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Abstract
In 1991, Carol C. Kuhlthau published the results of her study on the user’s perspective during an information search.  Her findings generated a model of the Information Search Process (ISP) that illustrates the intellectual and emotional changes experienced by the searcher during the six stages of the ISP.  This article revisits that model and demonstrates how it still accurately describes the searcher throughout the ISP using the case study of Zoey.  Her search was for the completion of a class assignment and lasted approximately one month.  Zoey had more technology-based resources at her disposal than the original students in Kuhlthau’s study.  Thus, some of her approach strategies differed from those used by the original test subjects.  Despite the fact that she used different search methods than the original students, so closely did Zoey’s experience match Kuhlthau’s ISP she could almost be termed a “textbook example.”

Zoey’s Search:
A case study example of Kuhlthau’s
Information Search Process Model
Library science is a field of study that is forever changing, with new paradigms emerging as old ones are broken.  However, not all aspects of the older paradigms need to be tossed aside to prevent stagnation.  Some models illustrating the relationship between people and information remain accurate through many paradigm shifts.  This paper’s objective is to reexamine Kuhlthau’s (1991) Information Search Process (ISP) model and determine its current validity, given that technology has changed some of the ways users approach information searches.  This illustration is done using a detailed examination of a single case study of a recent information search.

Overview of Kuhlthau’s Model
Kuhlthau’s (1991) ISP model emerged as a result of a series of studies she conducted.  The first used as subjects 26 high school seniors in 1983.  She also conducted case studies using six of these students.  In 1988, she revisited 20 of the 26 original students and four of the six case studies.  In 1989, Kuhlthau conducted a broader study using 147 high school seniors.  Also in 1989, Kuhlthau broadened her population of test subjects even more by studying 385 people from 21 sites which also included public and academic libraries as well as school libraries.  The participants were asked questions regarding their thoughts and feelings during the search process.  A pattern was discovered in their responses, and Kuhlthau was able to describe it by creating the ISP model.
The model illustrated the six stages of an information search and details the emotional and intellectual characteristics of each stage.  They are as follows:
Stage 1:  Initiation is the time during which a searcher begins to realize a lack of knowledge but has yet to select a specific topic of research.  Searchers at this point often feel confused or may even dread what they perceive to be a large nebula of knowledge that awaits them once they begin to search.  To overcome this, they must focus their searches from a vague need to a specific question to be addressed.
Stage 2:  Selection is the point at which searchers actually limit the search to a specific topic.  At this stage, there is often a surge of confidence.  This is a result of gratification from having completed a concrete task and also from the relief that the information can now be approached in a more direct and, hopefully, limited manner.
Stage 3:  Exploration consists of the searchers actually wading through information sources.  The fleeting confidence gained during Selection passes back into confusion as they come in contact with the numerous information sources available.  Searchers may have to refine their topic a bit to help guide them through the morass.
Stage 4:  Formulation involves further refinement of the topic and clarity of research.  If related to a school assignment or other paper, this is the point at which the thesis statement is constructed.  This stage is accompanied by growing confidence in the search as the users become more familiar with their topics and begin to easily identify relevant materials.
Stage 5:  Collection is the time when searchers gather the most focused information.  The question now becomes not what materials are available, but which materials are most relevant to the topic.  Confidence is greatly increased as is interest in the topic.
Stage 6:  Presentation brings about the close of the search.  The users feel either satisfied with a job well done or disappointed at a failed attempt.  There is also, at this point, a merging of the new information into the users’ personal bodies of knowledge.  There may also be a paper generated or other tangible results of the search.

Case Study
Biographical sketch
Zoey is a 21 year old college junior in a small, rural community.  Her degree work is in physical education.  Zoey intends to teach and coach volleyball upon graduation.  She works as a page at the local public library, a position she has held for a year and some months.  The library is small with only four full-time employees and five part-time employees.  It serves the rural community in which it is located as well as surrounding rural communities.  Zoey is also a single mother of an eight-month old girl.

Information experience
Zoey’s job at the library often includes answering patron questions.  As a result, she has become well acquainted with information searching techniques.  Also, being in her third year of college, she has had to conduct many personal searches to complete projects and papers.  As was the case with this search, she frequently consults the Internet as a source of information.  She has taken a college level course in computers and trains patrons on the use of the Internet as part of her library duties.  Thus, she has become quite skilled in seeking information using both traditional and modern methods.

Learning style
Over the course of the interview, it became clear that Zoey was of the intuitor learning style, one of the four styles outlined by Hensley (1991).  According to Hensley, the intuitor spends quite a bit of time making decisions and working out problems internally before presenting an external response to questions.  The clues that led to this designation were Zoey’s body language and verbal communication.  During the interview, Zoey seemed to be careless with her gestures, almost distracted.  She would wave her hands about quite a bit, but did not use them to make pictures in the air or to convey quantities or magnitude.  Her language matched her careless gestures, often laced with colloquialisms and other linguistic idiosyncrasies such as, “I dunno… it’s sort of…” or “It’s like.”  She also employed long pauses between statements and required substantial “thinking time” after each question posed.  For most of the interview, she would be able to deliver a clear, concise answer to the question, but only after stretches of circumlocution.
In addition to being an intuitor, Zoey also exhibited signs of being a tactile learner.  She spent much of the interview playing with objects on the desk and so forth.  As will be discussed, the knowledge that she is a combination of these two styles proved to be vital in eliciting information.


