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Abstract

Introduction. Despite extensive discussions on the theory/practice gap in library
and information science, there is a paucity of research on the value and use of
formal theory by librarians in their daily practice.

Method. Our card sort and interview study investigated which information
behaviour theories were relevant to public librarians from Slovenia and the United
States in their reference practice and how they encounter those theories in their
practice.

Results. All of the information behaviour theories were considered relevant by some
of the participants. Bounded rationality or “satisficing” was seen as most relevant
for information service, while the key difference between Slovenian and United
States librarians was observed in their perception of “information poverty”.
Participants were generally able to provide examples of how the theories were used
in practice, but usually did not recall learning about the theory or the theory’s name.

Conclusion. Information behaviour theory is relevant to reference practice in public
libraries although its use by librarians may be implicit. These findings may be useful
to instructors in LIS programs to convey to students the value of learning theory.
Questions remain about why librarians find certain theories more relevant than
others and what factors contribute to the differences in their perceptions.
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Introduction

One goal for information behaviour theories,
models, and concepts is their application to
practice contexts, such as the interaction
between a librarian and a user during reference
service. Knowledge of information behaviour
theories can help librarians understand what
their users are thinking, feeling, and doing;
suggest solutions to wusers’ information
challenges; and guide wuser instruction.
However, little research has been conducted on
the extent to which specific theoretical models
and concepts are used in practice. As a result,
information behaviour scholars have little
feedback about whether their theories, models,
and concepts are useful for practice or
effectively communicated to practitioners.
Educators also lack information about whether
the theories, models, and concepts they teach
are the most appropriate ones or whether they
are being presented most effectively for future
practitioners to learn.

Wakeling et al. (2019) suggest that although
librarians may not view theory as pertinent to
their practical work, they may be implicitly
using it to structure their existing knowledge or
as a ‘silent and essential foundation’ for practical
work (p. 789). Our research is aimed at
exploring this ‘silent foundation’ by identifying
which  information behaviour theories,
concepts, and models are known and used by
librarians in their information service work,
specifically in the context of public library
reference work. To follow this aim, we posed
two research questions:

e Which information behaviour theories,
concepts, and models do public
librarians consider relevant to their
information service, and how familiar
are they with these theories?

e How do they encounter them in
practice?

Given the international reach of information
behaviour research, the team posed a third
research question to examine potential
differences = between  their  respective
international contexts (Slovenia and the United
States):

e How does relevance of information
behaviour theories, models, and
concepts differ by country?

The term theory will be used loosely throughout
the paper to refer to formal theories, models,
and concepts, as is common in research on the
topic in the information behaviour literature
(e.g., Lund, 2019; Pettigrew and McKechnie,
2001).

Literature review

Ideally, theory, once developed and tested,
should be learned and adopted by students and
practitioners and used to improve practice.
However, that is not always the case. The
library and information science (LIS) literature
is rife with discourse of a disconnect between
theory and practice (e.g., Abbas et al., 2016;
Bawden, 2008; Haddow and Klobas, 2004;
Nguyen and Hider, 2018). Practitioners argue
that the theory they learned during their LIS
education is not relevant to their daily work
(e.g., Kern, 2014) and instructors feel that many
students are not open to learning about theory
(VanScoy et al., 2022). This disconnect is a
global phenomenon, as argued by Matusiak et
al. (2024).

Bawden and Robinson (2022) and Wakeling et al.
(2019), however, suggest that even if librarians
do not refer to theory in their daily work or
consider it relevant to their practical work,
theory might still influence their professional
knowledge. Practitioners could be using it
subconsciously to structure their existing
knowledge, serving as a ‘silent but essential
foundation’ to their practical work (p. 789). Only
a few studies have attempted to test this notion
in the discipline. In one such study, Schroeder
and Hollister (2014) conducted a survey to
explore American librarians' familiarity with
and usage of critical theory. The majority of
participants  stated that they were
knowledgeable about critical theory and were
able to provide an example of how they have
applied it in their work. However, the authors
did not examine whether the examples
provided by participants accurately applied
critical theory. Pinfield et al. (2020) conducted
interviews to determine whether open access
theory was relevant to practical applications.
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Participants were asked if theory had
influenced their understanding of open access
and how it had informed their practical work.
The study did not focus on the use of any
specific theory, but rather on research that
incorporates theory. Only a small number of
participants could clearly identify instances
when they had used theory to inform their
practical work. However, researchers observed
that during the interviews, many participants
referred to various theoretical concepts
without even knowing and some acknowledged
the possibility of using theory subconsciously.
These two studies suggest that librarians see
theory as informing their practice, yet the
application may not be explicit.

