






Contents 
  
 
 
Chapter One 
Introduction...................................................................................................1 

Background .............................................................................................................. 1 
Problem .................................................................................................................... 4 
Aim of Study............................................................................................................ 4 
Research Question ................................................................................................... 4 
Frame of Study......................................................................................................... 5 
Overview.................................................................................................................. 5 

 
Chapter Two 
Personal Information Management and its Components..........................7 

Personal Information Management.......................................................................... 7 
Personal Collections and their Use by Academics .................................................. 8 
Personal Indexes and their Use by Academics ...................................................... 11 

 
Chapter Three 
Personal Information Management Support ............................................18 

Overview of Librarians’ Support ........................................................................... 18 
Provision of Full Text Information ........................................................................ 19 
Evaluation of Alternative Systems of Personal Information Management ........... 20 
Training in Personal Information Management ..................................................... 20 
Provision of Advice on the Development of Personal Indexes ............................. 22 
Integration of Library and Personal Information Management Systems............... 23 
Provision of Current Awareness ............................................................................ 23 
Supply of an Information Specialist to be part of a Research Team ..................... 24 
Summary of Personal Information Management Support ..................................... 25 

 
Chapter Four 
A Model of Academics' Personal Information Management ...................26 

Strategies of Personal Information Management................................................... 26 
Personal Index only Strategy ................................................................................. 27 
Personal Collection only Strategy.......................................................................... 28 
Model of Personal Information Management ........................................................ 29 

Acquisition of personal information .................................................................. 31 
Organisation and storage of personal information............................................. 38 
Retrieval and output of personal information .................................................... 42 

Summary of Model ................................................................................................ 44 
Preliminary Model Validation ............................................................................... 44 

 
Chapter Five 
Method.........................................................................................................46 

Rationale for the Selection of the Methodology .................................................... 47 
Overall Strategy ..................................................................................................... 50 
Population .............................................................................................................. 51 
Sampling Frames.................................................................................................... 52 

 ii 



Sampling frame 1 ............................................................................................... 52 
Sampling frame 2 ............................................................................................... 53 
Sampling frame 3 ............................................................................................... 54 

Selection of Participants ........................................................................................ 54 
Stage one - first round interview participants .................................................... 55 
Stage two - questionnaire participants ............................................................... 55 
Stage three - second round of interview participants......................................... 56 

Data Collection ...................................................................................................... 60 
Interviews........................................................................................................... 60 
Questionnaires.................................................................................................... 62 

Data Analysis ......................................................................................................... 63 
Interviews........................................................................................................... 63 
Questionnaires.................................................................................................... 64 

 
Chapter Six 
Interviews with High Publishing Education Academics..........................65 

Profiles of Respondents ......................................................................................... 65 
Activities of Personal Information Management as Described by the First Five 
Interviewees ........................................................................................................... 67 
Acquisition of Personal Information...................................................................... 69 

Activity A - Become aware of a reference (Find citations) ............................... 69 
Activity B - Input citations into personal index................................................. 72 
Activity C - Confirm details of the reference .................................................... 74 
Activity D – Find a copy (Obtain the document) .............................................. 75 

Organisation and Storage of Personal Information................................................ 78 
Activity E – Read and assess (Read and assess the document) ......................... 78 
Activity F – Make notes (Add keywords and notes to personal index)............. 80 
Activity G - Decide why I am interested and file it. (Categorise documents and 
store them) ......................................................................................................... 81 

Retrieval and Output of Personal Information....................................................... 84 
Activity H - Collecting the documents for writing (Retrieve documents from 
storage and use to write paper) .......................................................................... 84 
Activity I - Produce a list of references (Produce bibliography) ....................... 85 

Support for Personal Information Management .................................................... 86 
Summary of High Publishers' Personal Information Management........................ 87 

 
Chapter Seven 
Results of Questionnaire Survey...............................................................88 

Response Rate ........................................................................................................ 89 
Design of the Questionnaire................................................................................... 89 
Profile of Questionnaire Participants ..................................................................... 90 

Year doctorate was granted................................................................................ 90 
Background discipline ....................................................................................... 90 

Method of Photocopy Organisation ....................................................................... 91 
Indexing Method.................................................................................................... 93 

Use of card index ............................................................................................... 94 
Use of bibliographic software............................................................................ 94 
Use of other software to manage photocopies ................................................... 96 
Use of other methods to manage photocopies ................................................... 96 
Use of bibliographic software............................................................................ 97 

 iii 



Organisation and storage........................................................................................ 98 
Retrieval and output ............................................................................................... 98 
Willingness of Academics to be Interviewed ........................................................ 99 

 
Chapter Eight 
Interviews with Academics who Use Electronic Methods of Personal 
Information Management .........................................................................101 

Profile of Respondents ......................................................................................... 102 
Components of Personal Information Management ............................................ 104 

Use of card index ............................................................................................. 104 
Use of bibliographic software.......................................................................... 105 
Use of database software ................................................................................. 107 

Activities of Personal Information Management as described by the Second Group 
of Interviewees..................................................................................................... 108 

Activity A - Become aware of a reference (Find citations) ............................. 108 
Activity B - Input references into personal index (Input citations into personal 
index) ............................................................................................................... 110 
Activity C - Confirming the details of the reference (Not an activity in the 
original model of PIM) .................................................................................... 112 
Activity D – Find a copy (Obtain the document) ............................................ 113 

Organisation and Storage of Personal Information.............................................. 115 
Retrieval and Output of Personal Information..................................................... 118 

Activity H - Collecting the documents for writing (Retrieve documents from 
storage and use to write paper) ........................................................................ 119 
Activity I - Produce a list of references (Produce bibliography) ..................... 120 

Support for Personal Information Management .................................................. 121 
Summary of Electronic Users' Personal Information Management..................... 122 

 
Chapter Nine 
Discussion.................................................................................................125 

Method used......................................................................................................... 125 
Use of a Personal Index ....................................................................................... 126 
The Predominant Strategy of Academics' Personal Information Management ... 131 
The Language Used by Academics to Describe the Activities of Personal 
Information Management..................................................................................... 132 
Activities of Personal Information Management ................................................. 134 

Acquisition of Personal Information................................................................ 134 
A. Become aware of references .................................................................... 134 
B. Confirm the details of the reference......................................................... 137 
C. Finding a copy of a document.................................................................. 138 
Organisation and Storage of Personal Information.......................................... 138 
D.  Read and assess the document ................................................................. 138 
E. Make notes ............................................................................................... 139 
F. Decide why I am interested and file it ..................................................... 140 
Retrieval and Output of Personal Information................................................. 140 
G. Collecting the documents for writing ...................................................... 141 
H. Produce a list of references ...................................................................... 142 

 
Chapter Ten 
Conclusions ..............................................................................................143 

 iv 



Overview of the Study ......................................................................................... 143 
How do Academics Manage the Scholarly Information that they Collect for their 
Research? ............................................................................................................. 144 
Why is the Model of Personal Information Management Different? .................. 145 
Implications for Support by Librarians................................................................ 147 

Become aware of a reference ........................................................................... 147 
Confirm the details of reference ...................................................................... 148 
Find a copy....................................................................................................... 149 
Decide why I am interested and file it ............................................................. 150 
Collect documents for writing ......................................................................... 150 
Produce a list of references .............................................................................. 150 

Comments on Support Currently Provided by Librarians for Personal Information 
Management......................................................................................................... 151 

Integration of library systems with the personal information management 
systems of academics ....................................................................................... 151 
Evaluation of alternative systems .................................................................... 151 
Training............................................................................................................ 152 
Summary of Support ........................................................................................ 152 

Suggested Areas for Future Research .................................................................. 152 
Final Comments ................................................................................................... 153 

 v 









Chapter One 
  

Introduction 
 

As librarians, it is our prime professional obligation to identify and, as far as 
is feasible and practical, to eliminate or decrease all barriers between 
information and the user. (Haag, 1986 p.218) 

 
The first part of this chapter will provide the background to this study, then the 

problem, aim and research question will be defined.  The chapter concludes with an 

overview of the research study. 

 

Background 

 

The role of librarians and libraries has been changed in recent times by the 

introduction of electronic information technologies.  University libraries have been at 

the forefront of this change, due in part to the leading role played by universities in 

the development of the Internet.  Until recently the format of most scholarly 

information was print and an academic needed to visit the library to utilise its 

services.  Today, an increasing amount of information is available electronically and 

academics no longer need to go into libraries to locate and acquire the literature 

(citations and documents) they require for their research.  Using a computer 

connected to the Internet, scholarly information is being located by electronic access 

to citations in library catalogues, indexing databases, abstracting databases, and via 

email from colleagues (Rolinson, Al-Shanbari, & Meadows, 1996); often the full text 

can be obtained electronically.  Access to information in this manner can be a steep 

learning curve for academics as they master the new information technologies and 

the ongoing minimisation of barriers between academics and electronic information 

in libraries will benefit both parties.  Library information technology systems need to 

be optimised to blend harmoniously with the academic's personal work habits and 

environment and not ask the academics to adapt to library systems (Buckland, 1990).  

The concept that electronic scholarly information output from libraries could be 

developed in a format compatible with the personal information management 

systems of academics was the stimulus to this study.   
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The librarians’ view of the conventional and developing links between the library 

system, the academic and the academic's personal information management system is 

illustrated diagrammatically in Figure 1-1.  

Books
Journals

Conference Papers
Reports
Theses

Library
Collection

Academic

Photocopies
Books

Journals
Items on loan

from library

Personal
Collection

Personal Index
(Cards or
Electronic)

Figure 1-1. Links between the library system and academics' personal information
management system
Conventional link
Developing link

Library Catalogue &
Index/Abstract
Databases

 
 
At the top of this diagram are the two main components of the library management 

system; the library databases, such as the library catalogue, subject indexing and 
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abstracting databases (mostly in electronic format, but a few still in print) and the 

library collection (mainly print but increasingly electronic). At the bottom of the 

diagram are the two main components of academics' personal information 

management systems; a personal index and a personal collection.  In the middle of 

the diagram is the academic who functions between these two systems. 

 

According to this view, library databases (and other sources) are used by academics 

to find the material in the library collection though some material is found by just 

browsing.  The personal index, like the library catalogue, can be used to find material 

in the personal collection though some material in the personal collection will be 

found by browsing.  Notes about an item in a personal collection may also be added 

to the personal index, hence the two-way link indicated between the personal index 

and the personal collection. The academic gathers information from the library 

system (both databases and collections) and inputs this into his or her personal index 

and personal collection.  

 

To support the academic, information systems in libraries could be designed so that 

electronic output from library catalogues and databases is directly transferable into 

the electronic personal information management systems of academics. The dotted 

lines in Figure 1-1 illustrate the possible electronic transfer direct from library 

systems to the personal information management systems of academics. Such 

electronic transfer has certainly been requested of librarians by academics (Mead, 

1991).  It seems logical from a librarians' perspective that this output should be in a 

format that would easily integrate with the personal systems that academics have 

developed to manage their personal collection of information (Hanson, 1995a).  Yet, 

while librarians have some understanding of what academics do when they are in the 

library, they have little knowledge of what academics do back in their offices with 

the information they collect. 
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Problem  

 
Librarians provide support to academics for personal information management based 

on assumptions that academics manage their personal collections in a similar manner 

to the way librarians manage library collections and that academics will use a 

personal index (and increasingly an electronic personal index) to manage their 

personal collections.  They assume that systems which improve the links illustrated 

in Figure 1-1 will assist academics in their personal information management.  

Librarians’ assumptions about the personal information behaviour of academics have 

been little tested. 

 
Previous research in personal information management has largely examined the 

content of academics’ personal indexes and personal collections but there is little 

research on how academics develop these indexes and collections; the activities of 

personal information management.  A better working knowledge of how academics 

are actually managing personal information, especially how they are managing in an 

electronic era, will enable librarians to determine the appropriate support that should 

be provided to contemporary academics to assist with personal information 

management.  

 

Aim of Study 

 
The aim of this study is to better understand how academics manage their personal 

information and therefore to have a basis for planning for appropriate support by 

librarians.  In addition such support should contribute to the reduction of barriers 

between the academic and the information they need. 

 

Research Question 

 
The specific research question that this study addresses is: 

 

How do academics manage the scholarly information that they collect for their 

research? 
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Frame of Study 

 

Answers to the research question will enable the provision of advice to academic 

librarians and other interested parties on the most appropriate support for personal 

information management. Librarians appear to be currently providing their support 

based on assumptions about personal information management.  It has been assumed 

for example that the integration of library systems with a personal information 

management system is important (Hanson, 1995b; Mead, 1991; Schoonbaert, 1997).  

The study may reveal other types of support that are needed from librarians to assist 

with personal information management.  

 

Users of academic libraries generally fall into three groups: undergraduates, 

postgraduates and academics (Conniff, 1991). This study focused on full-time 

academics who already have a doctorate.  It was considered that these academics 

would have substantial volumes of recorded information to manage over a broad 

subject area (Heeks, 1986), have established methods of personal information 

management and would be passing these skills on to their undergraduate and 

postgraduate students.   

 

Overview 

 
This chapter has described the purpose of the study and the research problem.  In 

Chapter Two, personal information management is defined and academics’ use of 

personal information management components described. In Chapter Three, 

literature on the support that librarians have provided to academics is reviewed.  

Chapter Four describes alternative strategies and a model of academics’ personal 

information management. Chapter Five explains the method used in this study.  The 

data analyses of this research are reported and discussed in the next three chapters: 

Chapter Six the results of the first group of interviews, Chapter Seven the 

questionnaire survey results and in Chapter Eight the results of the second group of 

interviews. Chapter Nine discusses the major findings of this study and compares the 
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activities of personal information management with the model.  Finally in Chapter 

Ten the implications of these findings for the provision of support to academics by 

librarians are discussed together with some suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter Two 
  

Personal Information Management and its Components 
 

At any given time, one obtains information through mental filters relating to one's 
current interests and concerns.  As progress is made, one's perspective changes.  
Having the "old" information remain accessible offers new opportunities to learn 
from it.  Having information from several sources in one place for easy browsing 
leads to the generation of new ideas.  That is the principal value of creating 
personal bibliographic databases (Wolff, 1992 p. 35) 

 
 

This chapter will define personal information management and its components 

(personal collections and personal indexes) and review what is known about 

academics’ use of personal collections and personal indexes. 

 
 

Personal Information Management 

 
For the purpose of this study, "personal information management" or PIM is defined 

as the method by which an individual acquires, organises and stores, retrieves and 

outputs the scholarly material in their personal collection for their personal use.  

 

"Scholarly material" is defined as any information that is relevant to scholarly 

research or teaching (Stibic, 1980).  In this study the term "personal" is used to 

indicate that the same person stores and retrieves the information for their own 

purpose (Sauvain, 1979). 

 

"Personal documentation" (Bannur & Purandare, 1967; Burton, 1972; Moon, 1988; 

Stibic, 1980) is an older term that has been used for personal information, but 

"information" is preferred to "documentation" for two reasons.  Firstly because 

information is broader in general connotation, including both electronic and written 

formats; "document" means “something written, inscribed, engraved etc. which 

provides evidence or information or serves as a record...” (Brown, 1993).  Secondly, 

for academics, it is not the document that is the focal point but the information (Bate, 

Grierson, & Warren, 1982; Engelbart, 1961; Wolff, 1992).  This study attempts to 
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view personal information from the academic's perspective (rather than the 

librarian's) so the term "personal information management” was considered the more 

useful term.  The contemporary use of the term "personal information management" 

is confirmed by the creation of personal information management specialist positions 

in two libraries in the USA (Florance & Matheson, 1993) and supported by the 

recent establishment of The Centre for Personal Information Management which 

“engages in collaborative projects in the areas of personal technologies and 

information management” (Centre for Personal Information Management, 1999).  

 

"Personal index" is a term which in the past has been used synonymously with 

"personal information management" (Fishenden, 1959; Jahoda, Hutchins, & Miller, 

1966).  A personal index was defined by Jahoda as “a systematic organisation of a 

collection of documents or data” (Jahoda et al., 1966 p. 71).  However, under this 

definition, there is no distinction between a personal collection and a personal index.  

A collection of books and documents that is shelved according to any arrangement, 

for example by subject, is considered a "personal index".   The use of "personal 

index" to cover both the collection and the index has been seen as confusing by other 

writers (Moon, 1988, p. 265) and in this study it is considered important to 

differentiate between the two so that the process of personal information 

management could be investigated.  Libraries clearly distinguish between the library 

catalogue and the library collection and the output from each is distinct.  In this 

study, a "personal index" is used to denote a secondary system of records for a 

personal collection.  Both these terms, personal collection and personal index, are 

discussed below. 

 

Personal Collections and their Use by Academics 

 

"Personal collection" is the term used to denote the scholarly published and 

unpublished materials collected by academics and located in either their office or 

home (Soper, 1976, p. 399).  The material in the personal collection may be in a 

variety of formats such as paper, microfiche or digital. The content of a scholarly 
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personal collection usually includes books, journals, conference proceedings and 

photocopies of articles  (Case, 1986). 

 

A number of terms have been used by others to denote personal collections such as: 

 

•  private files (Lundeen, 1989; Swanson, 1980) 

•  personal files (Wanat, 1985) 

•  personal library (Brindley, 1987; Weintraub, 1980) 

•  personal reference collection (Pollitt & Whitcombe, 1981) 

•  private library (Dillon, 1981)  

 

“Personal collection" is however the most widely used term (Burton, 1973; Cooney, 

1980; Dow, 1987; Folster, 1989; Lancaster & Fayen, 1973; Moon, 1988; Pollitt & 

Whitcombe, 1981; Sauvain, 1979; Soper, 1976; Stibic, 1980; Stoan, 1991). 

 

There is visual evidence, in a senior academics' office today, that academics do have 

personal collections and some may be quite large.  

 

Janine would talk to me . . . in her office where there were such quantities of 
lecture notes, letters and other documents lying around that it was like 
standing amidst a flood of paper.  On the desk, which was both the origin and 
the focal point of this amazing profusion of paper, a virtual paper landscape 
had come into being in the course of time, with mountains and valleys. . . .  
Wherever it was possible there were piles of papers on the books on her 
shelves as well. . . . In the end Janine was reduced to working from an 
easychair drawn more or less into the middle of her room where, if one passed 
her door, which was always ajar, she could be seen bent almost double 
scribbling on a pad on her knees or sometimes just lost in thought. (Sebald, 
1998 p. 9) 

 

Perhaps most offices are not quite as extreme as the one described above, but often 

every available surface in an office is covered with books, journals and piles of 

photocopies. Several studies (Case, 1986; Olander, 1990; Soper, 1976) have 

substantiated this observation.  A questionnaire and interviews of 175 academics 

(scientists, social scientists and humanities)  by Soper (1976) found that 98% had a 

personal collection.  Part of this survey asked the academics to estimate the size of 

their personal collections; estimates ranged from 11 to 41,112 with a mean of 1,258 
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items with no significant difference according to discipline.  The investigator 

counted nine collections and these estimates were found to average 80% of the actual 

size of the collection, suggesting that the actual size of a personal collection is likely 

to be larger than academic estimates.  Olander (1990) conducted case studies of nine 

computer scientists in Sweden and found that their personal collections ranged in 

size from a few hundred to over 2000 items. Another study (Case, 1986) measured 

the amount of printed information in the offices of thirty-six professors from 

humanities and social science disciplines.  The professors were found to have an 

average of 44.6 linear feet of books, 11.4 feet of journals and 12.3 feet of notebooks 

and to have an average of 18.9 stacks of files in their offices.  This study also found 

that academics tended to underestimate rather than over-estimate the size of their 

collections.  Nine years later a study of Education academics (Squires, Barry, & 

Funston, 1995) found that their book collections ranged from 20 feet to 221 feet with 

an average of 113 feet.   

