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Fisher, Landry & Naumer’s “people-place-information trichotomy” provides a checklist of
user behaviors within a physical information ground (2006.) Do the user experiences reported as
most valued in a physical information ground retain value in an online information ground?
How do the identified characteristics of a physical information ground differ when participants
communicate exclusively in a virtual environment, rather than meeting face-to-face? Designers
and teachers interested in human-computer interaction and computer-supported cooperative work
can gain a fresh perspective on web-based collaborative information behaviors by examining the
differences between the roles online and face-to-face information grounds play in human
communication.

This project will survey the users of an online information ground to determine how Fisher,
Landry and Naumer’s people-place-information trichotomy applies to the online experience,
identifying differences in behavior in the online information ground of Flickr.com to the reported
experience of Fisher et al’s physical information ground. Both quantitative and qualitative
methods (content analysis of open question responses) will be used to analyze the data.

Based on observation, the expected results should show that the characteristics of a physical
information ground which appear to transfer directly into the online environment include the
application of weak tie/strong ties among member types and a preference for simultaneous

events as a focal point of activities.
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION
Background

Information grounds form continuously in prosaic, daily environments. An information
ground can be described as an "environment temporarily created when people come together for
a singular purpose but from whose behavior emerges a social atmosphere that fosters the
spontaneous and serendipitous sharing of information.” (Pettigrew, 1999).

People go to a pharmacy, wedding reception, airport, dog park or story time in a library
to participate in the obvious activity offered, but the spontaneous act of sharing information
among participants on unrelated subjects produces an intriguing informational byproduct in such
settings. Information grounds are “places where people naturally share information in multiple
directions (i.e. anyone can give and obtain information) both purposefully and serendipitously.”

(Fisher, K.E., Durrance, J.C., & Hinton, M.B., 2004).

Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s people-place-information trichotomy

A benchmark of face-to-face information ground behavior was created when over 700
University of Washington students participated in Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s information ground study
in late 2004 funded by the Institute of Museum and Library Services. Participants answered questions
related to their current information ground and how it affected their everyday, non-school related
information needs. The results of this study provided a summary of face-to-face information ground
behaviors. From this data set, Fisher, Landry and Naumer formulated fifteen categories and proposed a
“people-place-information trichotomy” using factors grouped under three headings to describe and
evaluate a specific information ground’s characteristics. (The Information School at the University of

Washington , 2009.) The findings were published as "Social spaces, casual interactions,
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meaningful exchanges: 'information ground' characteristics based on the college student

experience." in the journal Information Research.

The “people-place-information trichotomy” organizational strategy was “a first step at organizing

information ground attributes for the purpose of informing system design and optimizing information

ground settings.” (Fisher, Landry & Naumer, 2006.)

This system allows physical information exchange to be segmented into people factors

(membership size, membership type, familiarity, actor roles, social types, motivation), place factors

(focal activity, conviviality, creature comforts, location/permanence, privacy, ambient noise) and

information factors (significance, frequency, creation/sharing and topics), as detailed below.

Factor

Reported response from face-to-face information ground

Membership size

Small is preferred

Membership type

Putnam’s 4 categories apply: close friend/strong tie,
acquaintance/weak tie, someone recognizable and complete
strangers.

Familiarity

Intimacy is central and unregulated

Actor roles & social types

Self-defined as customer, student, staff, member or other

Motivation

Homogeneity = longevity
Strong ties = personal exchange

Focal activity

Simultaneous events preferred

Conviviality

Intangible = atmosphere, good company, festive mood

Creature comforts

Shelter, seating, lighting, music, bathrooms, views, temperature

Location and permanence

Sense of comfort when near home, permanent and easily
accessible

Privacy

Eavesdropping can occur

Ambient noise

Ambient noise is neutral: Background activities provide stimulus
and encourage interactions which might not occur without such
“outsider” input

Significance

“Useful” or “very useful” based on relevance criteria

Frequency discussed

Importance of specific topic frequency varies by user and is not
controllable within the group

How created/shared

Face-to-face conversation and passive observation

Topics

“Things I need to learn more about”, “What's happening in the
area”, “What's happening in the world” and “Who is doing what.

2

TABLE 1. Summary of the people-place-information trichotomy in physical information grounds
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Need for the study

Information behavior research has traditionally concentrated on use instead of context,
examining tools and individual users rather than environments or social surroundings. (Case,
2007). Including the social environment when examining information behavior should introduce
elements not previously noted when considering tools or users alone.

It is important to note that “real” activity occurs in online collaborative visual community
sites such as Flickr. Real money is being spent, real objects are being bought and sold and real
people are interacting, in contrast to virtual world environments such as Second Life in which
alternative identities are encouraged. Participants in online collaborative visual communities may
choose to employ avatars or alternative user identities but the generally-accepted purpose of
membership in these communities is to actually produce and share visual art, rather than to create
or navigate an alternative universe.

Identifying elements of the online environment that boost or hinder information transfer
among members should increase the efficiency and usefulness of online communities. Online
communities face situations where swift and efficient information transfer may be limited by
unrecognized “place” factors, similar to those factors interrupting physical information grounds.
For example, during Hurricane Rita, Chua noted that “The process of knowledge transfer among
agencies involved in the management of relief and rescue operations relied upon a robust
communication infrastructure to withstand large-scale disasters. Research and development
efforts should continue to focus on ways to improve and strengthen the reliability of [online]

communication.” (Chua 2007.)
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Additionally, analyzing information sharing behavior in an online information ground
and comparing the results to Fisher, Landry and Naumer physical information ground categories
could reveal new patterns both in the production of online art and in the sharing of creative

information online.