This study focuses specifically on information
behaviour theory as it informs reference
practice. A number of studies have determined
which information behaviour theories are
considered most influential or important in the
research literature, notably Pettigrew and
McKechnie (2001), McKechnie et al. (2005),
McKechnie et al. (2008), and Lund (2019).
VanScoy et al. (2023) used these lists of top
information behaviour theories to study which
ones were considered by North American LIS
instructors to be the most important for

reference service education. The most
frequently taught information behaviour
theories are listed below in order of
importance:

e Kuhlthau’s (1991) information search
process

e Savolainen’s (1995) life

information seeking

everyday

e Taylor’s (1968) information need
e Dervin’s (1992) sense making

e Belkin’'s (1982) anomalous states of
knowledge

e Chatman’s (1996) information poverty
e Simon’s (1955) bounded rationality

e Chatman’s (1991) gratification theory
e Wilson’s (1981) model

e Wilson’s (1999) revised model

e Bates’s (1989) berrypicking
o Ellis’s (1989) model

This list of information behaviour theories
provided a good starting point for the current
research.

Methods

Choosing a methodology to investigate the use
of theory in practice was a challenge. An ideal
choice might be a think-aloud protocol while
librarians responded to reference inquiries with
a follow-up interview. Given the disruption to
service this procedure would cause, the team
explored other options. Methods used in similar
studies in LIS were interviews (Pinfield et al.,
2020) and surveys (Schroeder and Hollister,
2014). Outside LIS, De Swardt et al. (2012) used
guided reflection and written narratives of a
critical incident to study nursing students' use
of theory. Kwenda et al. (2017) utilized a guided
reflection framework, which involves formal,
structured reflection with the assistance of a
facilitator during focus groups to investigate
student teachers' use of theory in their
teaching. Tsangaridou and O’Sullivan (1997)
used observations of lessons, interviews, and
discussions of scenarios to investigate the
extent to which education theories guide the
practice of physical education teachers.

The research team decided to use a card sort
exercise coupled with interviews. Given that
practitioners generally have a negative view of
theory, we wanted a method that would
generate interest in the topic and help
librarians engage with it. In addition, we
thought that the process of reading and
physically manipulating the cards might help
librarians deal with the abstract nature of
theory. Conrad and Tucker (2018) argue that
‘card-sorting  exercises  strengthen  the
participant’s  ability to externalise their
experiences and interact with the concepts
represented by the digital or physical cards’ (p.
398). The research team wanted to avoid
making librarians feel like they were being
evaluated on their knowledge, so procedures
were designed to be respectful of their practice
expertise. The team also discussed the
significance of librarians being able to name and
explain theories. Ultimately, it was decided that
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it was more important to explore specific
situations from reference work that
practitioners related to the individual theory
and the relevance of each theory to their
practice. Each card therefore featured a brief
description of the theory’s main contribution in
plain language, with the theory or model name
and creator on the back of the card for
reference. The cross-cultural aspect of the
project also posed some challenges, as the team
had to consider differences in professional
education and language. All study materials had
to be prepared in both English and Slovenian,
but achieving exact translations was not always
feasible due to differences in the languages and
specific professional terminology.