 

The personal collections of some academics have been found to continue to expand 

with time as they accumulate more information; others may discard material as well 

as accumulate it (Case, 1986; Heeks, 1986; Soper, 1976; Zwemer, 1963).  There may 

be a discipline difference in attitudes to discarding from a personal collection.  Heeks 

(1986) in his study of academics in England found that 

 

Scientists felt that purging [of a personal collection] was necessary in order 
to keep collections to a manageable size whereas humanists felt that they 
could not afford to discard any material because it might one day become 
useful during a change in research direction (p. 24).  

 

While the size of personal collections appears to vary, previous research tends to 

agree that the format of academics’ personal collections is usually the same (Case, 

1986; Soper, 1976; Stibic, 1980).  Scholarly literature collections comprise mainly 

books, journals, copies of research articles and reports.  Stibic, (1980) an academic, 

described the general types of information found in the working files of any 

professional worker.  

 

There are three groups of document that can be found in any personal file: 
firstly, there is literature of any type such as books, journals, reports; 

 10  



secondly there are internal documents such as letters memos, notes, minutes, 
contracts, project documentation etc. and, thirdly, there are documents 
created by the user himself, such as his own notes, drafts, remarks, drawings, 
calculations, laboratory diaries and logs, excerpts from books, etc. (p.20). 

There has been some indication in the literature that there might be a difference in 

use of personal collections according to discipline. The Project for Evaluating the 

Benefits from University Libraries (Hawgood & Morley, 1969) which surveyed 394 

academics, found that the personal collection ranked first as a source of information 

with academics in arts and social scientists, and first or second in the sciences.  The 

University library was ranked second except for the group of scientists at Durham 

University who rated their University library first above their personal collections.   

 

According to previous studies, academics use their personal collections quite 

frequently.  Jahoda found that about 28% used their personal collections daily. The 

stage of a research project may influence how much a personal collection is used.  

Heeks (1986) found that usage of a personal collection varies, being several times a 

day during literature searches and writing, but less when doing other work.  

 

Personal Indexes and their Use by Academics 

 

The term "personal index" is used in this study to denote a secondary system of 

records that is a surrogate for information held either in a personal collection, or 

elsewhere.  The index record in a scholarly personal information management 

system usually contains details about an item such as the citation, an abstract, 

keywords, notes and location.  The records in a personal index may be in a variety of 

formats but the most usual formats have been cards or perhaps lists in a notebook but 

some studies (e.g. Bukhari & Meadows, 1992; Heeks, 1986) suggest that an 

increasing number of records are created in bibliographic databases.  A number of 

card systems have been developed which give more than one access point such as 

edge-notched cards or peek-a-boo cards which provide additional access points 

(Foskett, 1967). However the problem with most paper or card indexes is that they 

provide only one access point and the more complex the design the more complex 

the construction and maintenance. 
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"Personal bibliographic software" is a group of specialised database programs that 

are designed to function as an electronic personal index.  These programs enable the 

individual to use a computer to store and manage bibliographic and associated 

information related to an item in a personal collection, create a searchable electronic 

index to their personal collection and produce bibliographies.  This software can also 

enable the transfer of downloaded references from library catalogues and other 

bibliographic databases as well as direct manual input of references and notes. 

 

Electronic personal indexes have a number of advantages over a print index. “Piles 

of papers as a method of indexing has a lot going for it but with a bit more effort, 

better results can be obtained with the aide of a microcomputer” (Cawkell, 1991b, p. 

3).  An electronic index can usually be "free-text searched", that is any word in the 

record can be found by a search.  In addition an electronic index has multiple access 

points.  Individual records can be found for example by searching for an author, title, 

journal, subject as well as any individual word.  Other advantages of having an 

electronic index are: 

 

•  The creation of a searchable database for the production of bibliographies. 

•  Automatic production of bibliographies from the database by integration with 

word processors. 

•  Electronic sort facility so that lists can be produced according to a search (for 

example subject) and then sorted by another criteria such as date or author. 

•  Electronic input by transfer from other electronic databases or by Z39.50 

connection1 from the personal bibliographic database to other databases. 

•  Back-up facility by making copies. 

 

On the other hand an electronic personal index removes the spatial and visual cues 

which researchers are reported to use to find their way around their indexes and 

collections (Heeks, 1986; Kwasnik, 1991; Malone, 1983).  

 

                                                 
1 Z39.50 connection enables the search engine from a personal bibliographic database to be used to 
search other databases such as library catalogues and index or abstract databases. 
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Electronic personal indexing systems for personal information management have 

been available since the mid-1960s when computer hardware and software became 

more accessible to academics (Sauvain, 1979); however it was not until the late 

1980s that there were a number of developments making the use of an electronic 

personal index more available to academics.  These developments included the 

greater availability of: 

 

•  Competitively priced personal computers for academics. 

•  User-friendly bibliographic software (for electronic personal indexes). 

•  Databases from which to easily obtain electronic citations.  

•  Training on how to use bibliographic software to create a personal index. 

(Hanson, 1995a). 

 

Currently the majority of bibliographic systems work either by a keyword index or 

free text searching.  The rise in the use of the World Wide Web has however made 

academics more aware of associative indexing (Wolff, 1992).  Many years ago 

Vannevar Bush (1945) argued that the selection of material from a personal 

collection might be done better by ‘association’ rather than indexing as the human 

mind works by association. A desire for associative indexing by academics is 

supported by two postings by academics on the EndNote-User electronic list.  

 
I am _not_ happy with EN, as I have stated in various other posts....I would like to 
have some sort of cross-referencing "hypertext" capability built into EN so that I 
can link references while researching. (Beckman, 1997) 

 
A second email message came agreeing with the above: 

 
Absolutely. To my mind, the true use of EndNote is to help us organise our 
reading and references, and there are better ways than keywords, nice though 
they are, waiting for someone to invent or adapt them. (Leiser, 1997)  
 

A librarian (Moon, 1988) reviewing the literature on computerised personal 

information systems for research scientists, expands on the possible needs for 

associative linking and lists a number of ways documents might be linked to assist 

the user create a picture of the literature in an area.  
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•  Articles are contained in the same book, conference proceeding or journal or 
the same issue of a journal if it is a special issue on a particular subject. 

•  One article is cited by or refers to another.  
•  Articles are about the same subject. 
•  Articles are by the same person, group of people or by the same organisation. 
•  Article is the report of previously unpublished work. 
•  Article contains information or ideas which have been related intellectually by 

the user. (p. 272)  
 

Moon also suggests two other pieces of information that might be useful for an 

academic to record; the purpose of the article and the relevance of the article to the 

user. 

 
The evidence that academics use personal indexes comes from a range of literature.  

Firstly there is evidence from previous studies of personal indexes, secondly from 

the observations of professionals who support academics (librarians, software 

developers and information technology professionals) and finally the evidence of the 

market for publications about methods of developing personal indexes.  

 

Heeks (1986), in a study of personal indexes, surveyed academics and doctoral 

students in Engineering and Science Faculties.  He found that over 70% of 

respondents had personal indexes in card form.  Other methods employed (by 

academics) were notes in a notebook or the documents themselves arranged in a 

filing cabinet or on a shelf. The mean growth rate for personal indexes was about 

215 items per year for senior academic staff and about 75 items per year for research 

students.  This study also provided some data on electronic indexes with a finding 

that 10% of the academics had a computerised index.  A later study by Heeks 

(1987b) focussed specifically on the adoption of computerisation in academic 

departments and found that out of 499 academics 25% had used a computer for a 

personal bibliographic index.  There was a discipline difference with fewer 

academics in the science area using personal bibliographic indexes (18%) compared 

with arts (26%) or social science (30%).  A study by Bukhari and Meadows (1992) 

in the UK followed up on the work of Heeks in order to estimate trends in usage.  

Bukhari and Meadows used a similar type of questionnaire to Heeks.  Bukhari and 

Meadows found that personal bibliographic software use had increased to 39% of 

academics surveyed. 
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This evidence about the growth in the use of computerised personal indexes has been 

supported by the opinions of a number of librarians dating back to 1979.   

 
Computers have been used to facilitate retrieval in personal collections 
roughly since the mid-1960s. . . . Work accelerated with the spread of time-
sharing and mini-computers and the recent rapid increase in availability of 
micro-computer-based personal computers promises to bring a new surge of 
interest in personal information retrieval. (Sauvain, 1979 p. 8) 
 

Many of these [authors and scholars] individuals would like to use 
microcomputers to store bibliographic data.  (Pollard, 1986 p. 230)  
 
The potential benefits to researchers of [computerised indexes] are obvious and 
compelling.  (Hanson, 1995c p. 30) 

 

The producers of commercial software have also clearly supported the view that 

there would be an increased use of computer software to manage information.  Since 

their first appearance in the mid 1960s the number of software packages has grown 

and migrated from mainframes to personal computers (Sauvain, 1979). A 1992 

article in Database (Stigleman, 1992) reviewed 43 commercially available personal 

bibliographic software systems for personal computers.  A follow up article in 1994 

(Stigleman, 1994) included information about 50 pieces of personal bibliographic 

software with more than half of them costing under $200, well within the budget of 

most academics. 

 

Publishers have also supported the view that there has been a market for books about 

the use of a personal index to manage a personal collection. A number of books 

(Heeks, 1986; Jahoda, 1970; Stibic, 1980) have been published, aimed specifically at 

academics, which have provided information about the different ways a personal 

information management system might be established using the model of a personal 

index and a personal collection and have evaluated the merits of various systems.  

Jahoda (librarian) and Stibic (academic) both covered the broader picture (including 

personal card and computerised personal indexes) of personal information 

management. The book by Heeks detailed the advantages of a computerised system 

for academics and included cost comparisons between manual and computerised 

personal indexes.  More recently a book (Hanson, 1995a) was produced by academic 
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librarians aimed at assisting librarians in providing support for the rapid growth in 

use of bibliographic software because "its importance to the effective use of the 

emerging electronic library has been recognised" ( p. 5).  The editor of this book 

attributed the growth of interest by academics in the use of bibliographic software to 

a number of reasons.  Firstly they perceived that there was a greater availability of 

personal computers.  Secondly there was an increased availability of end-user 

oriented bibliographic databases available on CD-ROM and networks that could be 

easily downloaded and imported into a personal database.  Thirdly, the improved 

ease-of-use of the bibliographic software made it more appealing to academics.  

Finally the increased awareness amongst librarians of the importance of 

bibliographic software meant many librarians were spreading the word amongst the 

academics. 

 

This recognition that the use of bibliographic software by academics would be likely 

to increase has also been shared by university information technology departments 

(often it appears influenced by librarians).  Throughout the 1990s the number of 

universities who recommended, provided support or acquired site licences for one 

selected type of personal bibliographic software was evidence that either the 

academics or the administration considered the product would be useful right across 

the university.  The University of Melbourne acquired a site license for EndNote in 

1993 because, among other reasons, "It is already the most popular product at the 

University and many enthusiastic users on campus give their support to this choice" 

(Westcott & Stephanou, 1993 p. 2).  The University of Portsmouth standardised and 

made a bulk purchase of Pro-Cite in 1990 and by January 1994 there were 230 

copies in use (Hanson, 1995c).  Three universities; King's College, Manchester and 

Liverpool established site licences for Papyrus because "the range of facilities in 

Papyrus could accommodate usage in all disciplines, while the price would enable us 

to distribute it widely at minimal cost… It was an instant and resounding success" 

(Davnall, 1995, p. 64).  Librarians at Curtin University of Technology conducted an 

evaluation of personal bibliographic software because they perceived this software 

could "save individuals time in managing and accessing information" (Newton-

Smith & Lion, 1995 p. 263).  The outcome of the evaluation was that Curtin 

University acquired a site licence for EndNote.  It appeared that bibliographic 
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software would become increasingly useful to academics in managing their personal 

information. 

 

Not all librarians see a universal trend in the growth in use of bibliographic software.  

Tibbo (1991) reviewed the literature on information systems for the humanities.  He 

found that "The costs in certain areas such as creating and using bibliographic files ... 

remain high because of the labor-intensive nature of this work" (p. 29).  Tibbo 

considered that it was not the cost of the software, but the cost of hiring someone to 

input the data, or the lack of time of the academic, that might inhibit the use of 

bibliographic software to manage personal information. Also to set up a 

computerised system, an academic might need to clarify his thoughts about the 

organisation of his subject matter prior to setting up the system (Moon, 1988).  

 

There appears to be considerable evidence of academics use of personal collections 

and personal indexes, and of a growth in use of electronic personal indexes.  The 

next chapter will describe the support that librarians have been providing academics 

to assist with their personal information management.  
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Chapter Three 
  

Personal Information Management Support 
 

Establishing a bibliographic database can improve the efficiency of the R&D 
[research and development] process but it can also be a costly and time-
consuming effort.  To ensure that these databases are developed properly and 
economically, librarians with their information management skills should be 
involved in the process. (Wright, 1992, p. 35) 

 

 

A review of the current literature on support provided by librarians to assist 

academics with their personal information management is provided in this chapter. 

 

Overview of Librarians’ Support 

 

Librarians are trained in the efficient management of information, so have skills 

which enable them to assist academics with personal information management 

(Wright, 1992). There is little research on what type of assistance academics require 

from librarians to better support their personal information management.   Librarians 

(e.g. Genoni & Partridge, 1996; Owen, 1997) perceive however that University staff 

and students are struggling to cope with large amounts of information. They note that 

information is increasingly complex to obtain and manage and that their clients are 

turning to libraries for assistance with their personal information management. Based 

on their professional experience of managing large amounts of information, 

librarians have provided support to academics in a number of ways: 

 

•  Provision of full text information (including document delivery) 

•  Evaluation of alternative systems of personal information management 

•  Training in personal information management 

•  Provision of advice on the development of personal indexes 

•  Integration of library and personal information management systems 

•  Provision of current awareness in subject areas relevant to the academic 

•  Supply of an information specialist to be part of a research team 
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The background in the literature of each of these services is described below. 

 

Provision of Full Text Information  

 
Academic librarians have traditionally provided full text information in their libraries 

for clients to either borrow, use in the library or photocopy.  In some special libraries 

information is sent out to the offices of clients but academics have traditionally had 

to go to the library for this service. Information not held in an academics' own library 

is however usually obtained for the academics by their librarians.   

 

There appears to be general agreement amongst librarians and academics in previous 

studies of personal information management that provision of documents to the 

academic in their office, both from the academic’s own institution (non-traditional 

role for academic libraries) and from other libraries (traditional role for academic 

libraries often known as document delivery) can assist academics with their personal 

information management.  The study by Jahoda, Hutchins and Miller (1967) 

provided assistance on request (in the form of a secretary and library school students) 

to the eleven participants in their investigation (on the characteristics and use of 

personal indexes).  The services requested were photocopies of documents (731), 

reference questions (4) and literature searches (17).  The provision of photocopies 

was “not only the most frequently requested but also the most enthusiastically 

received information service” (p. 345).  Other research studies (Burton, 1972; 

Olander, 1990; Squires et al., 1995) sustain the notion that provision of full text 

information is useful.  Burton (1973) states in a later article, which discussed the 

implications for librarians that resulted from her study of academics’ personal 

indexes, that: “provision of full text copies would eliminate much time-consuming 

‘sleuth’ type activity” (p. 10).  Studies by Olander (1990) and also by Squires, Barry 

and Funston (1995) found that full text information provision is a library service that 

is appreciated by academics to support their personal information management. 
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Evaluation of Alternative Systems of Personal Information Management  

 
There has been some debate as to whether evaluation of personal information 

management systems is an appropriate role for the library (Stigleman, 1988). 

Librarians have however provided this type of support since at least 1967 when 

Foskett (1967) wrote a book on how to create a personal index using edge-notched 

and peek-a-boo cards and Jahoda, Hutchins and Miller (1967) detailed the current 

alternative systems available for creating indexes to personal collections.  Four years 

later Jahoda (1970) discussed the merits of a computerised “keyword-from-title” 

index.  An increasing number of librarians (e.g. Newton-Smith & Lion, 1994; 

Stigleman, 1988; Wachtel, 1987) have however published evaluations of personal 

information management software.  Other librarians (e.g. Cawkell, 1991a; 

Schoonbaert, 1997) support the notion that librarians have the appropriate skills to 

review and evaluate alternative systems of personal information management to 

enable their clients to select the most appropriate system.  

 

Some librarians (e.g. Dillon, 1981; Dow, 1987; Fiscella & Sack, 1994; Woodsworth 

& al, 1994) have suggested that librarians should do more than just present their 

clients with an evaluation of the alternatives for personal information management. 

They suggest that librarians act as personal advisers on the suitability of various 

methods of personal information management for the individual academic; that 

academics would benefit from “librarians’ expertise in identifying relevant materials 

and in organising collections for efficient and effective retrieval” (Fiscella & Sack, 

1994 p. 273).   

 

Training in Personal Information Management 

 
There appear to be different opinions about the need for training academics in the 

management of personal information.  The study by Squires, Barry and Funstan 

(1995) on the use of IT-assisted information systems in academic research included 

funding for the provision of a school site licence for EndNote and assistance for 

ongoing training in EndNote.  The study found that the “EndNote reference 

 20 



management package is quick to learn and easy to use and has been a great success” 

(Barry & Squires, 1995 p. 181) but the take-up of support was infrequent and at a 

low level.  Academics typically expect to be able to use systems without help and 

“variously rejected workshops, individual sessions, manuals, documentation and on-

line aids on the basis that none of these had been useful in the past” (Squires et al., 

1995, p. 36).   

 

The lack of importance of training would however appear to be contrary to the 

opinion of a number of librarians (e.g. Hazard, Hegarty, & Baird, 1994; Heeks, 

1986) who have also studied academics’ information management.  Heeks (1986) 

found that only 5% of academics had been formally taught indexing.  He suggested 

there could be more teaching  (probably in an informal style) of senior staff who 

might then encourage the use of computerised indexes among new researchers.  He 

considered that academics want and need more training and advice on personal 

information management, and should be encouraged to consider the advantages of 

the computerisation of their personal indexes.  

 

Mostly, however, a course should aim to show that computerisation of these 
indexes is possible and to overcome ignorance about the advantages and 
disadvantages of this process. (Heeks, 1986, p. 159) 

 

The need for academics to be trained in personal information management was 

supported by an Australian survey.  This survey (Hazard et al., 1994) of the 

information needs of research staff and postgraduate students at Swinburne 

University of Technology, recommended that instruction in methods of key word 

indexing and electronic organisation of personal information would be beneficial to 

academics.  

 

Elsewhere librarians have implemented training in personal information management 

and their training programmes have been well supported.  The University of 

California at Berkeley established a successful programme in 1985 on "Management 

strategies for personal files" (Wanat, 1985). This programme attempted to convey the 

basic principles of a wide range of personal information management strategies in 

order to make end-users more effective in their own information use, rather than 
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recommend one method of management.  Many other university librarians have 

developed and are running programmes to provide a range of training (individual 

sessions, workshops, web-based training) in personal information management.  An 

email in February 2000 to one electronic list had a response from 15 University 

libraries about personal information training sessions they were running. Some of 

these programmes have been going for some years.  The medical library at John 

Hopkins University has a personal information management specialist to run 

programmes for clients on electronic information management since 1992 (Florance 

& Matheson, 1993).  The EDUCATE (End-user Courses in Information Access 

through Communication Technology) consortium of six European university 

libraries takes the approach in their training that the use of a computerised index is 

the most "desirable way" to manage personal information developed their first web-

based programmes in 1994 (Fjallbrant, 1995). 

