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INF1323: The Information Experience  

 
 
 
 

An Information Behaviour Study Using the 
Information Horizon Interview 

 

  
 
The major assignment of INF1323 is an Information Behaviour Study Using the Information Horizon 
Interview. It has three sequential, related elements: 
 

A. Explore the LIS literature for background information on your topic/population  
B. Conduct an original research project in the form of three Information Horizon Interviews 
C. Deliver a summary presentation in a group of 4-6.  

 
The first two elements above are performed independently and the third is done within a thematic 
cluster that will be convened in class.  
 
BACKGROUND ON THE INFORMATION HORIZON INTERVIEW 
Sonnenwald’s Information Horizon Interview (IHI) is an important methodological advance in 
information behaviour research. It allows the researcher to capture a visual conception of human 
information behaviour within a particular setting, population, or problem. The IHI answers 
research questions like: How does a person gather information during x? or What are the favored 
information resources for x? Answers to such questions facilitate the design of information 
resources, systems, and services within libraries and beyond. As soon as possible, read the 
introductory paper on the IHI by Sonnenwald, Wildemuth, & Harmon (2001).  
 

 
Dr. Diane Sonnenwald at left; an “information horizon” map at right. 
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RESEARCH ETHICS 
The research project portion of this assignment requires interaction with human subjects and has 
been approved by the University of Toronto's Office of Research Ethics. Therefore, students must 
follow the protocols of ethical research in the Guidelines and Practices Manual for Research 
Involving Human Subjects, which will be addressed in class and in readings. All topics/populations 
for this project must be low risk and non-vulnerable. Populations that may be considered 
vulnerable include, but are not limited to: people highly dependent on medical care who may be 
unable to give consent; people with cognitive impairment, an intellectual disability, or a mental 
illness; and people who may be involved in illegal activities. Informants must be 18+ years of age. 
 
PRELIMINARIES 
Important starting points for the assignment are to select what will be called a  
“cluster,” that is, a thematic area within information behaviour research. From within your cluster 
you will then select a topic/population that manifests information behaviour (broadly construed).  
The clusters are: Everyday Life, The Pleasurable and the Profound, Leisure, Health, Academia, and 
Work. The clusters will be convened during class to bring together peers who have related 
topics/populations, and the clusters will form the basis for collaboration.    

 
 C L U S T E R  

(DEFINED BY THE PROFESSOR) 
T O P I C / P O P U L A T I O N  &  E X A M P L E S  

(SELECTED BY STUDENTS) 

Everyday Life 
Information behaviour related to grocery shopping, doing income taxes, buying a car, 
adopting a pet, finding an apartment 

The Pleasurable and 
the Profound 

Information behaviour related to falling in love, having a spiritual experience, becoming 
an aunt/uncle/mother/father 

Leisure 
Information behaviour related to the hobby of gourmet cooking, planning a vacation, 
participating in a murder mystery party, running a marathon for the first time 

Health Information behaviour related to becoming vegetarian, getting fit, stopping smoking 

Academia 
Information behaviour related to completing an undergraduate term paper, putting 
together a tenure portfolio, selecting a graduate program 

Work 
Information behaviour related to a job or discrete tasks as experienced by lawyers, 
baristas, librarians, hairdressers 

 
You are responsible for selecting your topic/population. To that end, here are a few leads: 

• Use your own life experience and interests as the topic/population (e. g. if you are a knitter, 
then explore information behaviour in knitting; if you work at a coffee shop, then consider 
focusing on the information behaviour of baristas or customers).  

• Be certain that you can access your population within the timeframe of this course and 
project! It may be best to design a research project of relevance to your family, friends, or 
neighbors because they will be easy to recruit as interview subjects. 

• Consult the textbook Looking for Information:  Survey of Research on Information Seeking, 
Needs, and Behavior (4rd edition) by Donald Case and Lisa Given; in particular see Part 5: 
Reviewing and Critiquing Research, which shows many topics and populations. 

