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ABSTRACT

The environment in which library services are currently offered has changed drastically. The volume of 
information has grown enormously; the variety of information, its sources and format of presentation 
have increased; the speed of information flow has increased; times and places to experience communi-
cation media have expanded; the number of information perspectives and points of view has exploded; 
and the people’s interest in and expectation of the availability of information have grown. The informa-
tion users have also changed and now exhibit remarkably unique information seeking behaviour. They 
basically want synthesised information with the least effort. They are intolerant to any forms of delay 
and get bored very fast. Librarians must understand the emerging information seeking behaviour and 
the resultant expectations to be able to satisfy the users’ information needs closely. As they do so, they 
must acknowledge that the uptake of traditional services has dropped drastically and that it is much 
easier to follow the library users into their digital echo chambers than try to attract them back to the 
conventional library spaces.

INTRODUCTION

Information seeking is the conscious effort to acquire information in response to a need or gap in knowl-
edge (Case, 2002). It can also be perceived as the process of acquiring, evaluating and using information. 
Thus, information seeking behaviour encompasses a wide array of actions which individuals or groups 
take to identify, seek, evaluate, select and use information to fulfil their information needs (Wilson, 
2000). Kakai, Ikoja-Odongo and Kigongo-Bukenya (2004) also define information seeking behaviour as 
an individual’s way and manner of gathering and sourcing for information for personal use, knowledge 
updating, and development. Savolainen (2007) describes information seeking behaviour as how people 
need, seek, manage, give and use information in different contexts. In this process people normally 
interact with other people, information systems or tools. Information seeking is a means of gathering or 
sourcing information necessary for specific or general purposes.
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Central to information seeking behaviour is the concept of information need. Hjørland (1997) defines 
an information need as relevant information which individuals or groups require in relation to a given 
task. In this respect, Weigts et al. (1993) explain that people seek information to understand new ideas 
and issues; elucidate existing information; confirm information held; elucidate beliefs and values held; 
and to confirm beliefs and values held. Thus, information seeking begins with the realisation of an in-
formation need and ends with the satisfaction of that need (Krikelas, 1983). Wilson (1981) argues that 
information seekers are motivated by physiological, cognitive or affective needs and further suggests 
that the barriers they face stem from those physiological, cognitive or affective realms.

Libraries must understand the information seeking behaviour of their users to be able design ser-
vices that closely fit their information needs (Mahajan, 2009). Zhang (1998) agrees with this view and 
stresses that an understanding of library users’ information needs and information seeking behaviour is 
fundamental to the provision of successful information services. According to Devadason and Lingman 
(1997), the understanding of information needs and information seeking behaviour of actual and poten-
tial library users is essential as it helps in the planning, implementation, and operation of information 
systems and services. It is no wonder that White (1975) specifically avers that if academic librarians 
are to realistically serve researchers, they must recognise the changing needs and variations in informa-
tion gathering and provide services that would be most useful. Therefore, knowledge of the information 
needs and information seeking behaviour of users is vital for developing library collections, upgrading 
facilities and improving services to effectively meet the information needs of users (Gunasekera, 2010).

EMERGING TRENDS IN THE MODERN INFOSPHERE

The emergence of the Internet and related technologies has facilitated a momentous change in the way 
people seek information, communicate and collaborate (Limb, 2004; Casey and Savastinuk, 2006; Miller, 
2006; Rothman, 2006; Courtney, 2007). Practically every day seems to bring new techno-applications 
facilitating their users to do more and more information storage, organisation and communication (Casey 
and Savastinuk, 2007). As the users become more aware of the possibilities of using technology and 
find it easier to go to search engines (Google) than drive to the library, the library faces immense chal-
lenges on how effectively to offer services to such users. These challenges and emerging possibilities 
have triggered new conversations on how to discover, invent and/or share knowledge in this age (Casey 
and Savastinuk, 2007). These applications and conversations have created new expectations for better 
usability, faster response to customer needs with better products and have exposed the limitations of 
library services available at a physical building with limited opening hours (Shuman, 2001; Chad and 
Miller, 2005; Rothman, 2006; Casey and Savastinuk, 2007), strict membership requirements, limited 
information resources and imperfect user involvement in influencing the services they get (Cohen, 2006). 
The information environment within which libraries now find themselves is changing, probably faster 
than ever before (Miller, 2006; Casey and Savastinuk, 2007) and becoming even more complex. As the 
pace of this change accelerates, the greatest challenge to the libraries and librarians now is how to keep 
up (Courtney, 2007).

Indeed, statistics provided by the Online Computer Library Center (OCLC, 2005) and Miller (2006) 
show that there exists a dissonance between the environment and content that libraries provide and the 
environment and content that information consumers want and use. Preferences for self-service, satisfac-
tion and seamlessness have been identified as some of the indicators of this dissonance in the infosphere. 
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