 

Provision of Advice on the Development of Personal Indexes 

 
Librarians perceive that academics sometimes have difficulty in constructing their 

personal indexes and suggestions of ways to help have been offered in the 

professional literature.  Two librarians (Bannur & Purandare, 1967) suggested that 

librarians might even prepare ‘abstract cards’ and add keywords for the user.  

Another librarian (Yerke, 1970) considered that it was more important to assist users 

with the preparation of their own subject index rather than trying to provide a subject 

index to the library catalogue for a multitude of disparate needs. He developed a 

library service for 150 scientists without the usual subject library catalogue and then 

assisted users in the development of their own computerised personal subject 

indexes.  Other librarians have not discarded the library subject catalogue but have 

drawn on their expertise and advised academics on how indexing systems might be 

best developed.  This advice has ranged from exponents of particular methods such 

as a basic card system (e.g. Bannur & Purandare, 1967), edge-notched cards (e.g. 

Engelbart, 1961; Foskett, 1967), or creating an index using a computerised system 

(e.g. St. Claire, 1981), to more general overviews (e.g. Heeks, 1986; Orna & Stevens, 

1995) which have provided advice on various methods of indexing, both manual and 

electronic.   
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Integration of Library and Personal Information Management Systems 

 
With the advent of computerised systems some librarians (e.g. Brown, 1994; Foulds 

& Foulds, 1990; Hanson, 1995b; Jennings, 1992; Lundeen, 1981; Mead, 1991; 

Newton-Smith & Lion, 1994) and some academics (e.g. Nelson, 1991; Stibic, 1980) 

have seen a new role in assisting academics by providing output from the library 

system in electronic formats compatible with the personal information systems of 

academics.  This concept of integration is based on the assumption that many 

academics use some type of bibliographic software and that output from libraries 

could be developed so that transfer between the two systems was seamless.  One of 

the early writers in this area, Dillon (1981) proposed that each research project 

needed a librarian to manage this transfer of information. Later writers (e.g. Wolff, 

1992) saw electronic transfer as an automated process, simple enough if set up 

correctly, to be managed by the academics themselves.  Developments by 

bibliographic software producers of features such as automatic filters and online 

connection files have made this conception of automatic transfer a reality.  One 

librarian has seen the potential for even greater integration and suggested that 

personal information management systems may also need to be interfaced with other 

information handling systems such as electronic mail and teleconferencing (Burton, 

1985).   

 

Provision of Current Awareness  

 
There is contradictory evidence about the value of supplying information to 

academics in electronic format as a method of regular current awareness.  Librarians 

refer to this service as "selective dissemination of information" or "SDI".  Today 

current awareness is usually done by a regular subject search on an electronic 

database each time the database is updated.  The results may be sent to an academic 

in print or electronic format to be incorporated into their personal information 

management system.  Olander (1990 p. 131) in her case studies of researchers in 

Finland, found that a regular subject search current awareness service was rarely 
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used by the computer scientists.  The comment of one of the scientists was "You get 

too much, and most of it is not useful anyway" (1990 p. 131).  This argument was 

again supported in the study by Squires, Barry and Funstan (1995).  In this study 

assistance such as mediated online searches on databases was not seen as important 

by the academics.  These academics also found that database searches could create 

problems of information overload by providing too much information. 

 

On the other hand, other literature indicates that many other academics continue to 

value a current awareness service from libraries (Streatfield, 1980; Wolff, 1992).  

Two librarians (Pollitt & Whitcombe, 1981) suggested a different approach to 

current awareness. They proposed that academics did their own searches on online 

databases because of the superior indexing contained in online databases and that an 

automated process be created which matched the search results from the online 

database with the academics’ personal index.  This would mean that the first items to 

be identified would be those in the academics own personal index.  Another list 

would be generated of those items not held (i.e. not in the personal index) by the 

individual researcher so these can be obtained using library systems.   

 

Supply of an Information Specialist to be part of a Research Team 

 
Some librarians argue for a bigger role for librarians in research (e.g. Brittain, 1975; 

Dillon, 1981; Kreuz, 1975).  They consider that many academics do not manage their 

personal information effectively because they have not received relevant training and 

suggest that technology has added another layer of complexity and that academics do 

not have time to develop this technical knowledge. Dillon (1981), a librarian, 

suggests that each research team should have an information specialist as part of the 

team.  This would achieve: 

 

•  Better coverage of the literature dealing with topics association with a 
project, through greater breadth and effectiveness in database searching 
and more effective delivery and maintenance of retrieved references. 

•  More thorough coverage and better organised presentation in reports and 
published research of related literature due to improved organisation in 
individual information files.  
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•  Greater coherence in the conceptualisation of the individual scientist's 
relation to the spread of ideas in the field, at least with respect to the 
vocabulary in use for the topics he is researching.  (Dillon, 1981 p. 221)  

 

Dillon based his arguments on previous research indicating that academics are not 

efficient gathers of information.   

 

Summary of Personal Information Management Support 

 
Librarians have provided support to academics to assist with their personal 

information management in a number of ways.  The rationale that they have used to 

provide this support has been based on assumptions from the literature about how 

academics manage their personal information.  These assumptions indicate a 

particular model of academics’ personal information management which includes 

both a personal index and a personal collection.   

 

Not all academics use a personal index and a personal collection; either of these two 

components may be used by themselves as a strategy of personal information 

management.  The first part of the next chapter will discuss alternative strategies of 

personal information management that academics might use.  The second part of the 

chapter will describe a model of academics’ personal information management and 

the literature that supports it. 
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Chapter Four 
  

A Model of Academics' Personal Information Management 
 

A memex is a device in which an individual stores all his books, records, and 
communications, and which is mechanised so that it may be consulted with 
exceeding speed and flexibility.  It is an enlarged intimate supplement to his 
memory. (Bush, 1945 p. 106) 

 
 

The first section of this chapter reviews current strategies of personal information 

management.  The second section outlines a model of personal information 

management that, at the outset of this investigation, was expected to be the 

predominant model used by academics at the time of this research study.  

 
 

Strategies of Personal Information Management 

 
The “memex” described by Vannevar Bush (1945) in his article “As We May Think” 

is the most quoted model for personal information management.  A review of the 

influence of the memex in 1981 (Smith), cited over 150 documents that quoted the 

memex.  The memex was conceived as an automated personal information 

management system which included a personal collection with an associative 

personal index. It would store the personal collection of books, journal articles, 

records and communications and the associative personal index would allow thought 

trails to be followed through the personal collection very much like following links 

on the World Wide Web.  A number of limitations have been identified in the 

memex concept with the major one being that the memex had no networking or 

communication capability (Smith, 1981).  Today however a personal computer with 

bibliographic software linked to the World Wide Web, makes possible most of the 

memex’s functions and also allows networking and communication. The memex 

strategy had as its basis a personal collection and a personal index and this has been 

considered the most likely strategy of personal information management for 

academics to adopt since the early 1980s (Heeks, 1986; Nolte, 1990; Orna & 

Stevens, 1995; Stibic, 1980).   Initially personal indexes were generally in card 

format but the increasing expectation has been that personal indexes would be in 
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electronic format (Bukhari & Meadows, 1992; Heeks, 1987a).  Personal collections 

are still largely in print format however the development of both the electronic 

library and the scholar's workstation have lead many librarians (e.g. McGeachin, 

1998; Nolte, 1990) to consider that we are on the verge of making Vannevar Bush's 

dream a full reality with the possibility of having both personal indexes and 

collections completely automated. 

 

There are however two other strategies of personal information management that are 

possible with the two components of a personal index and a personal collection; that 

is using only one or the other.  The reasons why these strategies were considered 

unlikely for academics to be using today are discussed below, followed by a 

discussion of a model of academics’ personal information management based on the 

memex strategy. 

 
 

Personal Index only Strategy 

 

It is common practice for research workers to keep a note of periodical 
articles, pamphlets and reports which they have found interesting, so that they 
can refer back if necessary. (Foskett, 1967, p. 9) 

 

For this study, a personal index has been defined as a secondary system of records 

and is a surrogate for documents held either in a personal collection or elsewhere.  If 

academics used a personal index only, it would mean that they would have no 

personal collection in their office or home.  Academics using this strategy would 

always need to visit the library or the World Wide Web (or elsewhere) to refer back 

to a document.  When books and journals were expensive, having a personal index 

only may have been quite likely.  The wide availability of the photocopier in the 

1960s has made it unlikely that academics today would only have a personal index.  

Even for electronic documents available on the Word Wide Web it is usually easier 

to save them locally, or print them, than rely on bookmarks and gaining access to 

them again. As outlined in the previous chapter, the evidence indicates that most 

academics would appear to have a personal collection of documents such as books, 

journals and journal articles (print and electronic) relevant to their research. It is 
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therefore considered unlikely for academics in a modern university to have only a 

personal index as their strategy for personal information management. 

 

Personal Collection only Strategy 

 

Historians related the heart-warming story of Abdul Kassem Ismael (938-95 
A.D.), the scholarly grand vizier of Persia, and his library of 117,000 volumes.  
On his many travels as a warrior and statesman, he never parted with his 
beloved books.  They were carried about by 400 camels – trained to walk in a 
fixed order so that the books on their backs could be maintained in 
alphabetical order. (Asimov, 1979 p. 215 ) 

 

An academic today may not find camels very practical but a personal collection may 

be the only component in the personal information management system of the 

academic.  Most (approximately 98%) academics today would have a personal 

collection (Soper, 1976). 

 

Various advantages of having a personal collection only with no personal index have 

been proposed:   

 

•  There is no index to maintain and so a double look-up (index first and then 

collection) is not required (St. Claire, 1981).  

•  A physical arrangement has spatial and visual cues which researchers are 

reported to use (Malone, 1983).   

 

One of the critical factors on whether a personal index is needed to manage a 

personal collection appears to be size.  It is generally agreed that a small personal 

collection can be managed without using a personal index  (see Cooney, 1980; 

Jahoda et al., 1966; Stibic, 1980).  Cooney (1980) suggests that a personal index is 

not necessary for personal collections with fewer than 300 items.  According to the 

evidence cited in Chapter Two, the average size of an academics’ personal collection 

would be well over 300 items and that the collection would grow with time (Case, 

1986; Heeks, 1986; Soper, 1976; Zwemer, 1963).  Post-doctoral academics in 
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particular are very likely to have collections of over 300 items, large collections, 

which they are unlikely to be able to manage without a personal index.   

 

From the arguments above it seems that the memex strategy, use of a personal index 

and a personal collection, is the most likely strategy to be used by academics to 

manage their personal information.   

 

Model of Personal Information Management 

 
The personal information management process of the academic involves a number of 

fairly discrete activities (Burton, 1981).  Using the personal information management 

activities described in the literature, a model of personal information management 

activities can be constructed.   

 

The model, illustrated in Figure 4-1 is based on Vannevar Bush’s (1945) concept of 

the memex with the components of a personal collection and personal index.  This 

concept together with Orr's (1970) description of the work of academics as a stream 

of inputs and output underpins much of the research on personal information 

management.  Two examples of this are Barreau’s work (1995) on the structure of 

personal information management systems and Case’s (1986) study on the collection 

and organisation of written information.  Other librarians (e.g. Curtis, 1988; Lynch, 

1989; McGeachin, 1998; Moran, Surprenant, & Taylor, 1987; Nolte, 1990) have also 

used these concepts to develop the notion of the scholar’s workstation in libraries 

which is used to assist scholar’s integrate personal information management with 

other information gathering processes.   
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The model shows the activities expected to comprise personal information 

management by academics.  The definition of personal information management as 

comprising the stages of acquisition, organisation, storage and retrieval was 

introduced in Chapter Two.  The inputs or acquisitions of personal information 

management come from information generated by others, acquired often (but not  
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always) from a library.  The outputs of personal information management are usually  

a publication (including a bibliography) or information passed on to others, either 

colleagues or students.  The middle stage is the organisation and storage of 

information. Within these stages, a number of activities occur as listed in three boxes 

down the centre of the diagram.  Previous literature relating to these activities and 

the relationships between them is reviewed below.  

 

Acquisition of personal information  
 
Academics gather collections of documents and other relevant information when 

they review literature relevant to a research project. Regardless of the nature of the 

research or the paradigm under which the research it is conducted, formal models of 

the academic research process usually depict it as a systematic, linear, structured and 

logical sequence of steps and these models usually place literature review among the 

first steps in the process (Gorman & Clayton, 1997; Kumar, 1996).  While the formal 

models of the research process place the literature searching stage early in the 

research process, some previous studies (Ellis & Haugan, 1997; Garvey & Griffith, 

1971) suggest that academics may return to their literature gathering throughout the 

research process.   

 

It is during the literature review stage that academics come into the library (or access 

information electronically from their computers) to acquire information from the 

library system and then return to their office to input the information into their own 

personal information management system (Case, 1986).  Thus, the literature review 

or the information acquisition stage of research is also the first stage of the personal 

information management process.  The model of personal information management 

suggests that three activities may occur in the input stage: finding citations, input of 

citations into the personal index and obtaining the full text of the item.  These three 

activities may not happen sequentially, nor need they all occur.  For instance an 

academic may receive a copy of a paper from a colleague and only subsequently 

enter the citation into his personal index. Each of these activities is described below. 
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A. Find citations 

The literature indicates that academics derive citations from a range of sources 

probably using different sources at different stages of the research (Ellis & Haugan, 

1997). There appears to be no agreement in the literature as to which are the most 

important sources for information but there does appear to be some agreement as to 

the major contemporary activities that academics use for locating citations (e.g. Ellis 

& Haugan, 1997; Folster, 1989; Hopkins, 1987; Rolinson et al., 1996; Skelton, 1973; 

Stone, 1982; Sturges, 1992; Wiberley & Jones, 1989).  These major activities include 

personal communication, browsing and reading the literature then linking to other 

papers via the citations, searching databases (including library catalogues) and 

searching the web, and searching by a librarian.  The activities are indicated in 

Figure 2 in circles across the top) The support in the literature for identifying these is 

described below. 

 

•  Personal communication 

There is a general perception in the literature that academics are not systematic in 

their information seeking and that they prefer informal methods such as personal 

communication with colleagues rather than formal methods such as searching 

databases (see Brittain, 1982; Burton, 1973; Case, 1986; Olander, 1990; Stoan, 

1991).  A large proportion of the information needs of academics is met by verbal 

exchanges, written communication and informal discussions at seminars and 

conferences.  There is some indication that, at least in the sciences, personal 

communication is critical to academic productivity (Crane, 1972).  In a review of 

studies on how academics gather information for research, Brittain, a librarian 

comments: 

 

One finding that is common to nearly all the studies is that users do not 
like bibliographical tools for information and document retrieval, do not 
use them rationally and systematically, and much prefer (often by a factor 
of 10:1) informal to formal channels of information. (Brittain, 1982, p. 
142) 

 

Use of informal methods by academics has apparently extended to email.  A study 

(Bruce, 1996) on academic work and use of the Internet found that academics 
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used personal communication via email as another a useful method of finding 

information.  

 

•  Reading the literature 

One of the major methods that academics of all disciplines use to find information 

is to read their particular literature and use the footnotes and references as links to 

related literature (Line, 1971; Von Seggern, 1995).  The INFROSS study (Line, 

1971) found that 94% of academics reported that references found in books and 

journal articles were a useful method of locating information. Skelton (1973), in a 

review of previous studies of both scientists and social scientists use of 

information, concluded that reading the literature and following reference trails 

was an important activity for finding information for both groups (although the 

types of literature read was different according to the discipline).  Other studies 

have not contradicted Skelton’s conclusions.  A study in 1987 of 1,000 literary 

scholars (Hopkins,) established that they relied mainly on following citations from 

articles read in their information browsing, while in 1991 a study of historians 

concluded that they also favoured browsing reference lists and footnotes as the 

way to find “the better stuff” (Orbach, 1991 p. 35).  The value of browsing for 

research has been one of the main arguments that academics have used to fight the 

library's move to electronic formats which are searched rather than browsed 

(Stoan, 1991).  

 

•  Searching databases 

Skelton (1973) in her review of academics’ information use found that abstracts 

and indexes in print format were used by both scientists and social scientists.  

Most academic libraries today have cancelled the majority of their print abstracts 

and indexes and provide instead electronic access to abstracting and indexing 

databases and many are considering their future in terms of becoming at least to 

some degree a digital library (Heckart, 1999; Schauder, 1994). There is 

contradictory evidence as to whether academics make use of electronic databases.  

 

A study of information usage by biological researchers found that between 15% 

and 30% had used an abstracting or indexing database at least once a month 
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(Rolinson et al., 1996).  Grefsheim, Franklin and Cunningham (1991) report that 

35% of biotechnologists in their study were likely to search databases themselves.  

Another study (Bukhari & Meadows, 1992) in the same year found that 39% of 

biologists, chemists and physics academics searched databases.  Other studies 

(e.g.Ashoor & Kanamugire, 1996; Hazard et al., 1994; Von Seggern, 1995) of 

(mainly science) academics have also indicated that they use databases searching 

as a method of finding information.  

 

On the other hand, there is some indication that particular academics are reluctant 

to search databases.  Bates reports that free database searching was provided to 27 

visiting humanities academics but that only eight did more than two hours 

searching during the year (1994). Humanists have claimed that the few 

computerised bibliographic databases available to them have poor searching 

capabilities, which may have led to a disregard of electronic searching of 

databases by humanists (Nicholas, Pang, Erbach, & Plaman, 1987; Sturges, 1992).  

 

Academics are possibly slow to adopt new information finding techniques such as 

searching databases themselves.  A study by Barry and Squires and Funston 

(1995) found that initially the effort of learning to search a database is not 

considered worthwhile by some academics but with time and familiarity most will 

eventually learn to use databases. They suggested that the current low use of 

database searching in some disciplines is because quality is more important than 

quantity for academics. The academic opinion of the quality of a publication is 

not always a criteria for inclusion of items in a database. The general expectation 

amongst librarians (e.g. Hart, 1997; Heckart, 1999; Marcum, 1997) is that 

searching databases is an activity that will be increasingly used by academics as a 

method of finding information.  
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•  Searching the World Wide Web 

As well as databases being available via the Internet, research information is also 

available on individual academic’s web pages and in a range of government, 

industry and academic web sites on the World Wide Web.  Searching is via search 

engines and also following associative indexing via web pages. An Australian 

study found that 80% of academics had used the Internet to obtain background 

material for their research over the past year (Bruce, 1996).  A study in the 

Netherlands found that academics do not currently access much full text research 

material via the World Wide Web, but they do use it “to search general, factual, 

ephemeral, or very specific information” (Vooebij, 1999 p.606).  Barry and 

Squires (1995) suggest that the World Wide Web hypertext environment re-

introduces the creative element in finding information that is possible with print 

but not with most databases.  On the World Wide Web, documents are linked by 

associative indexing that allows them to be read “in similar ways to flicking 

through a journal” (p.181) which Barry and Squires suggest facilitates the 

generation of ideas.  