Theoretical framework

Oldenburg’s eight requirements of a “great good place” (1998) are central to Fisher et
al’s study and are listed as central organizing aspects of human interactivity. Oldenburg’s
constructs include neutral ground, member ability to be inclusive, conversation as a central
attribute, accessibility, regular participants, lack of perceived elegance, playfulness in
interactions and the availability of psychological comfort and support.

Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s people-place-information trichotomy (2006) centers on
fifteen categories: membership size, membership type, familiarity, actor roles & social types,
motivation, focal activity, conviviality, creature comforts, location and permanence, privacy,
ambient noise, significance, topic frequency, how created/shared and topic selection. T

These fifteen categories are discussed as three main factors: people-related factors, place-

related factors and information-related factors.

PEOPLE-RELATED INFORMATION GROUND FACTORS:

Membership size

In a physical information ground, Fisher, Landry and Naumer found that the number of
participants (referred to as “size”) seemed to affect the participants views of the significance of the

information provided within the information ground. “Size influences the way information is created and
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exchanged as it affects the degree of intimacy as well as degree of access to broad information types.”
(Fisher, Landry and Naumer, 2006.)

The information ground sizes identified in the Fisher et al study were small (2-10 people),
medium (11-25 people), large (26-50 people) and extra large (51+ people). 42.9% of the participants
identified their information grounds as being small (2-10 people) while 49.9% of participants found the
information provided by their information ground’s to be very useful. This would suggest a perception

that a smaller number of participants provides information with greater significance.

Membership type

Fisher, Landry and Naumer refer to Putnam's (2007) bonding social capital and describe four
levels of familiarity among the students surveyed: a strong tie (someone already known), a weak tie
(someone to greet, often as part of a bigger group), someone recognizable (an unknown person associated

with someone else in the common group), and complete strangers (a person met for the first time.)

Familiarity
In a physical setting, both fleeting and anchored relationships were factors in human enjoyment
of an information ground. One-time events in which participants assume no future connection were
preferred by some respondents, but a majority of others favored frequent, ongoing encounters within their
information ground. In the Fisher, Landry and Naumer study, more than half of the students visited their
information ground daily, approximately 75% participated for more than one year and members tended to

know the people present at their information grounds by their first names.

Actor roles and social types

Fisher, Landry and Naumer examine two blended aspects of information behavior performed in

physical information grounds: “actor roles” and “social types”.


http://informationr.net/ir/12-2/paper291.html#put00
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Actor roles “reflect the identity that participants assume.” (Fisher et al, 2006.) Choices the actor
makes (or explicitly agrees to) essentially define that person’s activities within the information ground.
Students in a physical information ground identified their actor roles within this information ground under
four central divisions: customer, student, staff or member. Additionally, 18% of the students identified in
‘other “categories such as information giver or resident.

Actor roles are self-defining. The information ground participant wears a label they have agreed
to wear, at least in terms of the activities performed in the information ground.

Social typing, in contrast, is related to complex status assignments made by other members of the
information ground. Fisher, Landry and Naumer detail the extensive literature on this process, including
categories defined as “insiders and outsiders” (Chatman 1996), and suggest that these subtle
categorizations applied by the members of the community can affect the volume and quality of

information exchange.

Motivation

Fisher, Landry and Naumer conclude that homogeneity was central to the longevity of a physical
information ground: “commonalities of interest, background and situation” seemed to be why people
continue to participate in a information ground. (Fisher et al 2006.)

Fisher, Landry and Naumer note that Granovetter's strength of weak ties theory (1973) applies
conspicuously to physical information grounds: communities with many similarities among members tend
to strengthen their emotional relationships before focusing on their informational flow. Students in a
college campus bar tend to share a physical experience of events, surroundings and people which non-
students may not experience in daily life. People sharing this type of intense physical experience may
center their discussions on ways they navigate in this specialized environment. This produces enriched,
specialized information which may be difficult to locate in any other format, but the interactions among
the members tend to be emotion-based and personal, not necessarily related to the raw data being

exchanged.


http://informationr.net/ir/12-2/paper291.html#cha96
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PLACE-RELATED INFORMATION GROUND FACTORS

Fisher, Landry and Naumer concluded that physical, place-related factors play “an extremely
important role in the effectiveness of an information ground, at least in the case of college students,”
suggesting that place-related factors may be the single greatest influence on member loyalty and
satisfaction, surpassing even the quality of the information acquired as a central evaluation point. (Fisher

et al 2006.)

Non- purposive, simultaneous focal activity

Landry and Naumer define purposive information seeking based on Foster and Ford (2003) as
that activity which occurs “when someone voluntarily visits an information ground with the purpose of
obtaining information.”

In contrast, participants in a physical information ground may actually intend to experience an
activity other than information-sharing when they go to their information ground location. These
intentional activities referred to as “focal” in Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s study include food and
beverage consumption, socializing, obtaining personal services, shopping, employment, transportation or
worship. Simultaneous activities (many non- purposive) were preferred by participants and the ability to

experience several events at the same time was generally considered an advantage to a particular location.

Conviviality
One of the more difficult factors to quantify in Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s study is the
“conviviality” factor in a physical environment. Participants described a convivial physical environment
in an information grounds as having atmosphere, good company, and a festive mood fostering interaction

among people.
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Creature comforts

The limits of human attention and interaction are often determined by the surrounding
environment. Factors in a physical information ground such as temperature, seating arrangements and
visual sight lines allow members to actively participate within an information ground for differing lengths
of time. The physical experience available within an information ground was noted by Fisher, Landry and
Naumer’s participants as vital: if conditions change too drastically, the purpose of the information ground
is undermined. Certain levels of physical comfort determine each member’s incentive to interact with the
other members.