Development of theory cards

Twelve theories were selected for the study:
eleven of the top twelve theories from VanScoy
et al. (2023) were selected; only Wilson’s (1981)
model was not chosen, as Wilson’s (1999) model
was assumed to be a revision of his previous
work. In place of Wilson’s (1981) model, Gross’

(1995) imposed query was added by the team
because of its clear connection to reference
service. Each theory was described using
practical, professional language rather than
formal, scholarly language. The descriptions
were translated into Slovenian by two members
of the research team. A group of four experts in
the field reviewed the descriptions for accuracy
and provided feedback for revision. These
experts included Dr. Jenna Hartel, University of
Toronto; Dr. Heidi Julien, University at Buffalo;
Dr. Polona Vilar, University of Ljubljana; and Dr.
Maja Zumer, University of Ljubljana. After
several revisions, the final descriptions were
then printed onto cards to be used for sorting.
To further improve the descriptions, we
conducted a pilot test with three librarians
from Slovenia and two librarians from the
United States. Based on the reactions of the
librarians in the pilot test, we further revised
the descriptions and reprinted the cards. Table
1 shows the final selection of theories and their
plain language descriptions.

Information behaviour
concept

Plain language description

Anomalous state of

knowledge
(Belkin, 1982)

A person recognizes a gap in their state of knowledge which
they search for information to rectify. The person evaluates the
information found to determine if it resolves this gap. If it is
resolved, the information seeking may end, otherwise the
process is repeated.

Berrypicking
(Bates, 1989)

People seek information in an iterative way. The search they
enter into an information system is likely to evolve as more is
learned. Their search strategies and questions may also vary
along the way.

Bounded rationality
(Simon, 1955)
or “satisficing”

Due to time or other constraints, people make selections that
are good enough, rather than optimal.

Everyday life information
seeking
(Savolainen, 1995)

Sometimes people encounter a problem or a project that
disrupts their orderly way of life. Depending on their own
psychology and their sociocultural situation, they use various
means to seek information and return their everyday life to an
orderly state.
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Gratification theory
(Chatman, 1991)

Due to pressing economic and psychological problems, some
people seek immediate gratification by using information that is
readily accessible and easy to use in the moment of need.

Imposed query
(Gross, 1995)

Sometimes a person asks a librarian for help with an information
need that is really someone else’s information need. This can
cause confusion or misinterpretation because the librarian is
not communicating with the person who has the need.

Information need
(Taylor, 1968)

A person has an actual, but unexpressed need which comes to
their conscious mind as an ill-defined question which the
person forms into a formal question which they then share with
a librarian or enter into an information system.

Information poverty
(Chatman, 1996)

People who have limited access to information may develop
distrust in the information provided by those they perceive as
outsiders.

Information search process
(Kuhlthau, 1991)

As people progress through the information seeking process,
they take various actions and their thinking becomes clearer
and more focused. They experience a range of emotions that
may include anxiety, confusion, doubt, relief, satisfaction, or
disappointment.

Information seeking model
(Ellis, 1989)

The process of looking for information includes searching,
following references, browsing, filtering, and selecting sources
based on judgement of quality and relevance. It also involves
checking accuracy and checking that all material was covered.

Model of information seeking
(Wilson, 1999)

When a person is in a problematic situation, they want to
advance from uncertainty to certainty via information-seeking.
As they move through stages in the information seeking process
their uncertainty is reduced. If their uncertainty isn’t reduced,
they may go back to a previous stage of the process.

Sense-making
(Dervin, 1992)

As people move through life, their forward progress is
sometimes arrested by a lack of knowledge, which is perceived
metaphorically as a gap. They seek information that allows them
to overcome the gap and then accomplish their original aims.

Table 1. Information behaviour concepts and their plain language descriptions

Participants experience, ranging from those fairly new to
We chose to focus specifically on public the profession with only two years of
librarians who have reference service e€xperience, to those very experienced, with up

responsibilities and formal LIS education. The
participants were selected through
convenience and snowball sampling. The study
involved 20 public librarians (10 from Slovenia
and 10 from the United States), who
predominantly served adults or users of all ages.
Both Slovenian and United States participants
had similar profiles in terms of work

to 30 years of providing reference service.