 

•  Online searches of databases by a librarian 

Some studies indicate that at certain stages of research (for example when starting 

a new project) academics may prefer a more structured approach such as having a 

search done for them by a librarian (Bichteler & Ward, 1989; Ellis & Haugan, 

1997; Garvey & Griffith, 1971; Wiberley & Jones, 1989).  It is only in the last ten 

years that academics have acquired access to search databases themselves and 

they are generally not considered to be skilled users of databases and often ask 

librarians to assist them (Dougherty, 1991).  Assistance with an initial literature 

search when starting a new project was identified in a survey by McQuitty (1990) 

as being one of the most important library services needed by academics.  The 

results of a study by Barry and Squires (1995) suggest that academics who do not 

learn to search databases effectively themselves need to seek assistance from 

librarians if research quality is not to be affected. The number of databases is 

increasing and searching interfaces are becoming more complex. On the other 

hand some librarians (e.g. Heckart, 1999) think that academics who use the 

Internet will expect databases to be constructed to make assistance unnecessary.  
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It is likely however that many academics will continue to need librarians to search 

databases on their behalf and to assist them to search databases to discover 

citations for some time.  

 

B. Input citations into personal index 

Having located some useful citations, the advice of the textbook writers (Orna & 

Stevens, 1995; Stibic, 1980) on personal information is that the next important 

activity is to record the citation details so that these details are not lost but are 

available later when research is being written up. 

 

Books of advice on personal information stress the importance of the accuracy of 

information entered into the personal index (Etzel & Thomas, 1996; Orna & Stevens, 

1995). This information can be written on cards or input into an electronic personal 

index system.  If the citation is entered manually using the keyboard, the database 

record in an electronic personal index provides a framework for entering details.  

This framework can serve as a useful reminder to academics to record the full details 

they need for citation purposes (Sauvain, 1979).  Possibly the most efficient way of 

achieving this accuracy would be by direct transfer of a citation record from a 

commercial database to an academics’ electronic personal index.  Recent 

developments of software for personal information management have made direct 

transfer possible in two ways.  The first of these developments was the ability to 

download citations from commercial subject databases and then import these directly 

into an electronic personal index using filtering software (see for example Brown, 

1994; Burton, Cotter, & Hartt, 1986; Cox, 1995; Foulds & Foulds, 1990; Hanson, 

1995a; Hanson, 1995b; Moon, 1988).  A more recent development has been the 

ability to use connection files from the electronic personal index software on the 

individual academic’s computer and, by using the Z39.50 protocol, connect directly 

to a commercial database (Phillips, 1992).  This facility allows the academic to use 

the searching software of their own personal index to search commercial databases 

and to save the citations as records in the personal index. 
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As mentioned before, the activities of personal information management may not 

necessarily be sequential.  It is quite possible that despite personal information 

management systems having the ability to directly import citations from a 

commercial database to the personal index, some academics may prefer to obtain the 

full text first before importing or entering the citation details into their personal 

index.  In fact as full text becomes more available electronically obtaining the 

citation and the full document may no longer be regarded as separate activities. 

 

C. Obtain the document 

Obtaining the document is a service that libraries have traditionally made available, 

either by providing the full text of a document from their collection for academics to 

come and use, or by obtaining the document via some form of document delivery 

system.  Two studies (Jahoda et al., 1966; Squires et al., 1995) have reported that 

academics prefer to obtain the full text of documents without having to venture out 

of their offices or laboratories.  Both of these studies provided free photocopying of 

articles and delivery of books from the academics’ own institution’s library to assist 

academics with their personal information management and this service was 

enthusiastically accepted by the academics. Research assistants are also used by 

academics to perform this service.  The indications are that academics do not want to 

spend energy on the activity of obtaining documents and appreciate assistance.  With 

an increasing number of documents available electronically, this activity may 

become a simple matter of saving a document from the Internet to the academic’s 

own computer. 

 

Having found citations, possibly entered them into a personal index and also found 

the full document, the middle stage of personal information management is to 

organise and store the information. 
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Organisation and storage of personal information 
 
If information is to be accessible after acquisition it needs to be stored, preferably in 

an organised manner, so that it can later be retrieved.  There is little previous 

research on academics' activities in the organisation and storage stage of their 

personal information because the activities in this stage are less accessible to study 

as they usually take place back in academics’ offices or homes.  Most of the evidence 

that was used to construct this stage of the model came from descriptions in previous 

studies of academics’ personal indexes and personal collections; deductions have 

been made about the activities needed to construct this part of the model.  The 

suggested activities are read and assess the document, add keywords/notes to 

personal index and finally store the full text in personal collections. 

 

D. Read and assess the document 

In deciding where to put a document, it needs to be read and a decision made about 

where to store it. Assessing a document is not always easy.  A document may have 

multiple meanings to an academic (Engelbart, 1961) and although the academic may 

decide on reading an article that it may be useful, it is not always easy to decide 

immediately how to classify it (Jameson, 1969).  Kwasnik (1991) found in a study of 

eight academics that they were able to describe the process they used in assessing a 

document and that an important factor for the academics was the use to which they 

were going to put that document.  

 

Cole (1982) discovered in a study of thirty office filing systems that information is 

usually assessed and categorised in the simplest way possible.  Cole suggests that it 

could be an advantage if the personal information management system could create a 

map of the way that academics have conceptualised their information.  Some World 

Wide Web sites have site maps to guide users through how the sites have been 

conceptualised and allow associative linking to different parts of the web site, but 

this type of organisation and conceptual mapping is not yet easily available for the 

academic to use in a personal information management system. 
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E. Add keywords and notes to personal index  

Once a document has been assessed the next activity is to add information to the 

personal index, including where the document is to be placed and appropriate key 

headings or keywords (Orna & Stevens, 1995; Stibic, 1980). 

 

Engelbart (1961) suggests that academics and librarians organise information 

differently concluding that academics work with ideas and librarians work with 

documents.  For academics it is the ideas that need organising not the documents. 

The average document may contain more than one idea.  Engelbart’s solution was to 

develop a card system that used edge-notched cards so that each card could represent 

an idea.  The same concept of ideas organisation could be achieved today using an 

electronic personal index and adding keyword descriptors.  Keywords can be added 

to the personal index record to describe the main idea(s) of the document. 

 

There are two studies in which librarians have assisted academics to include 

keywords in the personal index.  Yerke (Yerke, 1970) describes some 30 personal 

indexes of scientists which were developed with the assistance of librarians and 

completely organised by keyword. Cooney (1980) assisted academics in a different 

way.  His research suggested that keywords could be selected from the title and 

abstract of each document and the frequency of keywords used to construct an index. 

He trialed his method with 25 academics’ personal indexes, originally with peek-a-

boo cards and later with a computer program. No retrieval tests were carried out on 

his systems but the “users appear satisfied” (p. 84).  Heeks (1986), another librarian, 

reviewed academics’ personal indexes and found that none employed keyword 

descriptors, though most had their index arranged under broad subject divisions.  He 

found that that academics relied heavily on memory to locate a relevant paper rather 

than using specialised techniques such as adding keywords. Heeks however also 

conducted a cost comparison of a manual and electronic personal index and 

suggested that by including keyword descriptors you can “save nearly 5,000 minutes, 

so they do seem to be worth having even if it means adding them to a large backlog 

of references” (p. 151). 
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The academic can either select keyword descriptors for each document that is being 

indexed or can develop a thesaurus of keywords so that consistency of keyword 

selection is maintained.  Alternatively a specialised subject thesaurus (such as the 

ERIC Thesaurus) can be used to control descriptors.  The advice of some of the early 

experts in information management is that it is generally not advisable to generate 

one’s own keywords (e.g. Foskett, 1967; Jahoda, 1970) and that a thesaurus should 

be used with vocabulary kept very controlled.  Some of the more recent books of 

advice on personal information management suggest that developing your own key 

words is an important part of academic research (e.g. Orna & Stevens, 1995). 

 

A personal index can also include notes about a document.  The advice in the 

literature varies.  Some of the advice is quite broad, “the abstract should contain a 

concise but informative summary of the main ideas and conclusions of the paper” 

(Stibic, 1980 p. 51).  Other advice is more specific, Minchiello (1990) suggests 

noting information about  

 

(1) The statement of the problem; (2) general question(s) asked; (3) theoretical 
position; (4) choice of research design and method; (5) choice of sample; (6) 
presentation of findings; and (7) discussion of the implications of the results (p. 
81). 

 

About half of the academics in the study by Heeks (1986) kept notes in their personal 

indexes. 

 

F. Store full text in personal collections 

One of the benefits to academics of organising their personal collections themselves 

rather than relying on the library’s collection is the freedom to arrange material 

according to particular personal needs.  This arrangement, according to Soper 

(1976), a librarian, is “highly individualistic and reflects the interests and work 

habits of the owner” (p. 399). A biology professor (Jameson, 1969) describes 

individual variation more bluntly "some workers have developed complex indexing 

procedures and some have given up and just stick them in boxes by author or date or 

some vague subject categorisation" (p. 232). 
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A few studies (Barreau, 1995; Kwasnik, 1991; Malone, 1983) have investigated the 

physical organisation of personal collections.  Malone (1983) conducted ten 

interviews focusing on how people actually organise the documents in their offices.  

The study included a small sample and only three people interviewed were research 

scientists, however it provides some useful insights into information organisation.  

Malone suggests that factors other than document attributes, for example format and 

context, may be important in office organisation and that the way an office is 

organised has a reminding function as well as a finding function.  The importance of 

context is supported by a second study which asked eight academics to describe the 

organisation of their offices (Kwasnik, 1991).  This study found that people can 

identify many dimensions of a document, but not all dimensions are used for 

classification purposes; academics were highly influenced by situation, purpose, time 

and space constraints as well as document attributes such as form and subject matter.  

A related study (Barreau, 1995) used Kwasnik’s document dimensions to investigate 

whether nine managers used the same principles to manage their computer files as 

their paper files.  The managers were asked to describe the documents and 

information within their computer workspace. Barreau concluded that electronic 

documents are not well organised and that “some individuals employ organisational 

techniques similar to those used with paper documents and they have not adjusted 

their thinking to take advantage of features unique to the electronic environment” (p. 

338).  She suggests that this raises questions about the efficiency of individuals in 

managing their electronic information.  

 

The range of criteria by which a personal collection might be organised is extensive.  

Books for example could be organised by colour, size, publisher or binding.  

Previous research (Heeks, 1986; Jahoda et al., 1966) suggests however that most 

academics have arranged their personal collections first by format (for example 

books on shelves, photocopies in filing cabinet) then by subject.  Within a subject 

category (e.g. a subject folder), items have usually been arranged alphabetically by 

author, chronologically (most recent on top) or randomly (Heeks, 1986; Olander, 

1990).  
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As well as the organised parts of the personal collection, there are often piles of 

documents on desks and in an academic's office, often on every available space 

(Malone, 1983).  Malone considers that these piles act as a reminder of jobs to be 

done or items to be read, and academics may also keep sections of their indexes 

separate to act as reminders.   The study by Malone considers there is a distinction 

between “piles” and “files”.   

 

Files are units where the elements (e.g. individual folders) are explicitly titled 
and arranged in some systematic order (e.g. alphabetical or chronological) ...  
In piles, on the other hand, the individual elements (papers, folders, etc.) are 
not necessarily titled, and they are not, in general, arranged in any particular 
order. (Malone, 1983 p. 106) 

 

 

Retrieval and output of personal information 
 
The final stage of personal information management after finding and storing 

information is retrieval as needed for a determined output.  The output from a 

personal information management system comes in two forms.  The first type of 

output is retrieval of documents which can be either directly from the personal 

collection or indirectly through the personal index.  The second is the production of 

lists of citations for a variety of scholarly purposes such as the reference list at the 

end of a research paper or a list of readings for undergraduates.  

 

G. Retrieval of information to write research paper 

Previous research (Heeks, 1986; Jahoda, 1966) indicates that academics are likely to 

retrieve documents from their personal information management system on average 

about three times a week.  The study by Heeks (1986) suggests that types of retrieval 

can be divided into simple, collective and complex searches.  A simple search is 

where only one document is being retrieved.  Common reasons for simple searches 

are finding a document by a particular author, discovering if a particular document is 

in the collection, or checking reference details to pass on to a colleague.  He suggests 

that this type of simple retrieval may not be speeded up by the use of a computerised 

personal index rather than a print index.  Collective searches are done to retrieve 
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documents that have a common feature such as a common subject.  Heeks suggests 

that adding keywords to an electronic personal index makes this type of retrieval 

more efficient than using a print index.  Complex searches are those that involve the 

use of the Boolean operators AND, OR and NOT.  Senior academics according to 

Heeks do about four of these types of retrieval per year and he suggests that for this 

type of retrieval, an electronic personal index will “certainly be as good, if not better 

than, the manual index ” (p. 31).  

 

H. Produce reference list 

A study by Soper found "that personal collections account for the largest number 

(and percentage) of work cited" (1976 p. 410).  Preparation of reference lists for 

research is an essential function in scholarly publication, it serves the purpose of 

placing the new work in context (Garfield, 1972).  In a print-based personal 

information system, the output from indexes is labour intensive.  Appropriate index 

cards are gathered together and a reference list or bibliography typed from them.  

However one of the major benefits of an electronic personal index is the ease with 

which reference lists and bibliographies can be prepared.  This appears to provide 

one of the major enticements for academics to develop an electronic personal index.  

For example, the following comment is by a geographer: "A facility for preparing 

reference lists in publication format is justification enough for the purchase of 

bibliographic software" (Nelson, 1991 p. 210). 

 

Other perceived advantages of an electronic personal index are that lists are 

produced from the one database so that errors are minimised, and that storing the 

information also reduces the expenditure of reformatting time (Nelson, 1991).  

Creating reference lists and also bibliographies is perceived as work to which most 

academics would want to devote only minimum effort (Bridges, 1970).  Some of the 

names for personal information management software indicate the importance of 

bibliographic production as a selling feature, examples are "bibliography formatting 

software" (Stigleman, 1992) or "personal bibliography" (Bridges, 1970).  
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As well as preparing lists of references for their research, academics may also 

prepare bibliographies for students, and compile a list of their own publications for 

the preparation of curriculum vitae.   

 

Summary of Model 

 
The predominant model of academics' personal information management as 

illustrated in Figure 4-1, includes the components of a personal collection and a 

personal index.  According to this model the input to the personal information 

management system may come from a variety of sources formal and informal, print 

and computerised, and a personal management system needs to accommodate this 

variety.  There is a range of methods used to organise personal collections and the 

activities of organisation will depend on the method chosen. Most academics will 

develop and maintain a personal collection and will use a personal index. An 

increasing number of academics will use an electronic personal index.  It is likely 

that academics will use their personal index to find documents in their personal 

collections and to produce bibliographies.  

 

Preliminary Model Validation 

 
As a first step in model validation, the model of academics' personal information 

management was sent out to ten senior academic reference librarians in Australia and 

their comments requested.  Full detail of their comments is included in Appendix IV.  

 

The six librarians who responded were all positive about the model and suggested 

that it is an ideal to which academics should aspire and which they as librarians try to 

assist them to achieve. The model according to these librarians suggests what should 

be done by academics to manage their personal information.  They did comment 

however, that the model may not reflect the current actual practice of all academics.   

 

All the modifications suggested for the model by librarians were very minor and 

related to the acquisition stage of personal information management. There were two 
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suggestions that perhaps extra arrows could be included, one from "find a document" 

direct to "personal collection" (academics may not read and index all their 

documents before they store them) and another between "search databases" and 

"personal collection" because academics may obtain a document in full text.  These 

suggestions were incorporated into the model.  One librarian suggested that 

acquisition also followed a process in three stages, firstly informal personal 

communication, secondly browsing and thirdly formal directive searching as 

research ideas became more formulated.  She suggested that only three input circles 

be used to reflect these stages. The words "informal" and "formal" were added to the 

model to suggest the range of input activities but the existing range of input activities 

were retained in the model, as these had been drawn up based on the previous 

literature. 
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Chapter Five 
  

Method 
 

 
Once we appreciate the actual experience of our users, we will be poised to 
design a digital library that optimally supports current research and anticipates 
new patterns of use and scholarship.  Library professional must fully understand 
the nature of users’ research and information seeking behavior to be able to 
create useful systems and related services. (Payette, Sandra, & Rieger, 1998 p. 
121) 

 

 

The research question addressed in this study is “How do academics manage the 

information that they collect for their research?”  A fuller understanding of this 

process will enable librarians to plan for appropriate support and minimise the 

barriers between the academic and the information they need.  

 

The two previous chapters have provided an overview of the literature relevant to 

this current study. The literature on librarians’ support for academics’ personal 

information management was reviewed in Chapter Three. This review suggested that 

there has been little contemporary research on the personal information management 

activities undertaken by academics in between gathering information from libraries 

and producing publications.  Librarians have made assumptions of how academics 

manage their personal information and have provided support to academics for these 

activities according to these assumptions.   

 

Chapter Four discussed a model of the expected personal information management 

activities of academics.  The model suggests that academics: 

 

1. Acquire their information by searching across a range of informal and formal 

channels. 

 

2. Organise and store their personal information by 

•  Developing and maintaining a personal collection. 

•  Using a personal index to manage their personal collection.  
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•  Using an electronic personal index (between 25 to 39% probability). 

 

3. Retrieve their stored personal information and use it to produce publications by 

•  Using their personal index to find items in their personal collection. 

•  Using their personal index to produce a bibliography for their publications.  

 

This chapter describes the methodology used in the current study.  First the rationale 

for the selection of the method is explained, followed by a description of the overall 

strategy, the sampling frame and the rationale for the selection of participants. The 

chapter concludes with an account of the data collection and analysis. 

 

Rationale for the Selection of the Methodology 

 
To fulfil the purpose of the study, careful consideration was given to the most 

appropriate methodology.  Library research has largely concentrated on the 

behaviour of individuals inside the library, but in this investigation it was appropriate 

for the researcher, a librarian, to venture into the academics’ environment and study 

the activities they undertake in their own offices to manage their personal scholarly 

information.  As this study was to understand personal information management 

from an academic’s perspective (not a librarian’s) and to explore how academics 

manage their information in their offices (unfamiliar territory) a qualitative method 

was appropriate; such methods are useful to inquire into behaviour in an environment 

that is unfamiliar to the investigator in order “to capture data on the perceptions of 

local actors ‘from the inside’ perspective” (Miles & Huberman, 1994 p. 6). 

 

In field research, data can be collected by a variety of methods; four were considered 

for this study: observation, diaries, focus groups and interviews.  Possibly the ideal 

method for field research is observation (Wilson, 1990), however, direct observation 

of academics and their personal information management processes would be 

impracticable, as these processes are not necessarily an everyday activity.  

Academics have a variety of functions other than research to perform, such as 

teaching and administration.  Even when they are doing research, personal 

information management is only one part of research.  An observer could follow an 
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academic around for long periods of time without necessarily observing anything 

related to personal information management. 

 

Asking participants to complete a diary was considered a possible research method.  

