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Abstract

This paper summarizes the methodology and conclusions used on a master thesis that had the research aim of exploring how Web 2.0 and social networks are having an effect on users’ information behavior. The method used for the collection of data was a semi structured interview, containing questions constructed according to the issues of Web 2.0 and social networks identified on the literature, along with typical features or characteristics of social networks. Purposive sampling was used to select the interview participants. The method for analyzing data was discourse analysis and a framework of categories was created to present the data in a certain order. This study identified various trends and tendencies in users’ information behavior and some future directions for research were proposed. Findings of this type of study provide insights to users’ information behavior in information systems, they could contribute to a better understanding of the users and to the design of such systems; this is relevant when it is necessary to build information systems from the point of view of users needs and behaviors, that is, by taking a bottom-up approach.
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1. Introduction

Wilson defines information behavior as “the totality of human behavior in relation to sources and channels of information, including both active and passive information seeking, and information use.” (Wilson, 2000, p. 1). 

The review of the literature about information behavior, produced by some authors such as Wilson or Case leads us to confirm that information behavior is a well established research field in library and information science (LIS). For example, Case (2002) studies and reviews research made on information behavior, stating that it would be impossible to review the full body of literature on information behavior and he estimates that there's about 10.000 publications on this area and related topics (p. xv). Shultz-Jones (2009), states that a “movement in social network research towards attention to contextual variables mirrors a similar shift of information behavior research” (p. 611). Statements such as this one were source of inspiration and served also confirmation that this type of research was valid and pertinent. Information scientists are more often doing research around them. From an information science perspective, they are information systems and as such one of the relevant approaches we can use to study them is by analyzing their users’ information behavior.

In the last decade, the term social networks is usually associated with web-based or Web 2.0 applications and services. Focus.com (2009) made an illustration of the development of these social networks, showing that Classmates.com was the first one, created in 1995. But Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) set the genesis of these social networks earlier in time: 

By 1979, Tom Truscott and Jim Ellis from Duke University had created the Usenet (established in 1980), a worldwide discussion system that allowed Internet users to post public messages. Yet, the era of Social Media as we understand it today probably started about 20 years earlier, when Bruce and Susan Abelson founded Open Diary [in 1998] an early social networking site that brought together online diary writers into one community (p. 2). 

Web 2.0 social networks inherit some of the issues that have characterized human interaction with other information structures and media throughout the history, like libraries, scientific literature and the Internet. The inventory of issues studied in this work was developed taking as a starting point and inspiration the article The Dark Side of Information: Overload, Anxiety and Other Paradoxes and Pathologies by Bawden and Robinson (2009), where they identify some of the “pathologies” in the information on the Web 2.0 and social networks. Further additions to their views resulted in the framework used to construct the interview questions and to analyze and present the data in the full work. This inventory is made up of the following issues: trust, decision making, users’ satisfaction, information overload, quality control, loss of identity, permanence, repackaging, crowdsourcing, privacy and the clash with the real world. This inventory by no means pretends to include every issue or to be an extensive and final list. Most of them come from an information science perspective, some of them are also applied to the studies on information behavior for traditional or printed documents and some others are applied for the web, so they are not exclusive for social networks. As information systems and sources, social network applications also have these issues, the degree on which they affect and concern social networks studies may vary.

1.1. Research Questions

Research questions to this study were:

· What are the trends and tendencies of users’ information behavior in social networks?

· How users confront Web 2.0 issues?

1.2. Limitations and Scope

Purposive sampling was used in this study, which together with the size of the sample represents a limitation of this study, as it can be considered small: 8 participants were interviewed and not so many differences were found on their answers. Another limitation is brought because of the broad definition of social networks adopted in this research. Some websites or Web 2.0 applications are named as social networks, even when their inclusion under this term could be argued. However, it was taken as a social network any platform that must allow for user interaction and user generated content. Finally, time was a limitation as well, and also because this thesis intends to be an exploratory study, the issues of Web 2.0 and social networks analyzed are not fully studied and the list of issues given is not a definitive one.

2. Methodology

The methodological approach for this research was qualitative, because the collection of in depth information about experiences and reactions was intended, as they are part of the social networks user's behavior. Users’ experiences in these social interactions were meaningful for the purposes of this thesis. 

