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Abstract 

This report outlines a study done concerning the information needs, seeking and retrieval behaviours of three novice tarot 
card readers. The information horizon interview technique, which elicits visual content from informants, developed by Diane 
Sonnenwald has been used to collect data that has been analyzed alongside several articles written by Jarkko Kari, the only 
known scholar to publish content on the information behaviours of individuals seeking paranormal, supernatural, and 
alternative spiritual information. This paper looks to contribute to the extremely limited content relating to the information 
behaviours of those who engage in the unique supernatural practice of tarot card reading that currently exists within LIS 
literature. Collected date has been analyzed and several commonalities in the information behaviour of informants have been 
identified. This includes information relating to the informants’ assignment of authority and use of resources, how 
information needs, seeking and retrieval can be seen to change when informants are performing a reading to before and/or 
after a reading, and finally how informants saw their information behaviour changing and evolving as they continued on their 
informational tarot journeys.  
  

   
INTRODUCTION  
For decades, information professionals have designed and 
performed countless studies relating to the information 
behaviours of defined populations. However, there are still 
an endless number of populations whose information 
behaviours have yet to be explored in depth. One of those 
populations can be seen to be those who engage in the 
supernatural practices of divination, more specifically tarot 
card reading. There is a very limited amount of information 
currently known about supernatural and spiritual practices 
in the information field, and there is essentially no 
information that relating specifically to the informational 
behaviours of tarot card readers.  
 
Thus this paper looks to contribute to the incredibly limited 
information that currently exists in relation to the unique, 
spiritual and supernatural practice of tarot card reading 
through an analysis of data collected in interviews with 
three novice tarot card readers. Given that this is a topic 
that has yet to be developed within information science, 
this study sought to answer the general research question: 
what are the information behaviours of individuals new to 
the practice of tarot card reading? 
 
In analyzing informants’ responses to information horizon 
interview questions alongside their information horizon 
maps, terms that will be explained in more depth in the 
discussion on research methods, this paper presents a 

number of major themes. This paper presents findings on 
informants’ assignment of authority and use of resources, 
how information behaviours differed before and after a 
reading from the practices described to have taken place 
during a reading, and finally how informants saw their 
information behaviour changing and evolving as they 
continued on their tarot journeys.  
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
It is important to note that intensive research found that 
there is currently a complete lack of scholarly and 
professional sources dealing with the information 
behaviours of tarot card readers, novice and expert alike. 
Additionally there is a large information gap in LIS 
literature concerning the supernatural in general. In fact, 
over the last 20 years only one scholar, Jarkko Kari, can be 
found to publish content on the topic. That said, this brief 
literature review focuses on the literature published by Kari 
as it is the most relevant to the topic of information 
behaviours relating to those who practice tarot card 
reading.   
 
Kari, a Finnish academic, has published several articles on 
the paranormal, the supernatural, and the spiritual within 
information science. Kari uses Brenda Dervin’s sense-
making theory to describe the information practices of 
individuals engaging with paranormal information and has 
also developed his own cyclic model of information 
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seeking (figure 1) as it relates to his research. His model 
expands on Dervin’s sense-making triangle which he 
claims is too vague in a paranormal context which he 
argues requires a more dynamic understanding of 
information seeking (1998).  
 

 
Figure 1. Kari’s cyclic model of information seeking 

 
Kari’s work is general, focusing on presenting foundational 
information by defining concepts like paranormal 
phenomenon, paranormal information, information need, 
information seeking, information source, barrier to 
information seeking, information use, and information 
action (1997; 1998; 2007). Kari’s work also provides 
instruction on how to classify information processes and 
conduct context-centric research (2007). Kari’s work often 
lacks an in-depth discussion concerning the specific needs 
and practices of the population, though he does put forward 
the idea that the extremely personal, spiritual motives 
driving the information needs and behaviours of 
supernatural informants are based on individuals’ deepest 
thoughts and beliefs which is one of the main differences 
between this topic and the more traditional information 
seeking populations (1997).  
 
