson
(2000) cited by Aguirre, et al. (2022).

The reason for the apparent lack of interest in
information behaviour research appears to be

that, for the psychological researcher,
information seeking is simply one of the factors
that may emerge from research into

psychological states, processes, and disorders,
and which may have implications for therapy,
whereas, information science researchers are
concerned with information seeking as the key
phenomenon requiring exploration and
explanation,

It is clear, to this author at least, that much of
the work reviewed here could be of interest and
value to the information researcher. For
example, except in the case of information
retrieval, the experimental method is little used
in information science, and, perhaps as a
consequence, little taught in research methods
courses. The experimental methods and
resources used in psychology, however, could
be employed in information research, and
could lead, perhaps, to new insights.

Various theories and theoretical concepts
might also be used with profit in information
research. The most obvious to emerge from the
first set of papers is social learning theory and
the concept of locus-of-control. The work on
decision-making could also be useful,
especially where the research is exploring
work-related information-seeking. In the
second set, the work on curiosity could

stimulate the application of ideas found there
in information research, and the work on the
relationship of anxiety may be useful in a time
of uncertainty when pandemics, war, and
poverty are generating anxiety worldwide.
These concepts could well be introduced into
various models and theories of information,
such as those of Wilson (1999, 2016).
Specifically, psychological approaches to
information behaviour in the information
science literature are relatively rare, although
can point to the work on personality by
Heinstrom (2005) and on the affective factors
in information seeking by Nahl and Bilal (2007).

Psychological research also uses a variety of
standard, validated instruments, which it might
be possible to use without adaptation in
information research, and which could help
information researchers to gain a wider
audience, and greater influence, in related
fields such as psychology. The relevant
instruments  include  the  Information
Preferences Scale (Ho et al., 2021), the Five-
Dimensional Curiosity Scale (Kashdan et al.,
2018), and the Cyberchondria Severity Scale
(McElroy & Shevlin, 2014). It would be worth
testing these and similar instruments in
research that focused on information-seeking,
rather than on some psychological issue.

The evident relevance of this research to
researchers in information science suggests
that greater collaboration between the two
fields could well be productive. On the one
hand, the information scientist could learn
from the experimental methods and theories of
the psychologist, and on the other, the
psychologist could more about process of
information-seeking and how information
sources are selected, and used by the person in
need.
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