The non-sighted do not appear to have been considered within this information ground, just as
people with limited physical abilities do not appear to be the focus of the physical environments favored

by many of Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s students.

Location and permanence

A central aspect of a physical information ground is convenience. Do members have
unencumbered access to the place? Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s students cited a sense of comfort when
their information ground was near to their home and also implied they were apt to visit more frequently
and more consistently when the location was both permanent and easily accessible.

Fisher, Landry and Naumer note that the “life cycle” of an information ground includes location
and permanence. The types of information available at information grounds of differing permanence vary
and a restrictive relationship to one place can be limiting as well as supportive. Student communities
studied ranged from permanent, single-location sites to transient, non-repeating locations. Information
grounds based exclusively on one site (customers at a specific bar) had members who rated this
permanence as an intensely valuable requirement. Information grounds with shifting locations (temporary
medical clinics for a particular ailment) rated information quality as more valuable than location or

permanence.
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Privacy

A clear, continuous and complete lack of privacy explicitly becomes part of any active
information ground, both as an appeal and as a danger. Sharing information between information ground
participants carries potential risks and benefits for both parties and surrendering some degree of
anonymity and privacy is common. People who wish to share information but hope to avoid any
reduction in their privacy must either limit their participation (use an alternative name, reduce their
details, blur the facts) or present themselves in such a way that other participants will accept their stated
limitations. Defining themselves as a minor, a non-native speaker, or an identified official observer such
as a parent, a spouse or an employer may be enough to produce a viable sense of anonymity.

An intriguing aspect of Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s physical information ground observations
is that the perceived level of privacy is the emphasized variable, not the actual measurable level of
privacy which exists. Participants enjoyed feeling as if their communication would be protected, as far as
the agreed-upon confines of the information ground allowed, even if the physical environment did not
actually provide a high level of privacy protection. Participants felt their messages were being delivered
to a certain audience in a defined environment and that other people present would either be disinterested
or unable to invade the member’s privacy on any meaningful level.

Conversely, some of the physical information ground participants enjoyed the ability to
eavesdrop on other people at the physical information ground, and relished the aspect of inadvertently

acquiring “private” information which might not be intended for their consumption.

Ambient noise

Each physical information ground has a given level of ambient noise which defines that
environment and both limits and enhances the exchange of information. Background activities are
sometimes desirable in physical information grounds, providing stimulus to the participants and

encouraging interactions which might not occur without such “outsider” input. Fisher, Landry and
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Naumer include loud conversation, soft music, television broadcasts, live music and interactions with

information ground support staff as possible ambient noise sources.

INFORMATION GROUND INFORMATION CHARACTERISTICS

Significance

Fisher, Landry and Naumer found that students assigned value to information gleaned from their
functioning physical information ground as either “very useful” or “somewhat useful”. These categories
are tenuous at best because assigning a measurable qualitative label to information value has been an
ongoing dilemma.

Value of information when viewed from the users perspective has perhaps been most accurately
served by defining relevance. Barry & Schamber (1998) define information relevance as the end-users'
perceptions of the potential of certain information to resolve their problems in the context of their
information seeking and use situations. This definition includes elements of timeliness, appropriateness
and applicability, suggesting that the student perceptions centered on usefulness were, in fact, rooted in
relevance. The ability of the information collected in a physical information ground to resolve a problem
would support the labels “very useful” or “somewhat useful” , where information gleaned purely for

amusement, entertainment or general knowledge would not support these labels.

Frequency of discussion

How often specific topics are discussed has a bearing on some participants activity level in a
physical information ground. Members who joined an information ground to obtain answers to particular
questions (students who met to discuss an individual class, for instance) rated relevant topic frequency as

more important than other members who anticipated a wider and more generic range of topic variety.
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How information is created and shared

The ways in which people explain their information needs are affected by the social environment
in which the information seeking occurs. Fisher, Landry and Naumer found that the students surveyed
received a majority of their information randomly, via face-to-face encounters within their preferred
information ground. “Of the information learned, most students believed that 50-100% of it was
attained serendipitously.” (Fisher, Landry and Naumer 2006.) Conversation and passive observation were
the dominant methods reported in the face-to-face information ground.

Face-to-face environments do not always allow for accurate note taking, correcting
misunderstandings, instantly supplying more information or even disengaging (or avoiding future

contacts) gracefully. (Fisher, Landry and Naumer 2006.)

Topics

Fisher, Landry and Naumer found that students in the study had a wide range of interests served
by their information grounds, emphasizing topics occurring locally, globally or in other people's lives
(although 3% of active information ground participants expressed no interest in obtaining any
information whatsoever. ) 28% of the students surveyed used their information grounds to obtain
information on “Things | need to learn more about”, 19% were interested in “What's happening in the
area”, 18% focused on “What's happening in the world” and 17% used their information ground to find
out “Who is doing what.” The students classified the types of information acquired at information

grounds as “short term information”, “knowledge”, “issues”, “events” and “opinions.”

If a virtual community like Flickr is truly a collaborative labor of knowledge production,
(as Karamuftuoglu contends), and if a virtual community like Flickr is actually made up of the
everyday reality of people sharing a similar cultural space (as Chatman suggests), then when

Oldenburg’s “great place” requirements are met, participants at Flickr.com should experience at
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least some of the characteristics detailed by Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s people-place-

information trichotomy.

Purpose of this study

The purpose of this study is to compare differences reported in information ground
characteristics between Flickr.com participants and the participants of Fisher et al’s 2006 face-
to-face information ground study. Using the same survey questions used to construct Fisher,
Landry and Naumer’s people-place-information trichotomy (based on activities reported in
physical face-to-face information grounds), this project will survey members of Flickr.com. The
goal is to determine whether the user experiences reported as most valuable in a physical

information ground retain value in an online information ground.