Because Kari’s work is general, this paper builds on it by 
taking a closer look at the information behaviours of this 
population in a much more defined context. Kari has 
established the foundations of the supernatural within LIS 
literature, but there is still a lack of content identifying the 
specific information needs, seeking behaviours, resources, 
retrieval and use of information in this context. Original 
research is required before information professionals can 
uncover more regarding the information behaviours of this 
unique and interesting population with the hope of 
eventually playing a meaningful role in the information 
seeking and retrieval of the population.  

 

RESEARCH METHODS  
Three novice tarot card readers were interviewed one-on-
one using the information horizon interview (IHI) method 
developed by Diane Sonnenwald. The IHI is a well 
established interview and visual method often used in the 
field of LIS for the collection of information relating to 
information behaviour (Hartel, 2017). All three informants 
are Toronto based women, two in their early 20s and the 
third in her mid 30s. All informants classified their 
experience level with tarot as ‘beginner’, having taken up 
tarot in the last 2 years.  
 
Before the initiation of the interviews informants were read 
a script outlining the study’s ethics and consent policy to 
which they expressed no concerns. All ethical practices 
were followed.  
 
Within these semi-structured interviews, face sheets were 
created for each participant and field notes were taken 
throughout the interviews to be referred to during analysis. 
At the start of each interview, the rapport process was 
implemented to gain the trust of the informants and to help 
elicit a comfortable relationship and environment in which 
informants were more likely to actively engage. Informants 
were asked a predetermined set of questions (Appendix 1) 
while also being encouraged to deviate from the parameters 
of the questions posed in order to provide the interview a 
flexibility that allowed informants to explore a range of 
relevant issues as they surfaced. The stance of ignorance 
was taken and probes were used throughout the interviews 
that ultimately helped generate more thorough descriptions 
of informational experiences and resources from 
informants. 
 
This papers finding have come out of a thorough analysis 
of LIS literature, the described interviews, and the 
information horizon maps created by informants.  
 
FINDINGS  
Authority and Use of Sources 
Informants were found to use a variety of resources. Tarot 
decks, companion books, deck pamphlets, how-to books, 
symbol dictionaries, YouTube, social media accounts on 
Instagram, podcasts, and specific blogs and websites 
accessed on laptops, tablets, and mobile phones were all 
identified as information sources consulted by the 
informants (figure 2 & figure 3).  
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Figure 2. Informant 3’s Information Horizon Map 

 

 
Figure 3. Informant 2’s Information Horizon Map 

 

All participants were found to provide a strong sense of 
authority to print resources, specifically the tarot decks 
themselves as well as the companion and how-to books. 
This sense of authority appeared to stem from the long and 
trusted history of the book as medium, informants 
identified the medium’s history to be comparable to the 
history of tarot itself. Informants statements revealed that 

this comparison, whether consciously or unconsciously, 
provided a sense of authority and security to the 
information published within such resources. The authority 
assigned to print resources is also reflected within their 
level of use. Participants identified print resources, most 
often the companion books, to be the first resources that 
they consulted in light of an information need. Print 
resources were also positioned to be consulted the most 
often, at times being read on a daily basis like a novel and 
other times being consulted to find a specific piece of 
information.  
  
In contrast, informants assigned the least authority to 
digital resources despite often making use of them. 
Informants described using digital resources for general 
browsing, often in the same ways they browsed other sites 
on the Internet. Digital resources were thought to be less 
trusted by informants as they felt that the information 
published on the Internet was unmediated and much less 
reliable having not gone through the hands of experts in the 
same way that they believed print resources had.  
 
Information Behaviours Before and After a Reading Vs. 
During a Reading 
Similar to their distinctions when it came to assigning 
authority and use of different resources, informants were 
found to express different information behaviours before 
and/or after a tarot reading and during a reading. During 
readings informants described having specific information 
needs and queries. The tarot cards provided raw 
information that needed translation and participants looked 
to fill that need by consulting the companion books that 
they typically purchased in a pack with the decks being 
used.  One participant described the companion books in 
the following way: 
 

“[…] they are specific to the deck and list a 
couple of the probable possible meanings and 
understandings for different situations and 
perspectives. So they’re really useful to have 
by when I’m doing a reading.” 