• Peruse the Encyclopedia of Library and Information Sciences (2010), in particular Section 
8: People Using Cultural Resources within the Topical Table of Contents. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/documents/2012/12/ERO_Guidelines_Manual-2007.pdf
http://www.research.utoronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/documents/2012/12/ERO_Guidelines_Manual-2007.pdf
https://books.google.ca/books?id=IAYvDAAAQBAJ&source=gbs_book_other_versions
https://books.google.ca/books?id=IAYvDAAAQBAJ&source=gbs_book_other_versions
file:///C:/Users/user/Desktop/INF1323%20-%20The%20Information%20Experience%20-%20Fall%202017/Syllabus/8:/%20People%20Using%20Cultural%20Resources
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• Skim the Information Seeking and Use bibliography compiled by Dr. Leah Lievrouw of the 
University of California, Los Angeles, with special attention to the Table of Contents, which 
shows several “contexts of information seeking and use.”  

Once you have selected a topic/population, you will articulate a research question (RQ). The RQ 
must focus on information behaviour (broadly construed) and should be broad and open-ended 
(you are not testing a hypothesis). Here are a few examples of a cluster, topic/population, and RQ, 
from the perspective of an INF1323 student: “I am in the Leisure cluster and my topic is the 
information behaviour that occurs when planning a vacation; my population is the general public. 
My RQ is, What information resources are used to plan a vacation?” or “I am in the Work cluster 
and my topic is the information behaviours associated with being a barista at Starbuck’s; my 
population is Gen Y. My RQ is, How do baristas learn to make the new beverages that are added 
to the menu on a regular basis?” Your cluster, topic/population, and RQ will provide the context 
for three elements of the assignment, described next. 
 
Element A: Exploring Your Topic/Population in the LIS Literature  

This assignment launches the Information Behaviour Study. Its main goals are to increase your 
intimacy with the LIS literature; provide background for your forthcoming research project; 
become a better information seeker and searcher; and experience the genre of a research guide.  

Practically speaking, you will complete a worksheet which has eight questions. A digital file of the 
worksheet will be provided and you may do the assignment in Microsoft Word. 

Research guides are gateways or overviews of topics, literatures, or disciplines; they are produced 
by subject experts (usually academic librarians) for students or other information seekers. In LIS, 
an excellent research guide entitled, Library and Information Science Literature, Publishing, and 
Communication. This research guide serves as a point of departure for the worksheet.  Additional 
instructions are provided on the worksheet.  

The completed worksheet is due at the start of Session #6 and should be submitted on paper. Your 
grade is based upon appropriate answers to the questions; the identification of sources relevant 
to your research; and adherence to the APA reference style. 

 

Element B. Research Project 

For the research project, you will develop and execute a research plan in which you conduct an 
Information Horizon Interview with 3 members of your topic/population. The IHI will be designed 
(using an interview guide) to answer your RQ. You will have an opportunity to practice the 
information horizon interview in class with peers during a Research Project Workshop. The 
interviews should occur face-to-face (not remotely); follow the appropriate procedures to acquire 
verbal consent; and should resemble the precedent in Sonnenwald, Harmon, & Wildemuth (2001). 
It is recommended that you tape record and transcribe the interviews. Interviews should be 
secured and scheduled during Sessions 5-7 and conducted between Sessions 6-10. The original 
data that emerges from the data gathering will consist of three IHI maps with their interview 
transcripts. 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
http://polaris.gseis.ucla.edu/ewhitmir/SeekList04LL.pdf
http://guides.library.utoronto.ca/lis-publications
http://guides.library.utoronto.ca/lis-publications
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Then, you will analyze the data, following instructions provided at a Research Project Workshop; 
your goal is to answer your original RQ. (Because of the compressed timing for this project and its 
exploratory spirit, the analysis process will not be overly formal.) Approaches to analysis will be 
presented and practiced during a Research Project Workshop. The findings will be assembled in a 
final report that follows a template. Use APA formatting and referencing guidelines for the final 
report. 