Procedures

A member of the research team met with each
participant for 30-60 minutes, either in person
or online using Zoom. Study procedures were
explained, and verbal consent was obtained. In-
person participants were asked to sort the
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physical cards based on the prompt, ‘Which of
these concepts are relevant to your reference
work? For online participants, virtual cards
were recreated using Zoom’s whiteboard
feature. Participants were able to control the
whiteboard to move the virtual cards around
the screen, and the research team member
could see the movement and record a
screenshot of each participant’s final card sort
arrangement. For relevant concepts, the
participants were asked to provide an example
from their practice. In-person participants
were invited to turn over the cards to see the
theory names if they were interested. For
interested online participants, the research
team member told the names of the theories.
The participants were asked if they recognized
the theories or theorists, and if so, where they
learned about them. Lastly, they were asked to
sort the relevant cards into like groups to

demonstrate how they perceived their
similarities and differences. Participants
provided explanations for their groupings.
Results from this final activity will not be
reported in this paper, as they fall outside its
scope. The interviews were audio-recorded for
analysis.  Physical card sorts  were
photographed, and online card sorts were
screen-captured.

Results

Each of the concepts was considered relevant
to reference practice by at least some
participants (see Figure 1). The concept deemed
relevant to the most participants was Simon’s
(1955) bounded rationality: 18 of the 20
participants found it relevant. A representative
comment from one participant was, ‘Oh, my
goodness, yeah, satisficing all the time!

Bounded rationality (Simon, 1955) or “satisficing”
Information need (Taylor, 1968)

Model of information seeking (Wilson, 1999)
Anomalous state of knowledge (Belkin, 1982)
Sense-making (Dervin, 1992)

Imposed query (Gross, 1995)

Gratification theory (Chatman, 1991)

Information seeking model (Ellis, 1989)

Berrypicking (Bates, 1989)

Everyday life information seeking (Savolainen, 1995)

Information search process (Kuhlthau, 1991)

Information poverty (Chatman, 1996)

lq
i

relevant SLO

m relevant USA

Figure 1. Number of participants who found a particular concept relevant to their practice by
country.
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The concept that the fewest participants found
relevant to practice was Chatman’s (1996)
information poverty. Only participants from the
United States found this concept relevant.
Pearson Chi-Square tests showed that among
the 12 theories, the differences in relevance
selection between the two countries were
statistically significant only for Chatman’s
information poverty theory, x?(1, N = 20) = 10.77,
p = .001. However, there were no significant
differences in the selection of relevant theories
among participants based on their years of
experience working in public libraries.

When participants identified concepts as
relevant, they were often expressive in their
responses, using exclamations like ‘Absolutely,
100%. This is totally true and is very relevant to
my job. When participants stated that concepts
were not relevant to their practice, they
sometimes suggested that a concept might be
more relevant in another context, such as the
academic library, as exemplified by this
comment about Kuhlthau'’s information search
process: ‘I would imagine it would be more true
in an academic library, maybe where people are
doing more in-depth research.” Other times they
stated that the concept was relevant but did not
occur often, as with the librarian who said,
‘Every now and then this is part of what I do, for
some people.” Some participants stated that a
concept was not particularly relevant to their
practice, but still, they came up with an example
of how they encountered it in practice. We
considered several interpretations for this
response. One explanation might be that the
examples librarians provided served as a tool
for reflection about the theory -- a sort of
think-aloud for them to make sense of the
described theory. Some participants related a
narrative of practice and in the end, made the
final judgement that the theory was not
relevant. Another possible explanation is that
participants might have conflated relevance
and frequency, as in this example: ‘I'm sure it
does happen, but it's not something I personally
deal with a lot.”

Participants were generally able to offer
examples of how the concepts manifested in
practice. One participant described this

scenario as an example of how Gross’ (1995)
imposed query manifests in her work:

Another place we see it come up is when we
have, you know, an immigrant family.
Sometimes one or more members will not
speak English or not have very good English,
and then somebody whose English is better is
trying to translate the need for that person.
And if that person is there and their family
member is a good interpreter, that can work
out okay. But if they've just sent the person
with the best English to find out the
information about X, Y, or Z thing that can
be kind of complicated because having the
language to describe the problem does not
necessarily mean having the knowledge to
describe the problem.

Occasionally, a participant had to think for a
minute about a good example, but for most of
the concepts, participants readily provided an
example.