 
As previously mentioned, digital resources were often 
described being used just for something to do. Informants 
didn’t necessarily use them so seek answers to a specific 
query or information need, rather they would often just find 
themselves browsing the internet for information about 
tarot for fun, seeking for seeking sake. Avoiding digital 
resources during readings appears to be due to informants 
need to make more spiritual informational connections 
during readings, relying on their own intuition and 
emotional responses which they explained is easier when 
there isn’t technology around flashing and beeping. 
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Informants also expressed their desire to respect the 
antiquity and practice of tarot itself, something that they 
felt lent itself better to printed information that information 
presented through a screen. One informant described this in 
the following way:  
 

“I think of tarot as drawing on the energy of the 
people doing it and the energy surrounding 
them that comes from them and the earth and 
nature. So I kind of just have this feeling or 
idea that using technology during a reading 
could interrupt those energies and intentions 
and mess it up.” 

 
Based on explicit statements like this and other more 
general comments made by informants, it appears clear that 
there are distinct differences between the information 
needs, seeking and retrieval of novice tarot card readers 
during readings than there is before and after readings.  
 
Becoming the Ultimate information Resource  
The final theme identified as a commonality between all 
three informants is their ultimate informational goal when it 
comes to tarot card reading. As beginners to the practice, 
all informants described their intent to continue to learn and 
grow their tarot skills moving forward. However, what 
stood out as less traditional to information behaviour 
studies was the informants’ desires to eventually 
consciously distance themselves from informational 
resources concerning their hobby.  
 
Informants explained their desire to have little need for 
physical resources in the future as they themselves sought 
to transition into the ultimate information resource with the 
ability to make use of just their knowledge, skill, 
confidence and intuition, something that they noted just 
comes with time and practice. One informant even noted a 
desire to eventually have almost no need for the actual 
information resources that they currently use at all, instead 
relying solely on the information that they will seek and 
expect, with practice, will come to them in a much more 
holistic manner by way of emotion and intuition.  
 
Figure 4 depicts one informant’s information horizon map 
that can be seen to reflect this finding. The informant has 
positioned herself in the centre of her curated information 
resources, depicting herself as a powerful resource at the 
centre of the information experience with all other 
resources surrounding her and contributing to her growing 
knowledge and skill.  
 

 

 
Figure 4. Informant 1’s Information Horizon Map 

 
DISCUSSION  
In thinking about these findings, it is possible to see just 
how dependent on the individuals the information 
experiences and behaviours of novice tarot card readers 
truly is. In accordance with Sanda Erdelez outline of the 
anatomy of information encountering, informants in this 
study can be seen to have been impacted by a number of 
factors when seeking information including their own bias 
when it comes to sources, the environment and context in 
which the information was encountered, the characteristics 
of the information encountered, and the characteristics of 
their information needs (1999, p. 25). For example, 
depending on who the individual was, their beliefs and 
experiences, they could be seen to favour certain resources 
over others that could be seen to reflect that. They selected 
resources based on potentially trivial reasoning, as it had to 
do with their own preferences instead of the actual 
information contained within the resource. One informant, 
who had stated to have majored in book and media studies 
throughout their undergraduate degree explained that one 
reason they preferred to use print resources was simply 
because they enjoyed the materiality of the book and the 
tactile experiences that they got with books more than the 
experiences they had with digital resources. Thus, they 
favoured print resources simply in part because they 
identified as a big lover of books as objects in and of 
themselves. In this way we can see what Erdelez meant 
when she noted that the anatomy of information 
encountering was very much impacted by the information 
user themselves (1999, p. 25). 
 
Additionally, Erdelez claim that information encountering 
can occur at two different levels is reflected in the practices 
of novice tarot card readers. Erdelez states that information 
encountering can occur in response to both problem-related 



5 
 

information needs and interest-related information needs 
(1999, p. 27) which is very clearly demonstrated by the 
different practices of information seeking and retrieval 
described by participants when they spoke of their 
behaviours before and after readings opposed to how they 
sought information during readings. In light of Erdelez 
claim, it appears that when informants were encountering 
information before and after readings what they were 
actually doing was an interest-related search. In contrast, 
when they encountered information during a reading they 
were found to be describing more of a problem-related 
information experience, seeking information that would 
help them to better understand a specific query that they 
had come across. Thus Erdelez’s work can be seen to help 
shed light on some of the new findings uncovered by this 
study, and given that this is a fairly untouched topic more 
research concerned with any and all areas of this population 
could, and should, be developed by interested, up and 
coming information professionals.  