Research question

What differences in the fifteen information ground characteristics of Fisher, Landry and
Naumer’s people-place-information trichotomy are reported between full and part-time enrolled
information science students (both Masters and Doctoral) at the University of North Texas who
self-report using Flickr as an information ground in 2009 and the participants in Fisher et al’s

original 2006 study of these same face-to-face information grounds characteristics?

Definitions

An information ground [IG] can be described as an "environment temporarily created
when people come together for a singular purpose but from whose behavior emerges a social
atmosphere that fosters the spontaneous and serendipitous sharing of information." (Pettigrew,

1999).
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Chatman (1996) suggested that virtual communities are made up of the everyday reality
of people sharing a similar cultural space, characterized by common or routine events, including
normative behaviors: “that which is viewed by the inhabitants of a social world as most
appropriate within a particular public context or situation.”

Karamuftuoglu (1998) offered a definition of a virtual community as “A collaborative
labor of knowledge production, deeply embedded in the practices of participants constituting a
domain.”

User-generated content (UGC) describes information produced by the members of a
community, provided as a central product of that community, publicly and prominently
available, replacing highly edited, professionally packaged, “one-way” information traditionally
delivered from authoritative sources. (Wunsch-Vincent, 2007.) The interactivity at the center of
UGC, whether online or face to face, provides much of the value and magic of a fully
functioning information ground.

An information environment can be discussed as “place” or as a “space.” Both terms
have a long and convoluted history, involving aspects of art history, sociology and law. Casey
(1996) discusses the concept of space as a purely formal essence, an aspect of an experience
which can be described mathematically. Places in this view are mapped out on the basis of
absolute space.

Two spatial concepts which translate to the online communication environment are lived
space, encompassing the tangible, ever-present, and constant world of real machines, phone
lines, and assorted hardware connecting the Internet as a physical mechanism and measured
space, the invented, timed, and artificially mapped vocabulary system created to discuss “places”

on the World Wide Web (Weinberger 2003).
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Goldsmith (1998) argues that insight about communication on the Internet comes from
“focusing not on how the Internet is different from other communications systems, but rather on
the many ways in which it is similar.” Zick (2006) supports this idea by citing examples of legal
definitions of “place” related to online environments and describes legislative cases in which
“place” was the determining factor on whether certain types of speech were legal or illegal.

Defining characteristics of online collaborative visual communities

In this study, “online” defines the groups being considered as web-based. The visual art produced
by each member is provided to the community as a digital file. The community does not meet physically.
The visual art produced is designed to be displayed and distributed online rather than in physical gallery
spaces.

“Collaborative”, in the context of this project, means the activity of the users provides the content
of the site. These groups and their art exist only because users participate, supporting the community by
sharing original visual content. There is usually no authority making decisions about the site content,
aside from technical limitations imposed on all members (such as file size restrictions.) Contests and
competitions are common but other members are the judges. Work is usually for sale but the sites are not
focused on advertising.

The word “visual” as used for this study limits the site’s existence to displays of visual material.
Users visit the site to post their visual art and generally do not include other collaborative technologies
such as audio files or text-based documents. Some sites allow multi-media projects and some users create
additional areas within the sites to include blogs, but the emphasis is on the creation and sharing of visual
art, rather than other creative formats such as music, poetry or journaling.

“Community” as defined by this project suggests an interacting population of various kinds of
individuals in a common location. Additionally, online collaborative visual communities provide the
same range of activities that traditional information grounds provide including socializing, obtaining

personal services, shopping, research, communication, and finding employment.
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Site title

Site URL

Site statistics

deviantArt

http://www.deviantart.com/

As of August 2008, the site consists of
over 8 million members, over 62 million
submissions, and receives around 80,000
submissions per day. The domain
deviantart.com attracted 36 million
visitors annually by 2008 according to a
Compete.com study. (Statistics taken
from described web site)

Worth1000

http://www.worth1000.com/

Worth1000 hosts over 340,000 unique
images made in theme contests and has
served more than 5.5 million distinct
visitors since September 2004. (Statistics
taken from described web site)

GFXartist

http://www.gfxartist.com/about/
about_gfx

GFXartist has approximately 44,000
registered accounts with 41,000 gallery
entries. (Statistics taken from described
web site)

Flickr

http://www.flickr.com/about/

In 2009, Flickr estimates member content
at roughly 2 billion digital images.
(Statistics taken from described web site)

Table 2. Examples of online collaborative visual communities (Sutcliffe, 2009)

Delimitations

Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s people-place-information trichotomy (2006) involved

surveying 729 college students at the University of Washington in 2004. This project will

involve an online survey of approximately 176 college students who use flickr.com at the

University of North Texas in 2010.
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Limitations

1. Response rates are dependent on locating and contacting UNT students who are Flickr users.
2. An online survey instrument will be used to collect data, making response error and bias
difficult to control.
3. Random selection and assignment have not been used, which may affect external validity.
4. Respondents may not accurately recall and report their experiences.
5. The research design of this study does not completely control for the effects of other
variables. This may limit conclusions regarding causation.
Summary
The basic components of effective information transfer within an information ground are
still being examined and explored by information scientists and art historians. Analyzing the
reported differences in information ground characteristics between Flickr.com participants and
face-to-face information ground participants could reveal new patterns both in the production of
online art and in the sharing of creative virtual information online.
Identifying elements of the online environment that boost or hinder information transfer
among members should increase the efficiency and usefulness of online communities. A review
of how information behavior affects art production in the next chapter will further examine how

participants in online collaborative visual communities are affected by their social environments.
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CHAPTER 2 - LITERATURE REVIEW

Studies of physical information ground behavior began after Fisher’s initial use and
definition of the term in 1999.