The method for the collection of data was a semi-structured interview, because it was assumed that the participants from the interview could bring up some topics that were not so explicitly asked for in the questions, or could make a really good contribution due to their own experiences. And this was true especially for the intended participants who were information professionals, colleagues and professors who used social networks to a high degree. This choice was also motivated for the possibility to make extra questions to the participants to further develop unexpected topics. The choice for a semi-structured interview was also justified broadly for the reason that this was an exploratory study. This approach was especially useful because it was more important to get qualitative data from the users using their own words as opposed to get data from methods such as log analysis or observation. These methods can give us information about what users do, but they do not report why users do things or what do they think about these things. They cannot tell us how users confront the issues of Web 2.0 and social networks either, and these issues were the focus of attention of this thesis.

3.1. The Sample

Purposive sampling has been used in this study because, as Pickard (2007) states, it is used for ensuring that participants can contribute different perspectives on the phenomena to study. The participants of the interview were chosen from the International Master in Digital Library Learning (DILL) program. They were four professors and four second year students of the Master program, including four male individuals and four females, two males and two females within each group. It was suspected that multiple perspectives would arise; similarities and differences between answers by students and professors were noted in the data analysis. However, there were no significant differences between the answers of interviewees of different sex. For that reason, sex was not connected with the findings. The motivations for the choice of participants were: firstly, by practical reasons as they were individuals whom the researcher knew in person and they were available and willing to participate in the study. Secondly, because of the previous point, their competence as social networks users could be assessed for their selection, so they should be individuals who have experience using social networks in order to get valuable data. The third motivation was because of their background, to know the information scientist's opinions on these topics and to be able to ask about concepts like user satisfaction and information needs, as they are information science concepts. 

3.2. Interview Topics and Questions

The interview was intended to bring information to answer the research questions about trends and tendencies of users’ information behavior in social networks and how are users confronting Web 2.0 issues. The scripted questions for the interview were constructed based on a series of issues of Web 2.0 and social networks. For grouping these questions, two main categories were created: general questions and issues of Web 2.0 and social networks. The general questions category contained questions related to important behavioral aspects of the participants on social networks, such as what roles they see social networks are fulfilling, which are their purposes of using them, why do they add friends or connections, which social networks do they use and why do they share information there and what kind of information do they share. The second category contained the following issues: trust, loss of identity & crowdsourcing; decision making & quality control; users satisfaction & information overload; permanence & repackaging; privacy and the clash with the real world.

3.3. Ethical Considerations

A privacy statement was handed over to the participants, although no personal information was needed for this research purposes, apart from the differences on the education level and sex. The privacy statement also asserts that, among other things, no information that could be used to identify these individuals was used in this work and that no personal information will be given to third parties. All interviews were recorded in audio format, following the consent of the participants and then transcribed for analyzing the raw data derived from them.
3.4. Methods for the Analysis of the Data

The method used for analyzing data was discourse analysis. Discourse analysis, as Pickard (2007) puts it, “is [used] to present an explanation of those shared meanings and assumptions.” (p. 241). This refers to the shared meanings and assumptions of the participants. In the complete work, large parts from the interviews were cited in a narrative form, grouping tendencies; similar or different opinions and some keywords the participants used to define topics and issues. For this process, the interviews were transcribed from the digital audio files to text. The quotations used were not edited; they were presented in the language as used by the interviewees.

The interview questions and the first two interviews served to create an almost definitive framework of categories which were perfected when adding all the interviews to this framework. The raw data collected throughout the interviews was coded manually, using just word processor software. The categorization consisted of 16 topics. At early stages of the coding a spreadsheet was used primarily from the researcher’s assumption that some quantitative data could be obtained from the interviews, but this idea was abandoned as there were more similarities than differences in the interviewees’ answers, so it was not worth doing it. Table 1 illustrates the framework used to group and present the data on the complete thesis. 