 
METHODOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS  
Having used the information horizon interview (IHI) 
method to collect data for this study I do have some 
reflections concerning the technique. First and foremost I 
believe that the IHI was very effective as no problems arose 
due to the use of this method. In fact the process of 
gathering data went rather smoothly. The IHI was also 
found to be very effective in gathering in-depth insights 
into a variety of informants experiences. For example, the 
visual element was able to provide informants who were 
slightly less talkative to provide information in a way in 
which they felt that they could be a bit more expressive and 
detailed. Overall the use of the IHI made for an enjoyable 
experience for both informants and myself.  

 
CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, through a look at the research question 
“what are the information behaviours of individuals new to 
the practice of tarot card reading?”, this study has been able 
to identify a number of foundational themes relating to the 
information behaviours of this incredibly unique 
population. Novice tarot card readers, those who have 
picked up the practice in the last 2 years, have been found 
to have specific practices when it comes to assigning 
authority to resources, seeking and retrieving information 
during readings versus before and after readings, and 
finally how this population saw their information behaviour 
changing and evolving as their informational tarot journeys 
evolves. While the findings of this paper are brief, 
providing just an overview of each identified common 
theme, because this topic has yet to be studied within LIS 
literature, the info in this paper is in fact new information 
within the field. That said, an even more in depth look at 

this topic is certainly possible with a bit more time, several 
more informants with more diverse profiles, and a much 
lengthier paper. However, despite the limitations of this 
study I am hopeful that this paper might act as a welcome 
contribution to the LIS literature concerning the 
information behaviours of the peculiar individuals that 
choose to engage in the non-traditional practice of tarot 
card reading.  
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APPENDIX 1 
 

Information Horizons Interview Guide: 
Individuals Who Practice Tarot Card Reading 

 
Introductions 

Friendly Greeting (Rapport Building) 
Introductory Scripts & Ethics 
Technical Explanations 
 

Grand Tour Questions 
1. Can you tell me a bit about how you were introduced to 

tarot cards and tarot card reading? 
 

2. Can you tell me a bit about why you choose to practice 
tarot card reading? 
 

3. How would you classify your skill level when it comes to 
tarot card reading? 
 

4.     Do you engage in any other divination practices? If so, can 
you tell me a bit about them? 

 
Mini Tour Questions 

1. Who do you typically perform readings for? Yourself, your 
friends, your family, the public? 
 

2. Do you have any favourite tarot decks? 
 

3. Do you use different tarot decks for different kinds of 
readings? 
 

4. Do you have any favourite tarot spreads? If so, why? 
 

5. What kinds of information are you, or the people 
you are reading, typically looking for from tarot 
readings? Do you typically get what you are 
looking for? 

 
               Information/Red Thread Questions 
1. Can you please list any people, information 

resources, or activities that you engage with when 
seeking information surrounding the practice of 
tarot card reading? 

 
2. Can you tell me a little bit about each resource? 

 
3. Can you describe how you typically find yourself 

using these resources? 
 

4. Can you think of and describe a time when you 
recently needed information about tarot?  

a.     What information or type of information 
did you need and why? 

b.     Who or what resource(s) did you use to 
find the information that you needed? 

c.      What did you do after you found that 
information? How did you use it? 

d.     Would you say you successfully resolved 
the information need? 

e.     Were you satisfied with the outcome of 
the situation? 

f.      Would you solve this information need 
this way again (if you needed similar 
information at a later point in time)? 

g.     If not, what would you do differently? 
How would you change what you did? 