Diaries have been used by at least two other researchers studying personal 

information management (Heeks, 1986; Squires et al., 1995), however, completing a 

diary requires considerable commitment on the part of the participants and perhaps 

more importantly, requires defined boundaries to be set by the researcher. As this 

study is an attempt to view personal information management from the perspective 

of the participant rather than the librarian, it was preferred to avoid rigid definition of 

activities that might bias the academics to report only on those activities as described 

to them in a diary.  For instance, academics might possess a card index or an 

electronic index but not actually use them, even though they think they ought to.  If 

the diary asks them to record entries into an index, for the period of the diary filling 

in, they might use the index even though they would not normally. A diary method 

was not used for gathering data for this study as this study is aimed at understanding 

the process of personal information management from the respondents' point of view 

rather than the researcher's. 

 

Focus groups were also considered as a method of data collection.  Such groups are 

useful when participants can easily and actively discuss the topic of interest 

(Morgan, 1988) and academics would probably easily discuss their processes of 

personal information management.  However, in a group situation, individuals may 

be more likely to present a socially desirable picture of themselves rather than their 

actual practice which they may be sensitive about discussing (Sheehan, 1993).  The 

strength of focus groups is that they may generate new ideas on a topic by the 

encouragement of group interaction (Morgan, 1988).  In this study it was considered 

that the actual practice of personal information management process was more 

important than hearing ideas from a group about what it could or should do. It would 

seem logical that academics would appreciate support from librarians for what they 

really do rather than what they think they might or ought to do.  Additionally using a 

focus group would mean asking the academics to gather together so that the 

individuals would not be in their own environment. 
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The logical method of data collection for this study became interviewing individual 

academics in their office.  By venturing into their environment and talking to them 

individually in their own office, it would be more likely that their actual, rather than 

their ideal practice, would be revealed (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  There was also 

an opportunity for academics to demonstrate and be observed in their information 

management activities.  It was decided to use an interview guide through which the 

interviewer has flexibility in managing the structure of the interview and can explore 

and probe the issues whilst making the best use of the time available to stay focussed 

on the topic (Minichiello, 1990). The interactions in the interview could be kept 

reasonably focussed on the topic of personal information management but it also 

allowed individual perspectives and experiences to emerge (Patton, 1990).  This 

method made best use of the limited time that could reasonably be asked of 

academics. They were encouraged to use their own words to describe what they 

actually did. 

 

A second method of collecting data, a questionnaire survey, was used to collect some 

base line data on academic's personal information management and to select 

academics to be interviewed.  The questionnaire survey allowed a wider range of the 

sampling frame to be covered using a greater economy of effort than would have 

been possible by just using interviews (Patton, 1990).  Using questionnaires also 

facilitated the collection of large amounts of data in a short period of time and 

because of fixed formats, helped to eliminate variation in the questioning process.   

Like the interview, the questionnaire is regarded as a useful method of data 

collection for a relatively unexplored area (Busha & Harter, 1980). 
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Overall Strategy 

 

To collect appropriate data to answer the research question a combination of methods 

of data collection was used; two groups of interviews and a questionnaire survey.  

Academics with doctorates were selected as they would be likely to be active in 

research and therefore be actively managing their personal information.  The 

interviews explored the activities of personal information of nine academics from 

within the academics’ own offices.  It allowed the academics to describe their 

activities of personal information management in their own words.  The 

questionnaire survey added baseline data on the part of academics’ personal 

information management that happens outside the library, from a larger group of 

academics.  

 
Two groups of academics were interviewed.  The first group of interviews was with 

academics who had a high research publication output.  Success in publication is one 

of the major criteria for promotion for academics so sampling academics who had a 

high output enabled observation of "best practice".  Additionally academics with a 

high output are more likely to have large personal collections and so would probably 

have developed efficient and effective methods (electronic or other) for managing 

them.  While smaller personal collections may be managed effectively without a 

personal index, larger personal collections are likely to require a personal index to 

manage them (Stibic, 1980).  

 
The second group of academics to be interviewed was users of electronic methods of 

personal information management.  Very little use of electronic personal information 

management methods was found amongst the first group of academics or in response 

to the questionnaire survey.  This was contrary to previous research (e.g. Bukhari & 

Meadows, 1992; Heeks, 1987b).  Most of the support that librarians are currently 

providing for personal information management is support for electronic methods of 

personal information management so, in order to fulfil the aim of this research, it was 

important to also ascertain exactly how these academics were managing their 

personal information.  
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In this study, data was collected over two years, from 1995 to 1997.  The population 

and sampling frame, the selection of the participants and the three stages of the 

research are described in the following sections. 

 

Population  

 
The population for this study was full-time academics pursuing post-doctoral 

research.  To answer the research question, it was necessary to find participants 

active in personal information management using a range of electronic methods as 

well as the more traditional hand written methods. Completing a doctorate is a major 

opportunity for learning about personal information management because of the 

volume of information that usually has to be managed.  Participants were also needed 

to represent a range of dimensions within which there are indications that activities 

in personal information management may vary.   

 

The dimensions sampled were years since completion of doctorate, gender, discipline 

background and computer expertise (Heeks, 1986; Olander, 1990; Squires et al., 

1995).  In order to obtain responses from academics who had the opportunity to learn 

about electronic methods of personal indexing, it was important that the sample 

contained academics who had obtained their doctorates in recent years. 

 

There are some indications that there may be a discipline difference in methods of 

finding information with more information in the science area being available 

electronically. There may also be a discipline difference in use of personal indexing 

software.  Heeks (1987a) found fewer science academics were using this software 

compared to arts or social sciences. It was considered important to include academics 

with a range of background disciplines in the sample. 

 

Computer expertise in this study was defined according to computer usage as 

indicated by participants: 

 

•  Stand alone - Use a computer for word processing and other basic applications 

that can be performed on a single computer. 
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•  Network - Use a computer as above and also for electronic mail, World Wide 

Web and basic network use. 

•  Publisher - Use a computer as above and also to publish on the World Wide 

Web (e.g. manage a WWW site) and/or electronic publications (e.g. edit an 

electronic journal). 

 

Ten or fewer interviews is the norm for studies in this field (Barreau, 1995; Heeks, 

1986; Jahoda, 1966; Kwasnik, 1991; Malone, 1983; Olander, 1990; Squires et al., 

1995).  In this study there were nine interviews. 

 

Sampling Frames 

 

Three sampling frames were used in this study.  It is quite usual in qualitative 

research for sampling to evolve once fieldwork begins (Miles & Huberman, 1994) 

and this held true for this study.  The three sampling frames and their evolution are 

described below.   

 

Sampling frame 1 
 
The initial sampling frame was full time academics with doctorates in Schools of 

Education (School is used to also include Faculties or Departments as appropriate) 

from four universities in Western Australia and one university in Queensland.  The 

universities included two “old” traditional universities, one newer university 

established in the 1970s, one former Institute of Technology and one former College 

of Advanced Education.  There was no reason to think that the academics in these 

five universities would be in any way unusual or unrepresentative in their personal 

information management processes.  A range of universities was included so that 

variations in library support for the process of personal information management 

would not confound observations. 

 

By concentrating on post-doctoral academic research, the results would not be biased 

by the high level of activity associated with doctoral research, during which the 
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candidates work intensively on their personal information management and do not 

have to balance this activity with many other activities. Additionally, established 

academics with doctorates would have 

 

•  Tested their methods of personal information management in their working 

environment and, while hopefully still open to newer electronic methods, 

would have some basis on which to judge their suitability for academic 

research purposes. 

•  Large volumes of information to manage and so have developed effective 

methods of managing this information.  

 

Academics in Schools of Education were perceived to come from a variety of subject 

backgrounds from Science to Humanities so this to some extent accounts for 

differences in personal information management across the range of disciplines.  The 

first group of five interviewees, academics with a high publication output, and three 

of the second group of interviewees, academics using electronic methods of personal 

information management, were selected from sampling frame 1.  

 

Sampling frame 2  
 
There were suprisingly few users of electronic methods of personal information 

management in the first sampling frame.  To study the behaviour of users of 

electronic personal indexes, a second sampling frame was identified.  The second 

sampling frame comprised full time academics with PhDs from all disciplines at one 

of the five universities who had been trained in use of bibliographic software 

(EndNote) during the year prior to the commencement of the study. The university 

selected had purchased a site license for EndNote and so access was therefore free 

for all full-time academic staff.  It was possible to identify academics that attended 

EndNote training sessions in 1995 by asking the trainers.  This sampling frame was 

selected in order to identify academics to interview who were using electronic 

methods of personal information management.  None of the academics from this 

sampling who had doctorates were willing to be interviewed.  No participants for this 

study were identified from this sampling frame. 
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Sampling frame 3  
 
The third sampling frame was full time postdoctoral academics from all disciplines at 

five Australian universities who participated in two electronic lists where the 

discussion was related to bibliographic software.  The electronic lists used were the 

EndNote and BIBSOFT lists1.  This sampling frame was used as a further method of 

identifying academics to interview who were using electronic methods of personal 

information management.  One academic was identified for interview.  Reasons for 

the difficulty in identifying academic users of electronic methods of personal 

information management are discussed in the selection of participants for the second 

round of interviews. 

 
 

Selection of Participants 

 
Details of the method of selection of participants for the three stages of the research 

are described below. 

 

                                                 
1 
Addresses for the two electronic lists that were monitored [as of 18.2.2000]: 
 
EndNote 
http://www.niles.com/home/help/en-interest.htm 
 
BIBSOFT  
Subscription: listserv@iupui.edu  
Submission: BIBSOFT@iupui.edu  
Archives: gopher://gopher.medlib.iupui.edu - http://www.medlib.iupui.edu  
Contacts: Jim Morgan morganj@iupui.edu - Sue Stigleman stigle@cs.unca.edu  
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Stage one - first round interview participants  
 
The first academics to be selected for interview was a group of full time Education 

academics with doctorates who had a high research publication output and so were 

active personal information managers. 

 

The aim was to select five academics for this round of interviews.  The academics in 

the first group were selected from sampling frame one, the Schools of Education in 

five Australian Universities.  The initial selection was according to volume of 

research output, as listed in the Schools’ 1994 publication list. The publication list 

for each School was analysed and points assigned to each individual.  A journal 

article or conference paper was given a value of “1” with fractions awarded for joint 

publication.  A book was assigned a value of “5” and again fractions awarded for 

joint publications.  No value was assigned to book reviews, letters or notes to 

journals, or editing a conference because these latter publications do not usually 

require substantial use of a personal information management system.  Twenty-five 

academics (five from each university) were identified in this way.   

 

For this group of twenty five academics further details were obtained from their 

personal web pages and also from the Heads of the Schools to enable academics to 

be chosen for interview who represented a range of years since completion of 

doctorate, discipline background and computer expertise.  Five academics including 

both male and female were then selected for interview (from the first group of 

twenty-five) to match the desired sampling characteristics.  These five academics 

were then contacted to request an interview, none of them refused.  More details of 

these five interview participants, their sampling characteristics and a discussion of 

the interview data are described in Chapter Six. 

 

Stage two - questionnaire participants 
 
The purpose of the questionnaire surveys was firstly to collect more data on the 

activities of personal information management and secondly to find academics who 

were users of electronic methods of personal information management to interview. 
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There was only one academic in the first group of interviewees who used an 

electronic personal index and this use was only for the output of references.  The 

next step therefore was to identify some electronic personal index users so that their 

views and behaviours could be studied and compared with the model of personal 

information management.  Two rounds of questionnaire surveys were sent out 

together with an accompanying letter explaining the purpose of the study. The 

academics were given ten days to reply.  

 

The first round of questionnaires was sent to the 226 full-time academics in the first 

sampling frame. Lists of academics in each of the Schools of Education were 

identified by a request to the Head of School with an explanation as to the purpose of 

the study.  Letters and envelopes were addressed to the staff individually and a pre-

paid and addressed return envelope included.  All of the heads of the Schools of 

Education were supportive of this study. There were 129 respondents to the first 

round of questionnaires, a response rate of 57.1%.  Of these 129 respondents, 86 

academics had doctorates (84 PhDs and 2 EdDs). 

 

The second round of questionnaire surveys was sent to the second sampling frame, a 

group of 28 academics that had been trained in EndNote. The academics attended 

training in 1995 and then were sent a questionnaire in the year following their 

training, 1996.  The gap of a year gave time for the learning of EndNote to be 

integrated into the academic’s work practice.  There were 17 returned questionnaires 

giving a response rate of 60.7%.  Only six of the 17 held PhDs so were therefore 

suitable respondents for this study.  

 

More detail of the respondents and their responses to both questionnaire surveys is 

provided in Chapter Seven. 

 

Stage three - second round of interview participants  
 

The academics in the second round of interviews were selected because they were 

using electronic methods of personal information management.  According to 

previous research (Bukhari & Meadows, 1992; Heeks, 1987b), use of electronic 
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bibliographic software is an increasing trend in personal information management.  

Little evidence of use of electronic methods was however found in the activities of 

the first five academics interviewed or in responses to the questionnaire survey.  It 

was also very difficult to find academics using electronic methods who were willing 

to be interviewed.  It is possible that 

 

•  Academics with doctorates are different from those undertaking doctoral 

studies.  Previous studies (e.g. Heeks, 1986; Olander, 1990; Squires, 1993) 

have not distinguished between these two groups. 

•  Academics have tried using electronic methods of personal information 

management and found them unsatisfactory. 

 

Figure 5-1 illustrates the different ways that were used to identify eligible academics 

who were users of electronic methods of personal information management.  Solid  
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Figure 5-1. The selection of interview participants for the two interview groups 

from the three sampling frames 
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lines indicate methods of selection which were useful and the number of 

interviewees thus identified is indicated in a circle alongside; dotted lines indicate 

methods that were unsuccessful.  Further details of the strategies of selection 

including the numbers of eligible candidates in each category are described below 

and are summarised in Table 5-1. 

 
 
Table 5-1. Strategies used to identify interviewees for the second round of interviews 
(academics who were using electronic means of managing their personal 
information) 
 
Strategies for 
identifying interviewees 
for second group 

Sampling 
Frame 

No. of Users 
of software 

No. of 
interviewees 
 

1. Asking academics 
interviewed to nominate 
colleagues 

5 0 0 

2. Asking support staff 226 0 0 
3. Responses from 
survey 
Questionnaire 1 – 
Education Academics 
with doctorates. 
 
 

 
86 

 
6 

 
3 

Questionnaire 2 - 
Endnote Trained 
Academics with 
doctorates 

6 3 0 

4. Australian academics 
active on Bibsoft & 
EndNote Electronic Lists 
with doctorates  

7 2 1  

Total  11 4 
 

 

The first strategy used to select was to ask the first group of academics interviewed 

to nominate colleagues in the Schools of Education (sampling frame one) who were 

users of electronic methods for personal information management.  This approach 

was not successful because the academics could not identify any users of electronic 

methods of personal information management in their particular school.   
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The second strategy was to ask library and computer staff who supported Schools of 

Education staff (in sampling frame 1).  This approach also yielded no known users of 

electronic methods though some academics were known to have bibliographic 

software loaded on their computers.  Given the estimates of electronic personal index 

use in previous studies of 25%-39% (see Bukhari & Meadows, 1992; Heeks, 1987b), 

and a group of over 200 academics, this was surprising.  The sample included one 

University in Queensland so was not just restricted to Western Australia which is an 

isolated state.  Education academics elsewhere have found electronic methods of 

personal information management “a great success” (Barry & Squires, 1995 p. 181).  

This study by Barry & Squires found that the academics used support infrequently so 

it is possible that academics had adopted electronic methods of personal information 

management but had not asked for support. 

 

The third strategy was to identify users from responses to the surveys.  Three 

academics with doctorates (out of 86) who used electronic methods of personal 

information management and were willing to be interviewed were identified from the 

first round of surveys.  The second round of survey was sent out to academics who 

had participated in a training package for EndNote. Of the six respondent academics 

with doctorates who had been trained, three were still using the software, but none 

was willing to be interviewed. 

 

The final strategy used to identify academic users of electronic methods was to 

contact Australian academics who were active on bibliographic software electronic 

lists (third sampling frame). Two electronic lists, BIBSOFT and EndNote, were 

monitored by the researcher in 1996.  Seven Australians were identified (by their 

email addresses ending in "edu.au") as belonging to these electronic lists, five were 

enquiring about which software to select.  Two Australian academics were active on 

these electronic lists with comments indicating that they were actively using 

EndNote to manage their personal collections.  These two academics, one in 

Queensland and one in Western Australia, were both contacted with a request for an 

interview. One of these academics had not yet completed his doctorate, however the 

second academic had completed his doctorate and agreed to be interviewed. 
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Data Collection 

 
Data collection is described under the two separate methods used to collect data, the 

interviews and the questionnaire. 

 

Interviews 
 
Respondents in both interview groups were contacted by telephone to make a time 

for the interview. A length of one and a half hours was requested for each interview.  

The identity of the researcher as a Masters student and the purpose of the research 

was explained in the telephone conversation and repeated at the commencement of 

the interview.  Each academic was assured that pseudonyms would be used in the 

study report and all identifying information would be removed as far as possible.  

 

The academics were interviewed in their own offices in the midst of their personal 

collections, which made possible some visual, as well as verbal, appreciation of their 

information management activities.  Interviewees were able to make gestures and 

show examples of what they did.  Each interview was conducted by the researcher 

and lasted for approximately one hour.  A tape recorder was used to record the 

interviews and all the academics consented to its presence and appeared to be quite 

comfortable about being recorded. Participants were encouraged to describe their 

information management processes in their own words and the questions were used 

as prompts rather than directives, the questions were designed to elicit in-depth 

responses.  Because of this no two interviews had exactly the same sequence but the 

same issues were covered.  

 

The questions in the interview were grouped in the five sections described below.  

The order of questions varied within these sections for both groups.  Interview 

questions were designed to minimise as much as possible the effect of the 

researcher’s attitude as a librarian to personal information management.  My 

assumption as a librarian at the beginning of this study was that the most efficient 

way to manage a personal collection would be to develop and maintain a 

comprehensive electronic personal index.  For the first group of academics, the high 
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publishers, the questions in the interview were therefore carefully phrased so as not 

to bias answers to the use of an electronic index being the “best” option.  

 

With the first group of interviews, the sections of the interview were followed in the 

order listed in the Interview Guide (included in Appendix I).  The order and wording 

of questions within each section varied. The structure of these sections is described 

in more detail below. 
 

1. Background details 

These questions were designed to make the interviewee feel at ease and included 

questions about the interviewee's area of research and teaching and a discussion 

about their publications the previous year. 

 

2. Processes of information management 

 In this section, questions were asked about what activities interviewees used 

when they came across a new citation in a number of different situations. The 

situations used were the ones indicated in the literature (see Chapter Four for 

more detail) as being used by academics to gather their information.  These 

questions included some about informal situations such as when talking to a 

colleague and about more formal situations, such as searching a database. 

Interviewees were then prompted to follow through with further questions about 

how they dealt with the references and items in their offices.  In this way, the 

activities could be followed through without asking the interviewees directly how 

they managed their information, which may have led to some discomfort about 

their level of management. 

 

3. Indexes 

 In the second section of the interview questions were directed to what type of use 

was being made of personal indexes.  Details were asked about the type of 

personal index used, the frequency and purpose of its use. After open-ended 

questions about indexes in general, questions were also included about use and 

non-use of electronic personal indexes. 
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 3. Academics' perception of their personal information management 

 This section of the interview asked questions about how the interviewees 

perceived their personal information management system so that some insight 

could be gained as to how they might like to change. 

 

4. Support 

 The final section of the interview included questions about the type of support 

academics received from their university library and other sources.  It also 

included questions on what support they would like. 