Table 1. Framework for data analysis and discussion.
	Different Roles of Social Networks
	Quality Control

	The Friendship Factor
	Information Needs and Overload

	A Question of Purpose
	Problem of Permanence and Volatility of Information

	Sharing is Caring
	Reblogging and Repackaging

	Social Networks Used
	On Privacy

	Issue of Trust
	Organizations and Social Networks

	On the Negative Views
	Communication vs. Alienation

	The Wisdom of the Crowds
	Negative Consequences


4. Conclusions
In this section, the conclusions of this study are provided, firstly, related directly the research questions, by stating the main trends and tendencies on users’ behavior that emerged from this study and how the participants of this study confronted the issues of Web 2.0 social networks. Secondly, some concluding remarks were presented related to future research directions in this field.

4.1. Conclusions to the Research Questions

Research question #1: What are the trends and tendencies of users’ information behavior in social networks?

The list of trends of participants’ information behavior in social networks is the following:

· The academic staff and students use social networks for many purposes and fulfilling different roles: for communication, entertainment, academic and professional work. They share information, build and maintain friendships, see what friends do or share, keep in touch or track them, learn more about friends, and keep connections and track of news.
· Social networks’ communication and connectivity capabilities that enable to share information in various sources with many people have become an everyday habit for academic staff and students and they can be used as compensation of being distanced from people.
· Academic staff and students do not use social networks as the main source of information but rather than complimentary sources of information.
· Usually academic staff and students are willing to share information in social networks, however, for privacy concerns they don’t share information that is too personal or about their private lives or family. 
· Usually academic staff and students add persons whom they know (either in person or by reference) to their network. However, adding someone they don’t know in person, there should be a reason; for example, the person is the friend of friends or she/he has a relevant background.

· There are differences in the ways how academic staff and students select or use selected information; some respondents select information from the Internet and use social networks tools to disseminate that information among their contacts, others just follow the updates of friends with shared interests, instead of selecting the information themselves.

· There are two opposed trends regarding reblogging: some participants prefer to send private messages and others are happy to share with everyone in their network. The positive aspect they see about reblogging is that it serves to multiply information even when it means that it can contribute to information overload.

· The academic staff and students are aware that too much use or misuse of these technologies can lead to negative things, such as problems with the organizations they work in or alienation. They know they have to use social networks with caution, even restricting the time they put to them.

· The academic staff and students are aware that social networks can also be a source of negative consequences. Therefore they should be careful on the kind of information shared as it can damage one’s personal image or compromise privacy.

Research question #2: How users confront Web 2.0 issues?


This second question resulted to be very connected to the first one. However, the first question deals with common behaviors found on the participants’ answers. The answers to this question in change, reflects also common behaviors found but related on how the participants react to Web 2.0 issues. The issues present here are: trust, quality control, information needs and overload, permanence and privacy.

· The academic staff and students agree that the trust is on people; a piece of information is trustable when someone they know posts it, and they are sure that this person can be trustworthy.

· They use different criteria for validating trustworthiness of information; for example, checking the author, the profile of the source, the people who refer to this information, the way it's written - if its written in a rush or bad style - how many people shared the information could mean how many people believe in this, comments people make about it, own knowledge and judgment.

· The most common needs the social networks satisfy are about entertainment, people and organizations; because social networks are complimentary sources, the information needs they satisfy are not too complex in nature.

· The most common strategy to cope with information overload was to hide updates from certain friends and also restrict the time they spend in social networks. Any extra feature that allows filtering or clustering of friends or updates is welcomed by the participants.

· Privacy is very important for academic staff and students; they are careful about what information they share. If their privacy is compromised the first things they would do is contact the administrator of the network and change passwords. In an extreme case some of them would even consider to withdraw from the networks.
· Academic staff and students have different approaches to quality control. Quality control is good when it is used to keep the harmful content out of the networks, it can also improve reliability and access. The downside is if a producer controls the information, this can be detrimental to the networks.
4.2. Implications for Further Research

After this investigation, the same method proposed can be applied to a different sample of other professionals or more diverse user groups to see if the results are different. Most of the issues covered can be further studied. This study could be taken as a starting point for one more complex and ambitious with bigger and more heterogeneous samples of participants. It can be also interesting to find quantitative values to the issues discussed on this work. A future work can study if there are differences in participants’ information behavior in social networks between locations, level of specialization, gender and profession. Also, it can analyze deeper uses of social networks, such as the information behavior in users who utilize the integration the different social networks allow, the participants of this study did not provide any insights into this. Some of the results of this study and similar ones can be taken into account for the design of a learning management system or digital library with the features of a social network.
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