In a few instances, participants recognized the
plain language descriptions and offered the
name or theorist. For example, in reaction to
the description of bounded rationality, one
participant said, ‘Never mind. It was going to be
a super off-topic story about Herbert Simon, who
came up with that phrase, but you know what I'll
leave that for another day.’ The description of
information poverty inspired one participant to
say:

It kind of reminds me of some of the stuff I
read by Elfreda Chatman when I was in grad
school which I've always been really
interested in, but don't really have time to
engage with as part of my daily work.

More often, the participants were familiar with
the concept described but did not know the
actual name. Participants recognized the terms
berrypicking, certainty /uncertainty,
satisficing, imposed query, unexpressed needs,
information poverty, information gap, and
sense-making. One participant explained,

I tend to think more in concepts than the
titles. I take in what it means and what it
means for what I do, but I don't really retain
the name of the process. I remembered the
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information gap one because I use that to
explain to people.

Some participants remembered learning about
the theory and even remembered the professor
who taught them the theory but did not recall
the name of the theory or theorist.

Participants stated that they tend to use the
concepts implicitly in their practice, rather
than explicitly thinking about a particular
concept. This participant’s words were similar
to those of most of the participants: ‘T've
definitely heard most of these terms, but like I
said, they're not really something that I think
about on a day-to-day basis when I'm actually
helping people with their information needs.
One participant tried to explain to us how she
thinks this works:

I would say it's probably more implicit. But I
also think that I'm probably influenced by
learning about it... My brain isn't like ‘What
is their unconscious need?’ But I might be
like ‘What do they actually need?'... I feel like
[his] theory has worked its way into my
brain. So even though I'm not using the
language that [he] uses, I definitely think
that it encourages me to dig deeper into what
they're looking for.

On the other hand, two participants reported
explicitly thinking about berrypicking while
doing reference work. One of these
participants explained ‘The only one I do is
berrypicking. Just because I have shared that
term with other staff.’

Librarians sometimes mentioned that concepts
weren't relevant to their practice in their
current library but would have been relevant in
a different library where they previously

worked suggesting possible cultural and
contextual significance for some of the
theories.

Discussion

This study may be the first to explore the extent
to which theories and models of information
behaviour are diffused into reference practice.
It indicates that public librarians find some
information behaviour theories relevant for

reference practice and that theory crosses over
into practice.

All of the theories were considered relevant by
at least some librarians. This finding supports
the selection of the twelve theories, including
the addition of Gross’ (1995) imposed query. A
curious finding is that only American librarians
found Chatman’s (1996) information poverty
relevant to their practice. After some discussion
about this finding, the research team
considered several possible explanations. Many
of the Slovenian librarians were from rural
libraries where they may not be as readily
exposed to socio-economic outsider groups as
urban librarians. The small qualitative nature of
the study does not allow for us to test this
theory; we plan to conduct future research to
investigate the influence of library context and
librarian characteristics on librarians’ opinions
about theory relevance. Another possible
explanation is the current context of
heightened awareness of racism in libraries in
the United States. In response to this theory,
some American participants acknowledged the
distrust that some marginalized community
members have for American institutions. One
participant related this story:

We have a very large Guatemalan
population. And when ICE [United States
Immigration and Customs Enforcement]
comes through, they disappear. We're in a
stage now where we're starting to get the
moms and the kids and the families back in.
And T've seen it before. Because they don't
know who to trust. And even getting them in
the door for story times, it's a matter of who
can you trust. I mean, we are in a constant
process of teaching them that we can be
trusted.

There are some differences between which
theories participants found important to
practice and those considered most important
by reference course instructors or information
behaviour scholars. For example, instructors of
reference courses in the United States consider
Kuhlthau's (1991) information search process
model the most important information
behaviour concept for their courses. However,
in our study, only half of the participants
thought it was relevant to their practice. This
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finding could indicate that LIS instructors are
not teaching the information behaviour
theories that are most relevant for reference
practice. On the other hand, it may be due to
the fact that our participants were from the
public library context. One participant reacted
to this theory by saying, ‘this feels more like an
academic librarian’s experience than a public
librarian  experience. Two  participants
specifically mentioned that, in the public
library, librarians do not follow students
through the whole process. Another difference
involves Gross’ (1995) imposed query which is
not frequently included in reference courses
but was added to this study because of our
hunch that the concept would be relevant. In
fact, it was considered relevant to reference
practice by many participants.