 

At the conclusion of each interview the researcher made field notes which included a 

sketch of the layout of the personal collection, a description of any personal index 

seen and the researcher’s comments on the interviews. 

 

With the second group of interviewees the same sections of the interview guide were 

covered but in the order that seemed appropriate for each interview.  More time was 

spent in probing about use of electronic methods as this second group had been 

specifically selected because they were familiar with these methods. 

 

Questionnaires 
 
The questionnaire was designed to be brief as it had two very specific purposes. 

Firstly, the questions were focussed to elicit answers that would validate the 

activities of personal information management described by the first group of 

interviewees.  Secondly the questionnaire was to find users of electronic methods of 

personal information management for the second round of interviews.  Additionally, 

the data from first five interviews gave no reason to believe that academics vary their 

activities of personal information management for different components of their 

personal collection.  This enabled the questionnaire to focus on one category of 

publication generally found in an academic’s office, photocopies. Photocopies were 

selected rather than books or other publications because photocopies are generally 

similar in format (usually white paper and black type), are more numerous and 

therefore are most in need of organisation in order to be later retrieved. 
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In the questionnaire, the purpose of the research was explained and questions asked 

about how photocopies were organised. The questionnaire consisted of six questions.  

For each question a number of alternative responses were presented including an 

open-ended answer for other comments. The aim was to identify as many types of 

personal information management as possible. The first question asked about how 

photocopies were organised.  This was asked to provide first some data about the 

personal collection and personal index.  The second question asked specifically 

about bibliographic software used and its use. Evidence from the first round of 

interviews had indicated that academics who use it at all make only a very limited 

use of its capabilities.  This question detailed a number of different uses to which 

bibliographic software might be put.  The next three questions provided demographic 

information such as highest education level, number of years since this degree was 

completed, discipline background. The final question asked whether the academic 

would be willing to be interviewed.  A copy of the questionnaire used is included in 

Appendix II. 

 

Data Analysis 

 
The data was analysed with the aim of discovering an academic view of personal 

information management.  There were two types of data, interview and 

questionnaire; the method of analysis for each of these is described below. 

 

Interviews 
 

The interviews were taped, transcribed and analysed together with the field notes.  

Each interview, when transcribed, contained between 5,000 to 8,000 words.  Each 

transcript was reviewed line by line and statements that referred to personal 

information management activities were highlighted.  Statements were classified by 

using the activities in the model from Figure 4-1 as a guide.  Each interview was 

analysed separately, then the activities in all interviews were grouped to identify 

common categories of activities and also differences.  New categories of activities 

were allowed to emerge.  Personal information management components, activities 
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and sequence of activities identified in the interviews were then mapped to the 

components, activities and sequence of activities of the personal information 

management model.  The results are reported in Chapters Six (high publishers) and 8 

(users of electronic methods) and discussed in Chapter Nine. 

 

Questionnaires 
 
The answers obtained from the questionnaires were entered into a spreadsheet.  

Codes were designed by the researcher to analyse the returned questionnaires.  The 

number and percentages for the answers to each question were calculated and 

tabulated.  The answers were grouped into tables under the five questionnaire 

sections, profile of respondents, method of photocopy organisation, indexing 

method, uses of bibliographic software and willingness to be interviewed. The 

content of the answers was examined to see what support there was for the model of 

academics' personal information management.  The results of this analysis are 

reported in Chapter Seven. 
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Chapter Six 
  

Interviews with High Publishing Education Academics 
 
 

It's wonderful having that electronic access to databases but really, who 
has time to do it and process the information and what is this 
information?  So I suppose I tend to go from information that I know and 
trust and authors that I trust and work out through those networks. 
(Helena) 
 

 
This chapter reports the data analysis of the first five interviews.  The interviews 

were with academics in Schools of Education who had a high research publication 

record in the year prior to the interview.  These academics were expected to be 

active personal information managers so able to provide data on how academics are 

currently managing their personal information.  The first section of the chapter 

profiles the five selected interviewees.  Comments by these interviewees about their 

current activities in personal information management are reported and discussed in 

the second section.   

 
 

Profiles of Respondents 

 

The demographics of this initial group of interviewees, academics with high 

publication records, are detailed in Table 6-1. At the time of the interview all were 

full-time staff members of a School of Education at an Australian University and 

were in the top five for publication output from their School as listed in the Schools’ 

1994 publication list.  They all had doctorates (time since completed ranging from 

one to twenty three years) and ranked in position from Lecturer to Associate 

Professor. The group included a number of academic discipline backgrounds, a 

range of computer expertise and two females and three males. All five academics 

had networked computers in their offices and had access to databases such as the 

library catalogue and ERIC via telnet and also to the World Wide Web. 
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In Table 6-1, in the descriptions of the individual academics below and in the report 

of the results of the interviews, the five academics have been assigned pseudonyms 

from Shakespeare in order to protect their identity.  A description of the interviewees 

and their pseudonyms is given below. All quotations of comments by academics are 

included in the text in italics with the pseudonym of the academic in brackets at the 

end. 

 

Table 6-1. Demographics of the first group of interview respondents: full time 
Education academics who were high publishers 
 
Characteristics Participants 
 Biron Theseus Helena Rosaline Dumain 
Gender M M F F M 
Years since 
PhD 

1 9 1 15 23 

Background 
discipline 

Science History Classics Mathematics Literature 

Computer 
expertise 

Publisher Stand 
alone 

Network Publisher Network 

Position Lecturer Lecturer Senior 
Lecturer 

Associate 
Professor 

Associate 
Professor 

 
 

Biron (male) was granted a PhD in 1994 and was a contract Lecturer seeking tenure.  

His foundation discipline was Biology and he used a variety of software on his 

computer; both stand alone (word processing, spreadsheets) and networking (email 

and World Wide Web).  He used Hypertext Markup Language (HTML) to publish 

and manage documents on the World Wide Web.   

 

Theseus (male) was a Lecturer who at the time of the interview was seeking 

promotion.  His first degree was in History and his PhD was completed in 1986.  He 

used his computer for word processing but did not use his computer in a network 

situation except for email. 

 

Helena (female) was a Senior Lecturer whose first degree was in Classics and who 

was granted her doctorate in 1994.  Her computer use was mainly for word 

processing, but she used email daily and described the network access she has 

through her desktop computer to the library catalogue as "fabulous". 
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Rosaline (female) was an Associate Professor with two doctorates, the first in 

Mathematics, the second in Education.  She had been using computers for over 

twenty years.  At the time of her interview her main uses were for word processing, 

editing a journal, email and database access via the Internet.  She connected up her 

own computer and loaded her own software.  

 

Dumain (male) was an Associate Professor who completed his PhD in 1972.  His 

background was English Literature and he wrote poetry as well as being an 

Education academic.  He had used computers for word processing for many years 

and used the network for email but time constraints and priorities had limited other 

network usage at the time of the interview. 

 

The data analysis of the first five interviews was difficult until the researcher 

realised that the activities of personal information management, language used by 

academics to describe their activities, the sequence of these activities and the 

components of personal information management were different from those 

described in the librarians' model.  Once the data was organised according the 

language and the activities of the academics, the pattern of their personal 

information management emerged. 

 
 

Activities of Personal Information Management as Described by the 
First Five Interviewees 

 

A summary of the activities of personal information management as described by the 

first five interviewees is listed in the right hand column of Table 6-2. The names of 

the interviewees who used these words are indicated in brackets. The words of the 

academics selected to describe the activity were chosen because they captured the 

flavour of what the interviewees were saying.  

 

The left hand column lists the activities as anticipated in the model of academics' 

personal information management described in Chapter Four.  These activities have 
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been given letters to facilitate identification of the relevant section of this chapter in 

which the detail of the interviews is discussed, rather than to imply that the activities  

 
Table 6-2. Comparison of the activities of personal information management  (PIM) 
between those described by the initial interviews and those in the model of 
academics' personal information management. 
 

Anticipated PIM Activities in the 
librarians' model 

Actual PIM Activities as described by 
initial group of academic interviewees 

Acquisition 
A.  Find citations 

Acquisition 
A.  Become aware of a reference 
(Dumain, Helena, Rosaline)  

B.  Input citations into personal 
index 
 

 

 C.  Confirm the details of reference 
(Biron, Helena) 

D.  Obtain the document D.  Find a copy (Rosaline) 

Organisation/Storage 
E.  Read and assess the document 

Organisation/Storage 

F.  Add keywords and notes to 
personal index 

F. Make notes 

G.  Categorise documents and store 
them 

G.  Decide why I am interested and 
file it (Dumain, Helena) 

Retrieval/Output 
H.  Retrieve documents from storage 
and use to write paper 

Write 
H.  Collect documents for writing 
(Biron) 

 
I.  Produce bibliography 

 
I.  Produce a list of references 
(Rosaline) 

E.  R
ead &

 A
ssess  

 
are necessarily sequential. Where interviewees described an activity, the 

interviewee's words are used in the heading of the section (with the words used in 

the librarians' model in brackets).   

 

The activities of personal information management have been grouped into the three 

stages, acquisition of information, organisation and storage of information and 
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retrieval and output of information as described in the model of personal information 

management. The total absence of use of a personal index by four of these academics 

and very minimal use by the fifth, resulted in many of the activities of personal 

information management being different.  The activities however, as described by 

the academics fitted into the three stages described by the model.  

 
 

Acquisition of Personal Information 

 

A wide range acquiring information activities were discussed with interviewees.  

Particular emphasis was placed on this initial acquiring aspect of personal 

information management, as this is where the interface with libraries’ systems exists. 

Interviewees were encouraged to talk about exactly what they did when they came 

across an interesting citation so that the activities of personal information 

management could be followed through in a sequence. 

 
 

Activity A - Become aware of a reference (Find citations) 

The first activity, as the interviewees described it, was becoming aware of a 

reference.  The different methods of becoming aware of references that the 

interviewees discussed have been summarised in Table 6-3.  

 

These five academics did not describe themselves as active searchers for 

information, more browsers.  Their methods of becoming aware of references, were 

browsing through items of known quality (known to themselves or their colleagues) 

and following the reference trails backwards, or using citation indexes to follow  
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Table 6-3.  High publishing academics' activities for becoming aware of a reference 
 
Become aware 
activity 

Number 
using 

Reason for use 

Reading other 
research papers  
 

5 - Yes "I usually start from work that I know and work 
out. I still do the building out from some seminal 
papers out through their reference lists that sort 
of stuff. Because you are highly vetted before you 
are accepted. . . .The papers there are really 
valuable as starting points . . . they can save you 
a lot of time." (Helena) 

Personal 
communication 
Talking/E-
mail/Fax/Writing 

5 - Yes Colleagues as well as making a value judgement 
about an article by recommending it can often 
supply the particular item.  Talking and email 
were described as the most used contemporary 
communication devices. 

Using the World 
Wide Web 

1 - Yes 
 
5 -  No 

"Still exploring and not finding much yet."  
(Helena) 
"I am not a big person for it and this World Wide 
Web that is out there and it just frightens the life 
out of me, again it is this sort of information 
overload." (Theseus) 

Subject databases 1 - Yes 
 
4 - No 

Browsing [not searching] through Australian 
Education Index or ERIC is useful. 
"I use databases for some of the other things I do 
but not really for subject searching." (Rosaline) 
"That wouldn't be where I usually start.  I usually 
start from work I know and work out." (Helena) 

Current awareness 
databases 

1-
Perhaps 
 
 
4 - No 

All five prefer the print version.  Biron did use 
the electronic databases but "they are very slow 
responding at times and you have to find the 
correct word to use." 
"I like the browsing capability of print because 
you can go back and forwards so much easier 
and you can do it without staring at a little box in 
front of you." (Rosaline) 

Citation indexes  2  - Yes 
3  - Un-
known 

"I find citation indexes quite useful to go forward 
and it would be really great to have online access 
to them." (Helena) 

Library catalogue 
 

5 - No Not used for becoming aware of references but is 
used for Activity C and for location confirmation.

Databases search by a 
librarian 

1 - Yes 
4 - No 

Theseus might have a search done, not at the 
beginning of a research project but "If I get to a 
stage in my writing that there is a gap or set of 
gaps in terms of what I think should be in there 
and is not there, then I might actually." 

 
reference trails in other directions.  When they became aware of a useful reference 

all five interviewees used paper in some format to make a note of the reference. 
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Choice of format ranged from any piece of paper to a definite preference by one 

interviewee for A4 paper, or another for yellow post-it notes, several of which were 

attached to her computer monitor. Biron used a word processing document to collect 

lists of references, sort them into categories and then print the document to take to 

the library.  None of the five academics appeared at all interested in any form of 

electronic output either from subject databases or the library catalogue. 

 

In summary, the first activity of personal information management, becoming aware 

of references, is different from the methods that librarians would use to find 

references.  Librarians would call the methods used by academics informal.  The 

interviewees prefer to talk to colleagues, read a "known and trusted" article or 

browse through new journals and follow the trail of references.  Other methods 

which would be described as formal by librarians such as searching subject 

databases, or of having a search done by a librarian, is not where these academics 

"would start". The database exception is the citation indexes and this activity is 

regarded as working forward from a known and trusted item rather than searching. 

The lack of interest in databases does not appear to be an aversion to use of 

technology.  All five academics were comfortable with using email to communicate 

with their colleagues and they also used desktop access to databases for confirming 

citations.  The methods used by these academics to become aware of references may 

be described as informal by librarians but the activities that these academics used 

were quite systematic, just a different system to the one more often used by 

librarians.  The academics work outwards from what and whom they know and trust, 

rather than having to sift though volumes of information that are likely to be 

generated by searching on databases or the World Wide Web.  Browsing is an 

important activity and this is one of the reasons that the academics like print. 

 
Yes I would still browse through it in paper, and say yes, that's an interesting 

idea or whatever, yes. In print you can flick through and scan the contents 

pages for articles that relate to you and also authors that you know. (Helena) 

 
In this context it is not surprising that there was a total lack of interest in any form of 

electronic output from a database which is also further explained by minimal interest 

in the use of a personal index.  
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Activity B - Input citations into personal index 
  
This was not an activity that was described by the academics in these five interviews 

but was in the original model.  Academics were not asked directly about their 

personal index until they had described their general activities of personal 

information management. They were asked questions about what they did after they 

became aware of a reference.  None of the five academics indicated that they 

recorded their new references into any form of print or electronic index in order to 

manage their personal collection.  None of them was currently using either a card (or 

other form of print) or electronic personal index as part of their personal information 

management activities.  Later, when directly asked about using a personal index, 

Helena described how she used an electronic database (EndNote) but only for the 

output of bibliographies. She records these references in her EndNote database only 

at the final stages of writing and uses the database only to produce a reference list. 

Helena was quite aware of the functions of a personal index. 
 

I mean I suppose it would organise what I have so I don't have to stand there 
and think ‘I know I have a paper by so and so' and I wouldn't have to sift 
through that great pile but that is about the only purpose that I could see of 
actually indexing everything I have so far. (Helena) 

 
I asked Biron who had finished his PhD only the previous year why he had not kept 

his personal index going.  He explained: 
 

Not for a small project simply because the time it would take to set it up is 
often more than the time you would save.  So you have to look at the time it 
would take setting up compared to the benefit.  If the project is big enough it is 
worth setting it up. (Biron) 

 
All five academics interviewed had used a card index in some format but stopped 

using it, mostly when they finished their doctorates. They did not consider it a 

priority to establish a personal index despite having large personal collections to 

manage. 
 

If I had space and time I would not have a card index or anything else, I might 
label a few shelves. I would like to have a complete list of what I’ve got . . . but 
again there are higher priorities.  So I suppose I haven’t really considered it  . 
. . there are far more important things at this point. (Rosaline)  
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Other reasons given for no longer using a card index included the difficulties of 

cross-referencing using cards, having to look in two places rather than one and the 

difficulty of maintaining a separate index.  Theseus and Rosaline described their 

connection with the physical papers as a form of relationship and consider that an 

index could interfere with this relationship.   

 
Rather than having a reference system of cards or something that you check 
through, because I have a problem with a system like cards. If I read 
something and I want to keep it as it is because it is connected with me in some 
way. . . .  So I'll only keep the reference if I've had a relationship with the 
paper that is the best way I can put it at the moment. (Theseus) 
 

Helena used EndNote but as mentioned above, not as an index to her personal 

collection, only to produce reference lists for publications.  She did not input the 

reference details when she found them or when she obtained the full document only 

after she has written a paper.  

 

Dumain has tried a version of bibliographic software but again only in terms of the 

value of printing out bibliographies. 

 
I tried years and years ago to use something.  It would be nice in terms of 
making the writing more efficient so that if one journal rejected an article you 
could rejoin it into the appropriate format for another lot. . . .  I know it would 
save time. (Dumain) 

 
Biron appears to firmly believe he would use bibliographic software if he could 

afford it and had the time.  On being questioned about what he would do if he were 

to change his system, he said. 

 
Well, if I had the software and the time to do it I would change.  Not having the 
budget to buy the software does not make it easy to change.  I would put it 
straight onto a bibliographic file.  I would still put paper copies in the folder 
but it would save time in trying to find it especially if it could be in two or 
three different places, it might be in a subject folder or in the unit I am 
teaching.  Also it would save time in producing the lists. (Biron) 

 
However Biron’s institution acquired a site licence to EndNote in January 1997 

which would have enabled Biron to use EndNote at no cost to himself.  When he 

was contacted five months later in June 1997, he had still not begun to use EndNote; 

he still had "no time". 
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Theseus indicated that not only does he not use a personal index himself, he would 

not recommend his students to use an electronic personal index to work with. 

 

None of the academics interviewed used a personal index to manage their personal 

collection and there is no indication in their responses that they think it a high 

priority to develop one.  If they had more time they would do other things. 

 
No I would spend it writing and I would like to write at home and do research. 
(Dumain) 

 
If they did spend some time developing a personal index it would not necessarily be 

electronic.   

 
What I tend to do is to actually go back to some of the form of written ways of 
dealing with data.  I would continue to use those ways rather than doing 
something new like some of things that just talking to you has alerted me like 
cutting and pasting from catalogues and downloading into EndNote and those 
sort of things. (Helena) 

 

Activity C - Confirm details of the reference 

 

Confirming the details of the reference is not an activity present in the original 

model.  It was however the major reason why databases were used by these 

academics.  Four of the interviewees mentioned that they find subject index and 

abstract databases useful to confirm the details of a reference.  

 
I don't actually start with databases, I mean I use them a bit usually to confirm 
a reference. (Helena) 
 

I usually try and remember the author and check it up later.  I might look in 
ERIC on the network, or something else. (Biron) 

 
Helena also confirmed reference details by using email to request details from the 

colleague who mentioned the reference originally. 

 
Sometimes I will ask them if they'll send it 'cos often it's a matter of ‘Will you 
send that reference through to me?  So, what I've done recently is to follow up 
people with an email to say when we were talking you mentioned 'such and 
such' can you send me through that reference or whatever. (Helena)  
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The interviewees also found it very useful to have access to library catalogues in 

which they can both confirm details and find locations. Dumain and Theseus did not 

use access to the library catalogues from their desktop to confirm citations and find 

locations, they preferred to go to the library and use the catalogue and subject 

databases there. Helena, Biron and Rosaline search the library catalogue from their 

desktop computers. They both make paper copies of references to take to the library.  