Interview notes
Although Zoey has day-to-day contact with the interviewer, she seemed to be quite nervous during the discourse.  Presumably, this is a condition similar to the Heisenberg Effect in physics, where what is being observed is affected by the process of the observation.  In order to put her at ease, the interviewer tried to cater to Zoey’s learning styles.  After eliciting adequate but not elaborate verbal responses, the interviewer requested that Zoey draw a diagram of her search experience.  This tactile activity proved a very successful move and extracted very detailed descriptions of Zoey’s search.  (A replication of her diagram follows the description of the verbal portion of the interview.)

Search details
Zoey’s search centered around an assignment for her child psychology class.  She was told to write a term paper related to the course material.  The only guidance given on topic selection was a stricture against seven specific subjects that had been overused in recent years, for example abortions.  Zoey’s entire search process from assignment to final draft of her paper lasted approximately one month.  However, it should be noted that some of her presentation stage overlapped with earlier stages because she chose to adopt a “write as you go” strategy for completing the assignment.
Probably as a result of her intuitor learning style, Zoey spent much time floundering in the initiation stage.  She said it took her about two weeks to discover a topic.  She said she felt extremely anxious during this time because, “I knew I was in for a lot of work.”  When she did choose her topic, she received inspiration from her own life.  Being a new mother, she is interested in better parenting.  She had encountered the term “Mozart Effect” in her introduction to music class two years earlier, and it suddenly surfaced in her memory as a potential topic.  Working from this personal experience and knowledge, she was able to formulate a clear topic of parental influence on children during the first two years of life through music, reading, and games.  She said she spent less than a day getting her topic approved.  During this time, she expressed great relief about the search because, “I knew what to look for now.”
As Zoey entered stage three, she said some of her confusion and anxiety returned because she felt “overwhelmed” by the number of sources pertaining to her topic.  Zoey said despite these feelings, she chose to work alone on her search rather than ask for assistance from an information professional.  She started her work on the Internet.  Here, her strategy greatly resembled the “berrypicking” outlined by Bates (1989), wherein searchers let the information itself lead them from source to source, often employing randomness as a factor in selecting materials for review.  Zoey said her initial results on the term “Mozart Effect” yielded other key words such as, “spatial awareness.”  By following leads on these other terms and hypertext links from source to source, she was able to review enough information to help her narrow her focus.  Also, she was able to use her Internet results to construct very exact searches for the library catalog as she started to move into traditional paperbound sources.  She took notes from some of the material both on the Internet and in the library and began to sketch a rough outline for her paper.  Although she had not written a thesis yet, towards the end of this exploration she said she felt, “better because I was more in control.  I was a lot calmer.”  But she also said she felt confused and a bit overwhelmed by the sheer number of resources her search yielded.  Zoey said she spent about three days in this exploration phase.
Zoey’s thesis was written over about four hours.  She said the formation of her thesis was not a conscious decision—i.e. “I will write my thesis today because I think it’s time.”  Rather, it was a natural emergence from the research.  Of writing the thesis, Zoey said it affected her further research because she was now looking for material to support a specific point of view, not just general information about the subject.  She also expressed relief at having narrowed her search.
Stages five and six were traversed simultaneously.  Zoey described the process as one of completing the work one paragraph at a time.  If she found a paragraph lacking meat, she would collect more information to either lend stronger support or make the paragraph more specific.  Zoey said she became really interested in her paper during this time because she was discovering some useful parenting techniques that she wanted to try on her young daughter.  She said a useful strategy for seeking information during these stages was as follows:  It was helpful to look up a lot of things and then narrow it down; start broad and then narrow it down to the things that belonged in the paper.  During this time, Zoey did seek the assistance of one information professional, who was also a personal friend.  Zoey indicated that her seeking of this help hinged not only on knowing and trusting the person, but also on being knowledgeable enough to ask specific, well-formed questions.  Of her actual paper, Zoey said she did not feel increased confidence until very close to the conclusion of the assignment.  She said, “It was frustrating—trying to put words together.”  However, in the end she did feel quite confident she had done a good job.
Figure 1 illustrates Zoey’s search further.  Notice the parallel structure Zoey perceives between her search and her assignment.  Also of note is that Zoey was asked only to, “draw a diagram of your assignment process, being sure to note your feelings at each step,” without any other leading information.  Zoey’s feelings at each stage are indicated with italics for the reader’s convenience.


Figure 1
Zoey’s Search Diagram
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Concluding Remarks
Zoey’s search is a significant example of how models can retain truth and applicability even though time has passed since the model’s construction and new paradigms for the field have been formed in the intervening years.  It also is a clear demonstration that although technology may change certain aspects of the search strategy, the relationship between people and information is a relatively stable one.  This is largely because the role of information has not changed; it is still there to fill the need to know.  As long as people have this need and have some sort of means to gather information, this relationship will probably endure many paradigm shifts in the field of providing information.  While Kuhlthau’s ISP model may not always remain as accurate as it was for Zoey, the basic ideas behind it will be important to keep in mind for the future.  Information professionals have a responsibility to help the searcher not only find information, but also banish the confusion and insecurity that comes with ignorance.  The only way this responsibility can be met is by always keeping in mind the user’s perspective.
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