 
5. Can you think of and describe a time when it was 

particularly difficult to find information you 
needed for tarot? Or, what type of information is 
typically hardest for you to find? 

a.    What information or type of information 
did you need and why? 

b.    Who or what resource(s) did you try to 
use to find the information that you 
needed? 

c.     Did you, or do you usually, end up 
finding the information you need despite 
the difficulties? 

d.     If so, what did you do after you found 
that information? How did you use it? 

e.     Would you say you successfully resolved 
the information need? 

f.      Were you satisfied with the outcome of 
the situation? 

g.     Would you solve this information need 
this way again (if you needed similar 
information at a later point in time)? 
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h.     If not, what would you do differently? 
How would you change what you did? 

 
6.    Can you think of and describe a time when it was 

particularly easy to find information you needed for tarot? 
Or, what type of information is typically easiest for you to 
find? 

a.     What information or type of information 
did you need and why? 

b.     Who or what resource(s) did you use to 
find the information that you needed? 

c.      Why do you feel it was so easy to find 
this information? 

d.     What did you do after you found that 
information? How did you use it? 

e.     How did you feel when you successfully 
resolved the information need? 

f.      Were you satisfied with the outcome of 
the situation? 

g.     Would you solve this information need 
this way again (if you needed similar 
information at a later point in time)? 

h.     If not, what would you do differently? 
How would you change what you did? 

 
7.    Can you think of and describe a time when looking for 

information about tarot was particularly dissatisfying? 
Please explain. 
 

8.    Can you think of and describe a time when finding the 
information you wanted/needed about tarot was very 
satisfying? Please explain.  
 

Information Horizon/Graphical Elicitation 
One other thing that we’re trying in this study is asking 
informants if they could draw what we’re referring to as an 
information horizon or information horizon map. 

 
1. Could you draw yourself, or something that represents you, 

on a piece of paper, and then draw in all the people, 
information resources and activities that you typically 
access when you are seeking information surrounding the 
practice of tarot card reading. Please also indicate which 
ones you might go to first, or that you might go to 
simultaneously, or which ones you prefer – and describe 
this while drawing it. 
 

Follow-Up Questions (when relevant) 
1. Can you talk a bit about the resource(s) that you typically 

find yourself using most often? Why do you think you use 
this/these resources most? 
 

2. Can you talk a bit about the resource(s) that you typically 
find yourself using least often? Why do you think you use 
this/these resources least? 
 

3. Do you use any other resources not present on 
your information horizon map? 

 
4. When, or why, would you use one particular 

resource before or after going to another? 
 

5. Do any of these resources proactively provide you 
with information? Or suggest other information 
resources to you? 

 
6. Previously, you mentioned xyz resource. Would 

you include it on your information horizon? 
Where? Or, why not? 

 

APPENDIX 2 
The following is a collection of some of the best quotes 
heard during interviews.   
 
Informant 1 
Interviewer: I haven’t heard of companion books, can you 
tell me a bit about them? 
Informant 1: The companion books that I have basically 
describe the decks that I have. So they usually introduce 
you to the deck and outline the theme of the deck. Not all 
tarot decks use the same terminology, so the card’s names 
can be slightly different for each deck and basically these 
books explain that, the theme and list different spreads that 
work well for that deck and different intentions. Then like I 
said when I first started I also read The Wicca Bible as a bit 
of an introduction before I had actually started practising. 
 
Informant 2: 
Interviewer: Can you tell me a bit about how you typically 
go about using the books that you have? 
Informant 2: The books I use during readings, I don’t have 
everything memorized when it comes to what each card 
means exactly and it can become a bit confusing when 
using different spreads because different positions also 
have different meaning. So at this point I tend to use those 
to kind of guide me as a do a reading. The internet I don’t 
use during readings, I usually use the internet just for fun 
and random searching and stuff like that to learn more 
about tarot in general.” 
 
Informant 3: 
Interviewer: Can you tell me about a time when looking for 
information about tarot was particularly dissatisfying? 
Informant 3: Sometimes I generally feel dissatisfied after 
accessing simple information online.  I prefer opening a 
book to retrieve the information, searching in an index and 
flipping through the pages. The smell and feel of a book!
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APPENDIX 3 
The following are enlarged copies of the visual data.  

 

 
Informant 1’s Information Horizon Map 
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Informant 2’s Information Horizon Map 
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Informant 3’s Information Horizon Map 