 
From my office, usually I look for journals rather than books.  I might look in 
the Library catalogue to see if it is held here.  I usually make a list of articles 
and books I want to look for in the main library and then go up and see what it 
is about and if it is worthwhile.  But I will make a list on paper before I go up 
to the library. (Biron) 

 
I must say that the access that I have for instance to the library catalogue 
through my desk is just fabulous so I tend to look for things and for instance 
with our postgraduate students sometimes I might say "So and so, I don't know 
if that's in the library, lets just have a look".  We'll do that sort of thing.  I’ll 
print it out and give it to them. (Helena)  

 
The responses of all five indicate a preference for electronic methods, email or 

electronic access to databases for the activity of confirming citations.  Access to 

databases whether from office or library is considered to be very useful. 

Confirmation of citations was often combined with the next activity, finding a copy 

of the item, during a visit to the library. 

 

Activity D – Find a copy (Obtain the document) 

The five interviewees had a very similar approach to the activity of finding a copy; 

having found something that was meaningful to them, they want to acquire it as soon 

as possible.  The preferred action is, if it is a personal recommendation, ask the 

person for a paper copy.  

 

If a copy of a document is not available from a colleague, the second choice for all 

five academics was to check the university library and if possible obtain a copy from 

there.  Helena, Rosaline and Biron mentioned that using electronic access in their 

office to their own university library catalogue saved them from making unnecessary 
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trips to the library. Helena also mentioned that it is useful to have electronic access 

to other library catalogues. 

 
Since I've had them on screen I've used that to access other library catalogues 
and find out where it is and go and get it if is urgent or otherwise I’ll use inter-
library-loans. (Helena) 

 
On the other hand, she pointed out that electronic access does not replace a visit to 

the library because then you can browse. 

 
I don’t like the fact that I don’t have time to just go across to the library and 
look through current journals and the shelves and keep up systematically as I 
used to. (Helena) 

 
Theseus pointed out that he makes time to go to the library daily, he considers 

browsing the new journals important for his research. 

 
I go to the library everyday.  I think it is very important.  I know where most of 
the books I want are, but sometimes I will use the library catalogue and make 
a note where the book or journal is. (Theseus) 

 
Dumain did not go to the library but used a research assistant to obtain a lot of the 

material that he has located.  He claimed he did not have time to "play with these 

[electronic access to the library catalogue] things". 

 

Rosaline would search from her office or go to the library and search. 

 
I don’t mind, sometimes it is more relevant to search in the library.  I’m not 
one who will necessarily stay in her office, I quite like to do it in the library 
and then when I come across something I can go to the source and settle it and 
often cross reference it so I will quite often do it like that.  (Rosaline) 

 
If the item is not available in their local library, all five appreciated electronic 

communication with inter-library loans to obtain a copy of the item.  Even the most 

reluctant network user of the five interviewed, Dumain, was enthusiastic about email 

and would like to be able to use it to get a copy of a document wherever it is held. 

 
Email is one of the good things I use.  I haven’t used the Net much. I have set 
up email at home.  It would be the best way to communicate with the library if 
you want them to get something for you.  I do orders this way and it would be 
good to be able to just say ‘get it’. (Dumain) 
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Two interviewees expressed dissatisfaction with the operation of the inter-library-

loan system at their university. 

 
I find it very poor here and frustrating. I mean I sent something [paper ILL 
form] in about two months ago and I've had nothing back.  The system seems 
to have broken down or something. (Theseus) 

 
The ease of delivery of the actual item if it is available electronically was mentioned 

as useful by the two interviewees, Biron and Rosaline, who are extensive network 

users.   

 
Most of what is available electronically is things like conference proceedings 
and I either have [paper] copies of papers I want or I know where they are so 
if I want them I just print them off the Internet. (Biron) 
 

Sometimes directly asking people (not librarians) for an item is the only option. 

Rosaline explained the difficulty of obtaining access to non-conventional library 

material such as newspaper articles and reports written by government departments. 

She often finds that asking her contacts is about the only way of obtaining this 

material. 

 
So it is a very wide range and it is actually difficult to get help from traditional 
external support such as libraries in gathering the material up. Most of the 
stuff I am looking for is non-conventional. One of the most difficult things to 
track down is newspaper reports in different states.  Now a lot of people knew 
we were working on this or were interested in this.  We will ask whoever we 
can for a copy.  (Rosaline) 

 
Biron mentioned a similar problem with conference proceedings.  With some of the 

large Education conferences such as American Education Research Association 

(AERA), there are over ten thousand presentations that are not formally published.  

It was perceived as highly important by Biron to collect the papers yourself or find 

someone who has.  Contacts are all important for keeping up-to-date with current 

educational research. 

 

Electronic access to electronic networks was appreciated by these academics 

because in a number of areas it can speed up the activity of obtaining the document. 

Electronic access to library catalogues is useful for finding out if an item is held by 

the library and if it is available, but visits to the library are also useful because of the 
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opportunity to browse.  Electronic access to document delivery is also regarded as 

very useful because it can save time in obtaining an item. For the same reasons, any 

improvement in the turn around time for inter-library loans is appreciated.   

 

Organisation and Storage of Personal Information 

 

There are three activities in the organisation and storage stage of the model of 

personal information management described in Chapter Four, and three activities 

were described by the five high publishers but there were some differences in 

language and activity.  The first activity of the model, reading and assessing, was not 

described as an activity specific to this organisation stage but rather something that 

occurs across the whole process of personal information management. It is however 

discussed here for convenience.  The second activity in the model, adding keywords 

and notes to personal index, was not an activity done by the five academics because 

only one of them had any form of personal index and she did not use her index for 

this purpose, only to produce bibliographies.   Interviewees described however how 

they classified their documents by subject and made notes about documents but not 

in their personal indexes.  The third activity which was reported in the librarians' 

model as categorisation and storage, is described by the interviewees as "decide why 

I am interested and file it".   

 

Activity E – Read and assess (Read and assess the document) 

Quality assessment appears to be a continual process during the personal information 

management process which is why, in Table 6-2, this activity was placed in a 

vertical direction.  Comments by all five interviewees were strong.  They collected 

references if they "look interesting" (Biron) or if they "relate to a piece of research I 

am doing" (Theseus).  They obtained a copy of an article if "I read it and if it is 

worthwhile" (Biron).  When storing an article Helena would "decide why I am 

interested".   

 

One interviewee (Rosaline) described her procedures for collecting material for a 

review.  She indicated that for her assessment is a two-stage process. The 
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organisation of material was a subsequent step to the conceptualising of her ideas.  

While she made an initial assessment of relevancy to the topic when she collected 

something, she only thoroughly read and assessed the material when she was ready 

to work on it with her colleague. When Rosaline and her colleague are writing they 

decide exactly how each item is related to the other material they have collected. 

 
We collected the material over about six years and we collected anything that we 
came across, even though we did not know its relevance at the time we collected 
in the broad area.  Certainly as the file builds up we can build a little more 
system into it, but early on with that sort of material you don’t know what the 
system is and therefore you can’t really develop one and if you do you are 
restricting your interpretation.  With a lot of the documents, you don’t know how 
they will fit together or what they will mean.  It is only when you start compiling 
the whole piece that you recognise where a particular piece fitted or what its 
relevance was. (Rosaline) 

 
Three of the other four considered that what they really need was more time to read 

and assess as Helena describes: 

 
I wish I could use the systems more efficiently I suppose but then I wonder 
what would that do to the quality of my research because what I really I need 
to do is to sit and think through.  Sure, do a whole lot of reading of what other 
people are doing but think through new ideas, new ways of thinking about 
things.  (Helena)  

 
If an item ceased to be important it may get discarded.  Theseus was as rigorous 

about throwing things out as he was about collecting them.  He set aside half an hour 

each day to go through his collection of documents and he spring-cleaned about four 

times a year.  His office was very tidy compared to the offices of most academics 

where it is often difficult to find any surface not covered by piles of books, papers 

and journals. Judging by the evidence of their offices, it is unlikely that many 

academics are so rigorous about the assessing their personal collections for discard. 

The interviewees indicated that they assessed the material they are dealing with in 

each activity of personal information management.  They did not describe assessing 

as an initial activity done only when deciding where to store an item in their 

collection as described in the model.  The academics only collected something if it 

was perceived as important and they continually assessed the importance and 

relevance of information in all their personal information management activities. 
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Activity F – Make notes (Add keywords and notes to personal index)  

As explained under Activity B, input citations into personal index, none of the high 

publishers used a personal index for managing their personal collections so none of 

them were inputting keywords. When Helena (who uses an EndNote database for 

producing a reference list only) was asked if she adds keywords or abstracts to her 

EndNote database she replied that: 

 
No, I have just used it for citation at the moment.  Though I can see that would 
be useful to do.  But I haven't no. (Helena) 

 
Theseus said he would add keywords and notes to an electronic personal index, if he 

could afford the software, but when the software became available free, Theseus still 

did not create a personal index. 

 

While the five academics did not add notes to their personal index they did write 

notes about the documents that they collected.  The five interviewees described some 

of the techniques that they used for making notes.  

 

Theseus used word processing software to store notes about a particular issue. 

 
I keep a file on the desktop there called the "Case for cases", and as I come 
across something in a book, or in a journal article, that other people have 
made the case for cases and if it is a new one, if it is a new argument or a new 
twist to an argument I pop it in there.  It's reached about four or five pages 
now. (Theseus) 

 
Helena talked about another technique, making notes in the margins. 

 
We do a lot of textual analysis work and that means you have to really work 
with them, with the text and being able to flick across and back and underline 
and make notes in the margins and things like that. (Helena) 

 
Rosaline indicated that she made notes on a piece of paper or in a word processing 

document (and printed this out) and filed this paper with her file of documents. She 

did try collecting quotes in an electronic file thinking that she might use them in a 

report 

 
I entered a lot of those quotes into a document and that helped in starting our 
thinking and we thought we would use those quotes but in actual fact we often 
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never did.  It helped in the organisation of our thinking and the various 
categories that some of the documents were organised under and sometimes 
the quotes were used but quite often they were not. (Rosaline) 

 
The interviewees, while they do not use a personal index, used other methods for 

making notes.  These methods included electronic ones such as word processing 

files, or simply scribbling on the documents themselves or on a separate piece of 

paper and filing this with the document. 

 

Activity G - Decide why I am interested and file it. (Categorise documents and 

store them) 

Interviewees outlined how they decided where to store the items that they collected 

and how they dealt with items that they were uncertain about where to store, for 

instance if a document fitted into two of their subject categories.  

 

Helena summed up the activity thus: 

 
I will look at the article and decide why I am interested and then file it. If I am 
interested but do not know where to file the article it goes in one of those piles 
[indicating two piles on top of her filing cabinet]. (Helena) 

 
For photocopies, all five interviewees had subject or project files.  Four stored their 

photocopies in a filing cabinet and their books on shelves.  The fifth, Theseus, had 

both books and photocopies on shelves together with the photocopies stored in 

folders within journal boxes.  Each academic had their own particular spatial 

arrangement and when asked how they would store items, they all pointed out the 

various piles and filing drawers as they mentioned them.  The offices of the 

interviewees varied from the very tidy, almost spartan office of Theseus to 

academics with offices full of books and files of documents such as Rosaline's office 

where she was collecting primary source material for a review. However all the 

interviewees demonstrated a knowledge about what the spatial arrangement meant to 

them.  For example: 

 
Photocopies 

Mainly put it on one of those piles or if it is related to one of the research 
projects that I am working on I'd pop it in a file in the filing cabinet in relation 
to that. The stuff on the top of that filing cabinet is for instance is stuff all on 
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one research project up there and every now and again I come across papers 
and I add to that stack.  Those ones over there are like general ones that I use 
for both teaching and for research I suppose.  The other specific ones I'd file in 
the filing cabinet.  So if it specifically related to something I have a project 
going on then they go in that project file. (Helena) 

 
Books 

If it is a book from the library I make a photocopy of the title page plus 
relevant sections.  If I've bought the book it goes on my shelves in roughly 
subject areas.  I try to shelve books on a similar topic close to each other and I 
might make a note in the subject file so I know where it is. (Biron) 

 
Four of the academics interviewed would definitely print out any electronic 

document and incorporate them into their print collections.  The fifth academic, 

Rosaline comments that she would sometimes store a long electronic article as a file 

before she had assessed it, but then she would print from the file when she wanted to 

actually use it. 

 
Most of the things when I am reviewing I would definitely put on paper.  If I’m 
needing it for a more specialised purposes or if it is a very long electronic article, 
then I might keep it electronically and then print discriminately. (Rosaline) 

 
None of the five academics mention any sort of general electronic storage of full text 

files.  Rosaline summarised some of the reasons: 

 
Print them for a whole lot of reasons.  Because I find you can’t lay documents 
electronically side by side and picture a whole lot at once you can’t do it.  You 
are still locked into print to do this.  You just can’t put them together, 
rearrange them.  I mean once you have them organised and you had a whole 
lot filed electronically then you could organise them but it is too difficult to do. 
(Rosaline) 

Other reasons cited by Biron were that print enabled you to browse and you can also 

take the item with you. 

 
I would prefer that I could access an article on the WWW because then I don't 
have to use up my disk space but if it was really good I would rather have it in 
paper form so you can take it with you and read it at your own leisure. (Biron) 

 
Items that four of the interviewees were not sure about where they should file, either 

went into an uncategorised pile or were duplicated and filed in several places. 

Helena described how she periodically reassessed her uncategorised piles. 
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See those piles of papers sitting over there?  I will look at them sometimes and 
decide why I am interested in the article. Then mainly I will put it on one of 
those files [indicating different part of her office] or if it is related to one of 
the research projects that I am working on I'd pop it in a file in the filing 
cabinet. (Helena) 

 
The fifth academic, Theseus, had no uncategorised pile of items that he was not sure 

of where to file; he would only add an item to his collection if it meant something to 

him.   

 
I read something and I want to keep it as it is because it is connected with me 
in some way.  I've connected with the paper rather than it being a mechanical 
exercise that I have to churn out a reference because I read it somewhere.  So 
I'll only keep the reference if I've had a relationship with the paper that is the 
best way I can put it at the moment. (Theseus) 

 
All five academics, despite having no personal index, had a very clear idea of where 

documents were in their office.  The arrangements were very spatially organised 

with different subjects and projects in different areas.  Any uncategorised items went 

into piles for future review.  This did not prevent the academics thinking they might 

like to change things but not perhaps their method of organisation. 

 
It is not even frustration about the way I am organised.  I just wish that I was 
more specialised.  I wish that I could define myself what I do more.  I find 
frustrating the fact that other people seem to be more certain about what they 
are at, where they locate themselves. (Theseus) 
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Retrieval and Output of Personal Information 

 
The first part of retrieval and output activity, collecting documents for writing was 

not as predicted in the librarians' model because none of the academics interviewed 

used a personal index to find items in their personal collection.  For the second 

activity, producing a list of references, one academic did as predicted in the model 

and used her personal index and word processing software to produce reference lists, 

the other four used word processing software alone.  

 

Activity H - Collecting the documents for writing (Retrieve documents from 

storage and use to write paper) 

All five of the interviewees indicated that finding items on a specific subject or for a 

project was not usually a problem because items were usually filed all together in a 

folder for that subject or project.  By the time they were ready to write, they usually 

had a number of documents gathered together in one location and it was simply a 

matter of collecting them. 

 

All the interviewees however admitted some problems with finding an individual 

article that they knew they had but were not sure where they had filed.  Two 

different methods were outlined for tracking where an item might be in a personal 

system.  One method was to guess the appropriate subject folder, Biron explained: 

 
Usually you can remember what he has written about and why you used it last, 
so you go to that folder and you don't make the folder too big. In my doctoral 
work some got very big.  I was careful to keep them in alphabetical order by 
author. (Biron) 

 
This practice of searching through files is recognised as not very efficient and 

sometimes the paper will be in an uncategorised pile.  Helena thought it could, for 

this reason, be useful to have a personal index. 

 
I suppose it would organise what I have so I don't have to stand there and 
think ‘I know I have a paper by so and so’ and I wouldn't have to sift through 
that great pile but that is about the only purpose that I could see of actually 
indexing everything I have so far. (Helena) 
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The second method of tracking items was also subject orientated but involved 

referring back to a key article that might mention the full details.  This was a reverse 

of the technique these academics described that they used to become aware of 

references, Rosaline clarified: 

 
So it is going back to something else that is written, not necessarily what we’ve 
written but a reference work that we trust to try to work out where does this fit 
in?  (Rosaline) 

 
Dumain thought it might be quicker to have an electronic system but thought there 

was a price: 

 
It would be quicker if you had an electronic one.  It would allow you to 
compile things from it a lot faster.  It is more time consuming to have my 
material in folders but it takes a while too set up an electronic system and 
there is also the cost of the software. (Dumain) 

 
All five academics interviewed had large collections but used a combination of 

memory of the appropriate subject area and significant papers to locate documents in 

their personal collection rather than a personal index. 

 

Activity I - Produce a list of references (Produce bibliography) 

The final activity of personal information management described by these five 

interviewees was the production of a reference list.  Four of the five academics used 

their word processors to keep lists of their references but the fifth, Helena, 

mentioned the use of bibliographic software, EndNote.  She did not use EndNote for 

any other aspect of managing her personal information but found EndNote useful to 

produce reference lists.  She only put references into her EndNote database when she 

was writing 

 
We've had this discussion in our Research Committee recently where 
somebody was asking for someone to put their bibliography on to EndNote. I 
was saying, "Why would you want that?"  Because I have a whole lot of papers 
that I have referred to in the past but I wouldn't any more, but I might to some 
of them. I mean you go back to some seminal works.  I mean more or less in 
general you wouldn't go back much. So I think it is easier to put them on as 
you go. (Helena) 
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Support for Personal Information Management 

 

At the end of each interview questions were asked about the type of support that was 

available for personal information management at the respondent’s university, and 

any additional sort of support that they would like.  The comments all related to 

training. 

 
All five high publishing academics indicated that suitable training was not available 

to them.  A variety of reasons were cited.  Biron suggested that the level of existing 

courses was too low.  

 
Only EndNote software, not managing documents as such. There is a little 
when you start but not much after that. Most of the stuff is introductory. 
(Biron) 

 
Rosaline had problems with both finding time to attend and with sessions being run 

at inappropriate times for her.  Rosaline and Helena thought that you were expected 

to learn about personal information management when you were a research student 

and even though the new technologies were available, the assumption is that 

academics knew what to do and did not need special training. 

 

All five academics commented that it was more useful to find a local person to help 

you.  

 
Someone with expertise when I need it, just talking to you has made me realise 
that there are a number of things that might be useful to explore.  I suspect that 
I don’t use either my word processor or EndNote to their full advantage. 
(Helena) 

 
The people mentioned included colleagues, librarians and research assistants. 

 
Go to a colleague first but I also know a number of people in the library that I 
wouldn’t hesitate to go to either.  Depending on the time of day and what it 
was. (Rosaline)  

 
Theseus and Dumain did not think any training was available at their universities. 

 
The following comment by Theseus best summarises what the high publishers said 

about support for personal information management. 
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You can’t really get help for the difficult part of information management.  
This folder is an example of what I mean.  You collect documents in an area 
like this and read them and then you get to a point in your thinking where they 
fit together and you know how you are going to use them. (Theseus) 

 
 

Summary of High Publishers' Personal Information Management 

 

The first group of five interviews suggested that academics manage their personal 

information in a different way to the one described by the original model. They use a 

strategy of managing with an organised personal collection only and have no 

personal index. As a result their activities of personal information management were 

quite different from those suggested in the model.  Librarians' perceptions were 

confirmed as accurate only in the first part of personal information management, 

becoming aware of references.  The general perception in the literature (e.g. Brittain, 

1982; Case, 1986, Olander, 1990; Stoan, 1991) is that academics prefer what 

librarians' term informal methods of finding information.  The data from the first 

group of interviews confirmed that perception.  The activities of the second and third 

stages of personal information management, which librarians know least about 

because they occur outside the library, were very different from the activities in the 

librarians' model of personal information management. 