Durrance (2003) considered how public librarians use information ground theory to help
users, while Saxton focused on one specific library (Seattle Public) and examined the
information ground it supports. (2007). McKechnie and McKenzie investigated information
ground theory in relation to storytime hours at public libraries and to midwifery (2007). Lilley
(2009) considered how the traditional meeting ground of the Maori tribes in New Zealand fits the
rules of an information ground. Scott analyzed a routine campus event ( the weekly University of
Washington Foundation for Understanding through Students (FIUTS) lunch), collecting
observations on how the individual movements of participants showed the patterns of the
information ground in progress. (2008). Fisher et al (2003) detailed the information grounds of
migrant workers while Burrell and Nambi (2005) considered how a coffee shop offering
electronic resources might begin to blur the lines between virtual and physical information
grounds.

How does participation in an art-based information ground predict response to visual
culture? One reason visual culture has become an increasingly active field of aesthetic study is
the sudden and accelerating abundance of visual images in ordinary life. Visual culture as a
specialized genre of art history includes social and political aspects of images sometimes
overlooked or taken for granted within older traditions of "seeing”, producing and describing
visual art. Most definitions of visual cultural arenas include digital media, photography, online

environments, film, television, news images and advertising materials. Visual culture as a
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modern communication medium generally tends to capture attention and deliver messages
quickly, efficiently and inexpensively. Producers of visual culture, in a digital age, range from
corporate and institutional organizations through private and community groups, exposing a
broad swath of the public to messages sometimes intended for a highly targeted audience.
(Kolbitsch & Maurer, 2006).

Art historians have suggested that all visual culture is socially constructed and that visual
culture depends on an organized social structure called an “art world” for effective production
(Becker 1982). Such art worlds are made up of participants who create, support, distribute or
consume visual images (sometimes almost simultaneously) and form an inter-related system of
shared interests. Becker's nine requirements for art production include various types of
overlapping collective activity: human/material resources, conventions, patronage, distribution,
aesthetic rationale, editing, craft, change, and reputation.

This type of social organization emphasizes the ways people sometimes unintentionally
discover and share information based on association with other people: an art librarian
experiences a change in her definition of visual culture, based on interaction with an information
artist or an information artist discovers a new medium to use in his work after interacting with an
information scholar.

How fertile is the cross-pollinization between members of an art world information
ground, specifically information artists, information students, art historians, art librarians, art
students and information scholars? In other words, how does participation in an art-based
information ground predict response to visual culture? Surrounding environments (whether

physical or virtual) can affect a social setting in complex and subtle ways. Although the focus
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during information transfer has gradually moved from systems to people, physical and social
surroundings have remained background issues when analyzing IB. (Wilson 2002).

Further, in explaining how information art is a unique format of visual culture, Wilson
carefully delineates the similarities and differences between science and art. These similarities

and differences are central to the discussion of information art as a form of visual culture.

Similarities and Differences between Science and Art

Differences between Art and Science

Art Science

Seeks aesthetic response Seeks knowledge and understanding
Emotion and intuition Reason

Idiosyncraric Normative

Visual or sonic communication Narrative text communication

Evocative Explanatory

Values break with tradition Values systematic building on tradition and

adherence to standards

Similarities between Art and Science

Both value the careful observation of their environments to gather information through the
senses.

Both value creativity.

Both propose ro introduce change, innovation, or improvement over what exists.

Both use abstract models to understand the world.

Both aspire to create works that have universal relevance.

from Wilson, S. (2002). Information arts: Intersections of art, science and technology, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Table 3. Differences: science and art 1
According to Wilson, art differs from science because it involves emotional, intuitive or

aesthetic responses, it tends to focus on questions rather than answers, it usually is not purely
text-based and it frequently attempts to break with tradition, even emphasizing the idiosyncratic.
Art is similar to science in its need for sensory observation, creativity, innovation, universal
relevance and in its use of the abstract.

Information and art are both sometimes viewed as commodities. Other commonalities

between the two practices of information science and art history when considering visual culture
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include the use of potential information conveyed from objects and the situations where little or
no cognitive processing takes place- merely signals, bits, straightforward data- reducing both
information and art to the rawest ingredients of information/art as a thing. (Mitchell, 1995).

Understanding the behavior of a community of users is central to decoding the actions in
an information ground. The Information School at the University of Washington IBEC Project
examined “everyday information needs, (b) characteristics of these needs and how they are
communicated or expressed, (c) how individuals go about resolving these needs through seeking
(and not seeking) information from different sources, including interpersonal, institutional, and
media, and (d) how people are eventually helped (and not helped) by seeking information.”
Directing this project, Fisher focused on how information flows within social networks and the
roles played by different social types. (IBEC 1996).

A variety of processes are used by creative collaborative virtual community members to
collect and share information. Fisher and Durrance (2003) note that the communal process of
intentionally collecting information to be shared involves several agreements between the
participants, including defining what to look for, deciding how to share it and understanding why
working together is desirable.

People in a work environment share information in a particular way, as described by
Robinson and Stern (1998.) They may watch for information which they know their coworkers
need, and then find a convenient way to share the information. This can be done without
explicitly stating a reason, since coworkers can assume that other employees have similar goals
or are at least involved in similar activities for similar reasons.