The evaluation criteria for the research project will include: successful adaptation and 
implementation of the IHI method; completing three IHI interviews; the originality and substance 
of the findings; and the sophistication and effectiveness of your thinking, acting, and writing across 
the whole project and final report. Final reports are to be submitted on paper at the start of 
Session #11. 
 
Element C. Summary Presentation 

Each cluster will present a summary and/or highlights of their research experience during Sessions 
#11 or #12. Since it is not possible to present all the discoveries from every research project, the 
content must be carefully selected. For the presentation, clusters should aim to recognize higher 
level patterns that cut across the individual studies, and/or address theoretical, methodological, 
or substantive insights that transcend a single research topic/population. The presentation should 
last 15 minutes with a few minutes for Q & A and discussion. Like all professional events it will be 
strictly timed. A Research Project Workshop on presenting and tips will be provided. Make the 
summary presentation engaging, interactive, and multimedia. The grading criteria for the 
presentation is the same as the research project, with additional attention placed upon oral 
communication skills.   

 

GLOSSARY OF RESEARCH TERMS* 

Alias -- a term used to conceal the identity of a research subject.   

Confidentiality -- a research condition in which no one except the researcher(s) knows the 
identities of the participants in a study. It refers to the treatment of information that a participant 
has disclosed to the researcher in a relationship of trust and with the expectation that it will not 
be revealed to others in ways that violate the original consent agreement, unless permission is 
granted by the participant. 

Data -- factual information [as measurements or statistics] used as a basis for reasoning, 
discussion, or calculation. 

Deductive -- a form of reasoning in which conclusions are formulated about particulars from 
general or universal premises. 

Empirical Research -- the process of developing systematized knowledge from observations that 
are formulated to support insights and generalizations about the phenomena being researched.  

Ethical Research (using an ethical protocol) - Research that follows widely held guidelines about 
what is ethical, moral and responsible in research settings (e.g. not plagiarizing others’ work, not 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
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misreporting sources, not submitting questionable data, not destroying or concealing sources, 
etc.) and that considers its role in the broader community and the effect of its findings on the 
community.  

Exploratory Research – Research that does not aim to provide the final and conclusive answers to 
the research questions, but merely explores the research topic with varying levels of depth. 
Exploratory research tends to tackle new problems on which little or no previous research has 
been done. 

Generalizability -- the extent to which research findings and conclusions drawn from a specific 
group or situation can be applied to the population at large. 

Graphical Elicitation – The production of a drawing or sketch (usually produced by the informant) 
as a means to answer a research question.  

Incentive -- payments made to individuals to compensate them for participation in research 
projects.  

Inductive -- a form of reasoning in which a generalized conclusion is formulated from particular 
instances. 

Interview Guide - a list of questions, planned in advance, to ask interview participants. 

Methods -- systematic approaches to the conduct of an operation or process. It includes steps of 
procedure, application of techniques, systems of reasoning or analysis, and the modes of inquiry 
employed by a discipline. 

Models -- representations of objects, principles, processes, or ideas often used for imitation or 
emulation. 

Participant (research subject, informant, respondent) -- individuals whose physiological and/or 
behavioral characteristics and responses are the object of study in a research project. 

Primary (or original) research -- new research, carried out to answer specific issues or questions. 
It can involve questionnaires, surveys or interviews with individuals or small groups.  

Research -- systematic investigation to establish facts or principles or to collect information on a 
subject 

Sample -- the population researched in a particular study.  

Secondary Research -- makes use of information previously researched for other purposes and 
publicly available. 

Visual Research – is a qualitative research methodology that relies on the use of artistic mediums 
to produce and represent knowledge. These artistic mediums include, but are not limited to: film, 
photography, drawings, paintings, and sculptures.  

*From USC Libraries LibGuide: http://libguides.usc.edu/writingguide/researchglossary 
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