In his study of the use of information behaviour
theory in the literature, Lund (2019) found a
relationship between the year a theory was
published and its use by scholars in the field,
suggesting that simple knowledge of a theory,
whether through reading or LIS coursework,
might account for its popularity. Our findings
seem to support this claim since librarians
found the oldest theories most relevant to their
practice. Future studies should look more
closely at the characteristics of theories that
librarians find more relevant, which would be
relevant to information behaviour scholars who
want to help make their work useful for
practice.

The plain language summaries may prove useful
for other research on information behaviour
theories, models, and concepts. While
questions remain about the effectiveness of the
summaries, efforts by experts in the domain
could improve the descriptions, as well as
provide descriptions for other theory that we
did not include. The plain language descriptions
would be useful for studying the relevance of
these theories to other library environments,
beyond the public library, and may also aid in
understanding how users perceive information
behaviour or how LIS students relate theories
to practice. This aligns with the findings of
Pinfield et al. (2020), who note that
practitioners find theories difficult to
understand in their original form and suggest

that summaries would help practitioners more
quickly grasp the point of conceptual papers.

It may be that some concepts were considered
less relevant due to the plain language summary
used. It was a challenge to summarize these
complex and nuanced theories, models, and
concepts into one or two sentences. We aimed
to capture the essence of the concept.
However, we sometimes chose to summarize
one aspect of a concept that we deemed
particularly relevant to reference practice. One
of our information behaviour experts
acknowledged this challenge in her comment: ‘I
sometimes found your text focused on only the
most ‘famous’ aspects of the theory... But I
understand that you need to focus the attention
of your informants, without getting tangled up in
intellectual history.’

While we found the card sorting method
effective for exploring participants’ familiarity
with and use of information behaviour theory,
the team is eager to understand the differences
of opinion that surfaced between participants.
We plan to design a survey instrument that will
allow us to examine how factors such as LIS
program, country, type of library, rural /urban
setting, etc. affect librarians’ familiarity with
and perceived relevance of particular theories.

The findings may be useful for curriculum
decisions in information behaviour or reference
courses. Students often do not understand the
value of conceptual and theoretical knowledge
in their library and information science
education, and instructors struggle to help
students see the relevance of this knowledge
for their practice (VanScoy et al., 2022). The
findings of this study may help instructors
bridge this theory/practice gap by
demonstrating that librarians find these
concepts relevant and by providing practical
examples of how they are relevant. Instructors
might want to use the results in conjunction
with other studies to help persuade students of
the value of learning formal theories and
models in the information behaviour or the
reference course. Hearing the voices of
practising librarians discussing the theories
might help students understand their value.
Quotes like this one might help persuade
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students of the value of studying these
concepts:

It's one of those things I think, when you're
talking about it. Library school. If you've
never done it. It just may not seem like it's
that practical. But once you are actually
doing it. I think that information kind of
retroactively becomes practical in a way.

To bridge the gap between theory and practice,
researchers have suggested that there should
be improved communication and translation of
research into practice (McKechnie et al., 2008),
increased collaboration between researchers
and practitioners (Abbas et al., 2016; Haddow
and Klobas, 2004), and strengthening of theory
in professional education (VanScoy et al., 2022).
With the attrition of library and information
studies in some countries and the uncertainty

Conclusion

Information behaviour theory is being used by
public librarians as a silent foundation for their
practice. Our results suggest that the
theory/practice gap is not as wide as
commonly reported and may be bridged
through more discussion about information
behaviour theories among practitioners or in
the LIS classroom. Scholars may want to work
toward dispelling this unhelpful discourse
through research. Although it remains to be
seen whether theory from other subdisciplines
of information science, such as information
retrieval or information management, cross
over into practice as well as information
behaviour theory does.
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