However, people within virtual communities may have less defined patterns (and results)

when sharing information online. Rawlings (2000) suggests that unique factors can influence
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how each individual decides to share newly acquired data with other group members. One person
may observe a piece of information, respond to it by making it available to other community
members and the reaction of the group may be unexpected. The unintended consequences of
sharing information within a virtual community may produce unexpected creative collaborative
side effects.

Creativity is unpredictable and difficult to isolate or study. Understanding how
collaborative creative insight occurs during problem solving could provide practical suggestions
to allow groups to become more innovative.

Cronin (2004) outlines one common pattern of insight in problem solving (preparation -
impasse - incubation - verification) and then proposes that a specific, measurable amount of
thought goes into conscious cognition, and whatever thought is left over will be used for
recognizing an insight. This is one explanation of why information may suddenly occur to a
person once he or she stops consciously “thinking about” a particular problem.

Managing creativity is about raising the probability for creative acts to happen by
stimulating the factors that work in favor of creativity, according to Robinson and Stern (1998).
Purely logistical or environmental factors can alter the way a group reacts creatively. For
example, in groups under high need for closure (i.e. under time pressure), Chirymbolo (2004)
found that the percentage of creative acts during group discussion was reduced.

Some psychological analysis has been applied to group creative processes. Personality
dimensions such as “sensation seeking” and “openness” are important influences on aesthetic
judgment, according to Rawlings (2000.) Magical thinking or “MT” is a behavioral descriptor
used by Eckblad and Chapman (1983) that involves providing explanations for behavior that

contradict the accepted laws of nature. Eckblad and Chapman note that MT is understood
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developmentally as “primitive” thinking and is fairly common in everyday life. Another possible
psychological indicator of creativity is the tendency to link uncommon, non-obvious percepts.
Interestingly, Zusne (1989) suggests that this tendency may not only be a prerequisite of creative
thinking, but also the basis of paranormal and paranoid ideas which produce some forms of
mental illness.

Karamuftuoglu's value of visual culture suggests that there are different levels at which
the value of a work of art could be evaluated: “A work of art could be relevant to a field of
disciplined inquiry (or a number of them) in general, or to a particular paradigm (or paradigms)
in a discipline, or at a deeper level to particular epistemological, ontological and methodological

assumptions that underlie one or more paradigm or theory."

\work of art relevant tothe
discipline in general - pragmatic
questions

\ifork of art relevant to a
particular disciplinary
matrix jparadigm)

\iork of art
challenges the
philosophical
foundations

Image 1. Karamuftuoglu's levels of value of visual culture

Taylor's view on context in visual culture supports the idea that the environment in which
information is produced affects the value of that transfer. He states that art " is not a single

coherent human practice with universal procedures. This means art objects should not have
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importance only because they are art objects. Much of the internal experience of art is
determined by the social and historical setting in which it occurs.” (Taylor 1981).

Kuhlthau's Model of the Stages of the Information describes the steps that take place
when someone is seeking information. The steps include task initiation, topic selection, prefocus
exploration, focus formulation, information collection and search closure. Participation in an art-
based information ground may affect these steps and poses the question: are there additional
steps that members of a particular information ground might use? Finding overlapping areas
between Kuhlthau's model and Fisher’s work on information flows within social networks might
be possible within this project.

According to Bystrom and Jérveli’s task based approach, factors that can make a task
more or less complex include the “psychological states of the task performer, the interaction
between the task characteristics and the abilities of the task performer and the objective attributes
of the task itself.” Using different queries and pieces of information, along with conflicting and
uncertain paths can also complicate a user’s decisions. Would categorizing the tasks required in
identifying art versus information help describe the process better? Are there choices which
contain none of the complexity-increasing attributes, and others where the “fuzziness” is
overwhelming? If so, how do different members of the information ground make decisions?

Stenman (2003) suggests seven factors which lead to creativity among groups of people
sharing information: a lack of preconception about who is creative, the ability to be autonomous,
an urge for experimentation in everyday life, the notation of unusual aspects of ordinary
experiences, diversity within the group, the availability of a functioning Internal
communication system and a strong personal interest in the activity (versus only that level of

attention required by employment.) By applying these seven factors to creative collaborative
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online communities, it may be possible to uncover aspects of creative group behavior which have
gone unnoticed previously.

Dervin’s sense-making (1998) and Belkin’s Anomalous States of Knowledge (1980)
brought a sharper focus on the human being involved in information transfer, stepping away
from the tools being used, but still minimizing the role of “place” in the context of IB. These
studies emphasize the face to face qualities of information transfer between people.

Studies of information behavior by Karamuftuoglu (1994), Chatman (1996) and Fisher et
al (2006) further examine some effects of the physical environment when measuring information
transfer in face-to-face settings. Kuhlthau’s model of information seeking behavior details
feelings and specific activities that take place in a physical, real-time context, including a
detailed analysis of the stages in the active search for information. Chatman describes successful
information exchange as an occurrence between users “sharing a similar cultural space” and
Fisher examines the defining physical aspects which members of physical information grounds
report as preferred.

Ellis, Allen and Wilson (1999) state that “Information science research tends to be
concerned with the information content of systems and with the development of more effective
information services, while IS research is more concerned with formal organizational
relationships to data and the development of more efficient computer-based systems.” This study
focuses on how IB research hones in on content, systems, services and relationships while
ignoring the surrounding environment, both physical and social.

Case (2007) further suggests that systems and content have historically been the focus of

questions related to online communities. How the system is accessed and what the users search
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for has been central, rather than the characteristics and influences of the environment, virtual or
physical, which houses the activity.

Gaines, Chen and Shaw’s (1997) early examinations of how information is exchanged
online show that communities share “human discourse through the telecommunications
infrastructure of the Internet.” User-generated content (UGC) is defined as information
produced by members of an online collaborative visual community, provided as a central product
of that community, publicly and prominently available, replacing highly edited, professionally
packaged, “one-way” information traditionally delivered from authoritative sources. (Wunsch-
Vincent, 2007.)

Pettigrew’s original work on information ground (1999) outlines the defining qualities of
an information grounds: They can occur anywhere, in any type of temporal setting, for a primary,
instrumental purpose other than information sharing, attended by different social types, with
social interaction being the primary activity. Formal and informal information sharing occurs in
many directions, with people using the information obtained in alternative ways, within many
subcontexts.

Summary

If all visual culture is socially constructed and depends on an organized human system for
transfer, then various types of social environments may alter the ways people discover and share
such information. Surrounding environments (whether physical or virtual) can affect a social
setting in complex and subtle ways. How creative work is accomplished and how information is
exchanged among creative community members may be influenced by context, sense making

and group processes as studied in other areas of traditional information seeking and sharing.
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The defining qualities of an information ground environment would seem to influence the
formal and informal information sharing which occurs in many directions, in alternative ways,

and within many subcontexts.
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CHAPTER 3 - METHODS
Introduction

The purpose of this study is to compare differences reported in the fifteen information
ground characteristics of Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s people-place-information trichotomy
between full and part-time enrolled information science students (both Masters and Doctoral) at
the University of North Texas who self-report using Flickr as an information ground in 2009 and
the participants in Fisher et al’s original 2006 study of these same face-to-face information
grounds characteristics.

This project will use the Fisher, Landry and Naumer 2006 study as the example of face-
to-face information ground behavior, comparing the reported results from that study to the results
obtained in a new online survey to be completed by Flickr-using University of North Texas

students in 2010.

Research design

This project is based in a qualitative ethnology approach, considering an entire group in a
natural environment and identifying the everyday information behaviors within the group. The
goal of this study is to identify any unique online information ground behavior patterns, and then
compare these patterns to those observed in Fisher’s original research based on face-to-face
information ground behavior.

Content analysis of a normative descriptive survey constructed from a self-reported
online questionnaire will be used to collect details of information ground characteristics from

Flickr.com members. Participants will voluntarily complete an online survey based on the twenty
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seven primarily open-ended questions used in the Fisher, Landry and Naumer 2006 project. The
results will be compiled and compared to the original results obtained by Fisher et al.

Where the original Fisher instrument provides quantitative measures, the statistical
significance of the responses to the Flickr survey will be provided by a single sample t-test with

a ratio less than .05 considered significant.

Population

The target population for this study consists of full and part-time enrolled information
science students (both Masters and Doctoral) at the University of North Texas who self-report
using Flickr as an information ground in 2009. The reason for targeting this group is to simulate
the student population surveyed in the Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s 2006 project.

Flickr was selected to exemplify online collaborative visual communities in this project
based on longevity, diversity, number of participants and widening influence.

Flickr (http://www.flickr.com ) was launched in 2004 and was acquired by Yahoo Corp
in 2005. The original purpose of the site was to allow members to post photos online and then
designate them as either public or private . By March of 2005, more than 80 percent of the 5.5
million photos were public (Stone 2005).

The ground-breaking aspect of Flickr which began attracting visual artists to the
community in 2006 was its early adoption of a folksonomy tagging system. Images were
classified by user-selected labels (“tags”) which allowed all images sharing that particular tag to
be located and explored as a group. Millions of images were indexed by their creators, forming a
colloquial social network of visual art. Members did not follow any designated vocabulary in

assigning tags, but viewed other images already in the collection and adapted existing tags or
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created new ones to suit the occasion. Flickr tagging became “do-it-yourself” electronic
collaboration.

Flickr specifically aligned itself with online collaborative visual communities when it
stated on its FAQ page that the way to improve organizing visual images online was “to make
the process of organizing photos collaborative.” (Yahoo Flickr site FAQ 2009.)

This efficient and thriving folksonomy system allowed an immediate surge of inventive
adaptations. Tagged group collections included sets honoring confusing street signs, vintage
playing cards, Halloween costumes, and pictures of dogs' noses (Stone 2005). Perhaps more
importantly in terms of becoming an online collaborative visual community, Flickr members
began to interact and launch categories of creative concepts that any Flickr member could
collaborate on. A well-known set which triggered more than 1,000 unique submissions in 2006
was made up of images of circular objects framed within a square, originally titled “squared
circle.” This set remains active as of March 2009 and has experienced 84,662 member entries,
exemplifying the prolific creative collaboration common between Flickr members. (Yahoo 20009,
http://www.flickr.com/photos/tags/squaredcircle/ ),

The collaborative activities taking place in Flickr can arguably be classified as an
evolving segment of online visual culture, with community members providing elaborate
examples of technical and creative prowess while delivering complex visual messages. Flickr
actively encourages this involvement, hosting groups such as FlickrAddicts, lloveFlickr and
various specialty communities and activities directed toward increasing the creative use of both
the site tools and the images presented.

The human urge to share information in both purposeful and serendipitous ways

translates directly to the Web. (Kolbitsch, 2006). The creative, communal possibilities of
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producing visual art online have given rise to a range of active online collaborative visual
communities, including Flickr.com which launched in February of 2004. (Ludicorp, 2004.)
Randomly browsing the 66,205 Flickr groups tagged with “art” provides an insight to the depth
and breath of creative work being shared among members. Active art groups in March 2009
include portraits executed only in pencil (725 members), vegan photographers (217 members),
oil paintings of birds (304 members), Arte Religiosa: The Art of Divinity (325 members), fiber
arts (385 members) Healing through Art (834 members), Mail Art (scans of art sent through the
postal service with 788 members) and Street Art Maps ( street art photos shown on a map so that
others can locate these works and appreciate them in the wild with 388 members).

Flickr defines it self as “the WD-40 that makes it easy to get photos or video from one
person to another.” As of October 2009, Flickr members have uploaded 4 billion images.
(Yahoo, Inc., 2009). Online collaborative visual communities such as Flickr exist for people to
post personal photographs, but the participatory nature of online information grounds encourages
a percentage of members to become increasingly involved with related activities such as tagging,
image manipulation, and collaborative projects unrelated to the original purpose of their first
visit (only to post or view their own personal photos.) For example, the highly individualized
tagging activity observed by Beaudoin (2007) suggests that Flickr users have a variety of goals

in using the site, beyond the simple posting of their own personal images.

Sample

Participants in the online survey will be full and part-time enrolled information science
students (both Masters and Doctoral) in the University of North Texas’ College of Information.
The students will be solicited to participate via an email distributed through the Department of

Library and Information Sciences. The sample selection will occur via voluntary participation.
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Sample size in this project will be a minimum of 176 students.

Power Analysis

Sample-based effect size estimates the strength of an apparent relationship. In this
project, the relationship being measured is the similarity between the student responses to
Fisher’s original study and the student responses to this survey.

Cohen’s d is one way to define effect size i.e. whether an observed difference is
important in a particular study. A small effect size is generally noted as d = 0.2, a medium effect
size isnoted as d =0.5and a large effect size is writtenas d = 0.8

Effect sizes can also show the amount of nonoverlap between the scores of two groups.
An effect size d of 0.0 indicates that the distribution of scores for one group overlaps completely
with the distribution of scores for the control group. An effect size d of 0.8 indicates a
nonoverlap of 47.4% in the two distributions. An effect size d of 1.7 indicates a nonoverlap of
75.4% in the two distributions.

In this project, power analysis suggests that the intended sample size of 176 participants
is sufficient for a single-sample t-test yielding an effect size of 0.5 (medium as per Cohen’s d)

with a power of 0.95

Instrument
The Fisher, Landry and Naumer survey instrument was constructed from twenty-seven
primarily open-ended questions. Qualitative and quantitative analyses were supplemented by
mini-reports prepared by the student researchers along with full-team debriefings. Extensive field

notes were entered into an in-house Web form.
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[FISHER HAS BEEN CONTACTED FOR THE SPECIFIC INSTRUMENT DETAILS.
THE INSTRUMENT WAS NOT INCLUDED IN THE PUBLISHED RESULTS NOR IN THE
SUBSEQUENT ANALYSIS BY OTHER RESEARCHERS.]

In the original study, conducted from October 14-21, 2004, data were collected by
seventy-two Master of Library and Information Science (MLIS) students as part of an
information behavior class. Trained in interviewing techniques, each MLIS student interviewed
ten students in public places, including the campus and the university commercial district Data
were collected from 729 college students. The findings were published in 2006 as "Social spaces,
casual interactions, meaningful exchanges: 'information ground' characteristics based on the

college student experience." In Information Research, available at http://InformationR.net/ir/12-

1/paper291.html

Data collection procedures

The 27 open-ended questions used in Fisher, Landry and Naumer’s people-place-
information trichotomy (2005) survey will be reproduced in this study. The survey will be
delivered online and results will be collected online. This study consists of an online
questionnaire which should take about 15 minutes to complete. (The draft survey is available
here.) The questionnaire will be available online until XXXXX XX, 2010. Ten respondents
(randomly selected) will win an ITunes gift card for $5 worth of their favorite music. The study
will accept up to 500 participants and will distribute results in 2010 to those who request to be
added to the project mailing list. UNT students 18 years of age or older are eligible. All

information submitted in questionnaire will be treated in confidence.


http://informationr.net/ir/12-1/paper291.html
http://informationr.net/ir/12-1/paper291.html
https://www.surveymonkey.com/MySurvey_EditorPage.aspx?sm=t9V%2bcH8fOCe2U5Lne0uWO78lNTcumLzGNGoWpAciv2U%3d
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Data analysis procedures

The survey data, consisting of responses to 27 primarily open-ended questions, will be
compiled using content analysis, charting any similarities with the Fisher, Landry and Naumer
findings.

Where the original Fisher instrument provides quantitative measures, the statistical
significance of the responses to the Flickr survey will be provided by a single sample t-test with
a ratio less than .05 considered significant.

However, the practical significance of this study will be assessed qualitatively, by
compiling textual responses from the online survey and comparing them using content analysis
to responses in the original study. The resulting research report will include the specific
characteristics tabulated, a thesaurus of terminology used during content analysis, the rating
procedure used to determine similarity of characteristics, reported frequencies for each

characteristic and a description of found data patterns.

Summary

This chapter discussed the research design, population, sample, instrumentation, and data
collection, and data analysis procedures required to answer the study’s research questions.

Chapter 4 contains the findings from this study.
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Power analysis results:

jifs. G*Power 3.1.0

File Edit View Tests Calculator Help

Central and noncentral distributions I Protocol of power analyses I
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— Input Parameters — Dutput Parameters
Tail(s) IDne v| Moncentrality parameter & I 3.3166248
Determine=>| Effect 5ized| 0.5 Critical t | 1.6536580
o err probl 0.05 Df I 174
Power (1-B err prob) I 0.85 Sample size group 1 I 88
Allocation ratio N2 /N1 I 1 Sample size group 2 I 88
Total sample size I 176
Actual power | 0.9514254

K=Y plot for a range of values

I Calculate I
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