 

This sample of five high publishing academics was however small.  The next chapter 

provides more data on the activities of the second two stages of personal information 

management from a larger sample of academics. 
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Chapter Seven 
  

Results of Questionnaire Survey 
 

 
Managing documents is something I seek to minimise. It is not research 
oriented and I suspect that for me, getting into this stuff would be an 
avoidance strategy, time consuming and unproductive. (Comment on 
Questionnaire) 

 
 
The data analysis of the questionnaire survey is discussed in this chapter.  

Questionnaires were sent out for two purposes.   The first purpose was to collect 

more data on the second and third stages of academics' personal information 

management.  The second purpose was to find some users of electronic personal 

indexes to interview.  A copy of the questionnaire is included in Appendix III. 

 

The questionnaire focussed firstly on academics' use of electronic personal indexes 

and secondly on how they used personal indexes for the activities of the second and 

third stages of personal information management; namely, organisation and storage, 

and retrieval and output.  These are stages of personal information which occur 

outside the library and about which librarians know least.  While it is recognised that 

academics collect information in a variety of formats, it was decided to limit 

questions in this survey to photocopy organisation.  Neither previous research nor 

comments made in the first five interviews gave any reason to think that academics' 

activities in personal information management vary according to the format of the 

information. 

 

Two rounds of questionnaires were sent out.  The first round was sent to all full-time 

academics at the Schools of Education (including a Science and Mathematics 

Centre) in five universities. These respondents are referred to in the tables as 

“Education Academics”.  A second round was sent to all academics (from a range of 

discipline backgrounds but excluding the School of Education) trained in EndNote at 

one of the universities. These respondents are referred to in the tables as “EndNote 

Academics”. 
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This study focussed on full-time academics who had already been granted their 

doctorates. The responses were therefore first screened to exclude those academics 

who did not already conform to this prerequisite.  

 
 

Response Rate 

 

The first round of questionnaires was sent to 226 academics in Schools of Education 

and there were 129 respondents, a response rate of 57.1%.  Of the 129 respondents, 

84 had a PhD and 2 had an EdD, a total of 86 responses from full-time academics 

with doctorates.  In the second round 28 questionnaires were sent, 17 responded 

giving a response rate of 60.7%.  Six of these respondents had doctorates. 

 
 

Design of the Questionnaire 

 

The questionnaire contained five sections.  The respondents were first asked about 

how they physically organised their photocopies (of journal articles, book chapters 

etc.).  Next they were asked about their use of various indexing methods (card, 

bibliographic software, other electronic means, or other method) to manage their 

photocopies.  The third section explored electronic indexing, specifically including 

questions on how bibliographic software was used.  The rest of the questionnaire 

asked for demographics and availability of the respondent for an interview.  

 

The results are described in five sections; profile of respondents, method of 

photocopy organisation, indexing method, uses of bibliographic software and 

willingness to be interviewed. 
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Profile of Questionnaire Participants 

 

Two questions were asked about personal details, how many years since their 

highest qualification (PhD or EdD) had been granted and discipline background. 

 

Year doctorate was granted 
 
Participants were asked which year they had completed their highest qualification. 

 
Table 7-1. Qualification decade of questionnaire respondents 

  
Qualification  
Year Education 

Academics 
EndNote Trained 
Academics 

Total 

1940s 1 0 1 
1950s 0 0 0 
1960s 3 0 3 
1970s 32 0 32 
1980s 28 2 30 
1990s 21 4 25 
No answer 1 1 
Total 86 6 92 

 
Table 7-1 shows that responses were received from academics whose doctorates 

were granted in years ranging from the 1940s up to the 1990s. Responses were 

obtained from 92 academics who had qualified across a wide range of years and 25 

of these academics qualified in the last ten years and could feasibly have had the 

opportunity to experience and evaluate electronic methods of personal information 

management while doing their doctorates.   

 

Background discipline 
 

Respondents were asked into which discipline area they would categorise the 

majority of their teaching and research.  The choices were Arts and Humanities, 

Social Science, and Science. 

 
 
Table 7-2. Background discipline of respondents 

 90 



 
Discipline Education 

Academics 
EndNote 
Trained 
Academics 

 Total 

 No. % No. %  
Arts & 
Humanities 

31 36.1% 2 33.3%  

Social Science 51 59.3% 1 16.7%  
Science 2 2.3% 2 33.3%  
*Education 2 2.3% 0 0.0%  
No Answer 0 0.0% 1 16.7%  
Total 86 100.0% 6 100.0%  
   

*Not a category, added by respondents 
 
 
The results in Table 7-2 show that in the group of Education Academics, 51 

academics (59%) indicated Social Science as their discipline area, 31 (36%) 

indicated Arts and Humanities and only two (2%) indicated Science. Among the 

EndNote Academics, the discipline background of the academics were fairly evenly 

spread (two Arts, one Social Science, two Science and one no answer).  

 

From the five written comments added to the questionnaire at this question such as 

“my discipline, education covers all these areas” or "all of these" it appears that 

education respondents were viewing themselves as education academics and are 

attempting to categorise “education” in these categories. In order to ensure data was 

collected from academics in a range of discipline backgrounds, academics were 

included from Science and Mathematics Centre (SMEC) where the focus is on 

science teaching and over 90% of the academics according to their lists of 

qualifications, have their first degree in science.  

 
 

Method of Photocopy Organisation 

 
Respondents were asked to how they organised the photocopies of articles that they 

collected.  They were asked to indicate whether they filed their photocopies under  

each of the following categories: 
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•  author 

•  project 

•  subject 

•  uncategorised pile 

 

For each category, respondents were asked to indicate an answer of "yes", "no" or 

"don't know". The answers are summarised in Table 7-3. 

 

     Table 7-3. Organisation of photocopies 
 

Method of organising 
photocopies 

Education 
Academics 

EndNo
te 
Acade
mics 

  Total 
 

 No. % No. % No. %
Project & Subject only 31 36.1% 2 33.3% 33 35.9%
Author, Project & Subject 20 23.3%  20 21.7%
Subject only 11 12.8% 2 33.3% 13 14.1%
Project only 9 10.4%  9 9.8%
Author & Subject 7 8.1% 1 16.7% 8 8.7%
Author & Project 3 3.5%  3 3.3%
Numerical system* 3 3.5%  3 3.3%
Author 1 1.2% 1 16.7% 2 2.2%
Not yet filed* 1 1.2%  1 1.1%
Total 86 100.0% 6 100.0% 92 100.0%

 *Category derived from comments not delineated in the questionnaire 
 
 
All the academics had a personal collection of photocopies.  Over 90% of the 

academics surveyed used some combination that included either a project or a 

subject basis.  This supports the data analysis of the five interviews with high 

publishers. Both project and subject files were used by over 30% of both groups. 

Over 20% of academics in Schools of Education used project, subject and author 

systems for filing their photocopies.  About 10% of academics chose either project 

or subject alone as a method of filing.  Other combinations used were author and 

project, author and subject, author alone.  Three academics used numerical systems 

and one indicated they had a pile waiting to be filed. 
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Comments added to the questionnaire suggest that some academics may have several 

methods of filing their photocopies depending on the nature of the task. 

 

Copies move out of author or subject files for the duration of project but then 
back to subject/author. 
 
Conceptualised organised piles when I have a project on. 

 
 

Indexing Method 

 

Respondents were asked if they used any of the following to manage their 

photocopies: 

 

•  a card index 

•  bibliographic software 

•  other computer software (please name) 

•  another method not an index (please name) 

 
Table 7-4. Use of personal indexes 
 
Method of management Education Academics EndNote Academics 
 Number 

Total = 86 
% of Total Number 

Total = 6 
% of Total 

Card *12 13.9% 1 16.6%
Bibliographic software *9 10.4% 3 50.0%
Other software to manage *14 16.3% 0 0.0%
Number using no personal 
index 

53 61.6% 2 33.3%

* some users qualified their answers 
Note. More than one category of management method could be used. Some 
academics used both a bibliographic software and word processing software. 
 
As Table 7-4 details, less than 14% of the Education Academics indicated they used 

card indexes and only 10.5% indicated they used bibliographic software specifically 

designed to index personal collections.  More than 61% of Education Academics and 

more than 33% of EndNote Academics did not use a personal index.  This supports 

the evidence of low use of personal indexes found in the five interviews with high 

publishers.  Even within these small numbers of users of personal indexes, some of 
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the survey academics qualified their answers so the actual use of personal indexes 

was much less. Their responses to the individual methods of indexing are discussed 

in more detail below. 

 

Use of card index 
 

Of the 86 academic who responded, twelve Education Academics (14%) indicated 

that they used a card index to manage their photocopies.  However four of these 

made comments that indicated that they did not use the card index to manage their 

current material but only for “the old sorted ones”, or “for my MEd & PhD”.  This 

supports the evidence from the first five interviews that academics cease using their 

card index when they are granted their PhD.  It suggests that only eight (9%) of 

academics are still using their card indexes.  

 

Use of bibliographic software 
 

There were nine (10%) Education Academics who indicated that they used 

bibliographic software however three of these qualified their answer with the 

following comments.  

 

I do have this system - EndNote; not used yet. 
My research assistant uses the bibliographic stuff. 
Just starting to use EndNote, I don't use it because I require training 
 

This suggests that only six (7%) of the respondents currently used bibliographic 

software.  One of the Education Academics with a negative answer added a 

comment indicating that indexing may not be used because it is not considered an 

appropriate method of management. 

 

I do not use bibliographic software because I have not been shown/trained. 
Further, I need to be convinced that bibliographic software is useful and better 
than my current [physical system - author/subject/uncategorised] system.  

 

Another comment cited at the beginning of this chapter suggests that developing an 

electronic index to manage documents is not a research oriented activity and as such 
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is a waste of time and energy.  Exposure to electronic methods during doctoral 

studies does not appear to incline academics to their use.  There is no indication in 

this study that the more recently qualified academic is more likely to use electronic 

methods. All of the academics who indicated in the questionnaire that they used 

bibliographic software had obtained their doctorates before 1990. 

 

Table 7-5. Bibliographic software used by Education Academics and EndNote 
Academics to manage their photocopies 
 
Package used Education Academics EndNote Academics 

 
 Number % of total Number % of total 
EndNote 5 5.8% 3 50.0% 
Pro-Cite 1 1.2% 0  
Total 
currently 
using 
bibliographic 
software 

6 6.9% 3 50.0% 

Own & intend 
to use 
EndNote 

3 3.5% 0  

Not currently 
using 
bibliographic 
software 

73 84.9% 3 50.0% 

No answer 4 4.7% 0  
Total 86 100.0% 6 100.0% 
 

The bibliographic software used (see Table 7-5) was predominantly EndNote but use 

of all bibliographic software was minimal.  This is surprising in that the software 

was quite inexpensive and in two of the five universities the software was available 

at no cost to the individual academic when the questionnaire was distributed.  

Support was also widely available.  One university had a site licence and provided 

training in EndNote and yet had only two academic users of EndNote in the School 

of Education.  Another university (one EndNote user and one Pro-Cite user) had a 

site licence to Pro-Cite.  In a third university (no users) there was no site licence but 

use of Papyrus was taught by the Library.  In the two other universities where there 

was no site licence or training, one had three users of EndNote and the other one had 

one user of EndNote.  
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Use of other software to manage photocopies 
 

There were thirteen academics who made a positive response to this question.  Word 

processing software (all Microsoft Word) was used by nine respondents, the other 

four used some form of database (Claris Works, IM Series, Majellan and “own 

DBMS”).  Two academics said they used of both word processing and EndNote to 

manage his photocopies.  There were a number of comments about how word 

processing was used. "Cut and paste" from previous documents is the method of 

creating a reference list indicated by six academics. One respondent used word 

processing to create a list of references in each folder; another academic kept a list of 

photocopies by author in a word processing program. One academic kept his 

references listed under subject keyword.  Three academics used their word 

processing software to keep lists of their publications.  

 

Use of other methods to manage photocopies 
 

The eleven respondents who indicated they used another method to manage their 

photocopies all had some method of physically organising their photocopies.  Most 

answers reiterated that piles/manilla folders/plastic sheets/lever arch files were 

organised either by project and subject (four) author (four) and subject (one).  

Another response however (one) was that the academic used his "mind". The final 

response was that photocopies were discarded after use.  One respondent commented 

that they would possibly use bibliographic software (specifically EndNote) in future.  

A slight variation came from one of the academics who organised his photocopies by 

project and who included the use of his own photocopier as one element of his 

information management: 

 

Project - plastic sheet/manilla folders/expanding files/numerous post-it, etc 
P.S. I am computer illiterate - I use "scissors" for text processing (and liquid 
paper) but I have one photocopier in my office at Uni and one at home. 

 

The results confirm the findings of the five interviews that academics mostly 

managed their personal information by organising their personal collection only: 
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•  Very few academics (less than 10%) are currently using a card personal 

index 

•  Very few academics (less than 7%) are currently using any form of 

bibliographic database as a personal index. 

•  Very few academics  (less than 5%) are using non-bibliographic databases as 

a personal index 

Academics are also using word processing software to manage their personal 

collections.  The next question in the survey explored how academics use 

bibliographic databases to manage their personal information. 

 

Use of bibliographic software 
 
Respondents were asked what they used bibliographic software for.  The listed uses 

for bibliographic software were: 
 

Organise/store 
•  Record notes on articles I am reading 

•  Add subject keywords to my bibliographic database records 
 

Retrieve/Output 
•  Find a photocopy article in my collection 

•  Produce reference lists or bibliographies 

•  Produce a list of my own publications 

•  Other uses (please name) 

 

The responses to these questions are summarised in Table 7-6. 
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Table 7-6. Type of current use of bibliographic software by Education and EndNote 
Academics who are current software users 
 
Type of use of bibliographic 
software   

Education 
Academics 
using this function 
(Total = 86) 

EndNote Academics 
using this function 
(Total = 6) 

 Number % of total Number % of total
Add keywords 5 5.8% 3 50.0%Organisation/

Storage Record notes 
about articles 

3 3.5% 2 33.3%

Find an article 
in personal 
collection 

3 3.5% 3 50.0%

Produce a 
bibliography 

6 7.0% 2 33.3%

Retrieval/ 
Output 

Keep a list of 
own 
publications 

6 7.0% 2 33.3%

 
 

Organisation and storage 

 
Adding keywords to their personal index was an activity undertaken by five of the 

Education academics and all three of the EndNote academics. Only three of the 

Education academics and two of the EndNote academics recorded notes about 

articles. 

 

 

Retrieval and output 

 
Only three of the Education academics and three of the EndNote Trained Academics 

used the software to find an article in their personal collection.  The highest uses of 

bibliographic software were for producing a bibliography and keeping a list of the 

academics own publications.  These were activities undertaken by all six (7% of 

Education Academics) and two of the three EndNote Academics who still use 

EndNote.  The only academic who had been trained in the use of EndNote but did 

not use it to produce a reference list, commented that “he had forgotten how”. 
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While only users of bibliographic software were asked to respond to the question 

about use of bibliographic software, six of the "users of other software" also 

responded. Of these two were database users and four word processing users. 

The two respondents who used other database software to create a personal index to 

manage their documents indicated that they their database is essential to find 

photocopy articles and both added keywords to their databases to assist in retrieval 

of documents.  Neither of these two academics used their databases to produce 

bibliographies or lists of their own publications.  

 

The four users of word processing software who responded indicated that they used 

word processing software to produce their reference lists did not use it for other 

methods of managing their information.  

 

Willingness of Academics to be Interviewed 

 
Respondents were asked if they were willing to be interviewed.  The purpose of this 

question was to find users of electronic personal indexes to interview.  While there 

was a general high level of agreement to be interviewed (30 out of 86 Education 

Academics and three out of six EndNote Academics), as Table 7-7 details, only one 

bibliographic software user, an Education Academic agreed to be interviewed.  

While three of the EndNote Academics agreed to be interviewed, these were the 

three that indicated they were not using EndNote.  Six of the "other software" users 

indicated they were willing to be interviewed.  Two of these were using database 

software, one was using Claris Works and the other their own database management 

system.  The four other software users who were willing to be interviewed were 

using word processing software. 

 
Table 7-7. Willingness of Education and EndNote Academics to be interviewed 
 
  Yes No 

All 30 56 
Bibliographic Users 1 8 

Education Academics 
(Total=86) 

Other Software Users 6 8 
All 3 3 EndNote Trained 

Academics (Total=6) Bibliographic Users 0 3 
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An analysis of these responses suggests that the five academics whose interview 

responses were reviewed in Chapter Six may not be as unrepresentative in their 

methods of personal information management as had been initially considered.  The 

findings of the questionnaire were very similar to the results of their interviews.  In 

the two aspects of personal information management that were investigated in the 

survey the patterns of use were very similar.  Organisation of personal collections 

was mainly by subject or project and only a few academics used personal indexes to 

manage their information.  Even fewer academics used electronic personal indexes. 

 

This research is however concerned with the range of methods academics use to 

manage their personal information.  In order to explore how electronic personal 

indexes are being used, four of the academics using electronic methods of personal 

information management were interviewed.  The data analysis of these four 

interviews is reported in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Eight 
  

Interviews with Academics who Use Electronic Methods of 
Personal Information Management 

  
I suppose again [that] the time that I spend searching for what other people 
have written and done is not great compared to the time that I spend 
analysing my own material, because after all that is my primary concern, to 
understand the data that I am working on. (Antonio) 

 
This chapter reports on the data analysis of the second group of interviews. This 

group of four academics were selected to be interviewed because they all used some 

form of electronic personal index. Three of the four academics were identified from 

the questionnaire survey as users of electronic methods (one bibliographic software, 

two other database software) the fourth was active on an electronic list for 

bibliographic software users.  Previous research indicated that an increasing number 

of academics use electronic personal indexes.  While in the current study, only a 

very small number of academics were identified who used either bibliographic or 

other database software as part of their information management, it was considered 

important to interview some of these academics to develop an understanding of the 

types of activities they used and compare these activities with the data from the first 

group of interviewees, the high publishers. 

  

The basic structure of the interview schedule was similar to that for the first group of 

interviewees (see Appendix I).  In addition however, findings from the first group of 

interviews were used to ask some more targeted questions in the second group 

interviews.  New questions asked of this second group included the academics' 

publication record, their use of citation indexes and reasons for their use of a 

personal index (see p. 3 of Appendix I).  Also included were questions about the 

nature of their use of electronic personal indexes in their personal information 

management.  These latter questions, although originally included in the interview 

schedule for the first group, were not asked because of the low use of bibliographic 

software or any form of personal index among the high publishers.   
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Profile of Respondents 

 
The demographics of the second group of interviewees are detailed in Table 8-1.  

Like the first group, all four academics interviewed were full time staff members at 

an Australian university, had doctorates (time since completed ranging from two to 

twenty six years) and were in the position of lecturer or above. There was one female 

and three males in the sample group.  The group included a range of computer 

expertise and academic discipline backgrounds. Three of the academics worked in a 

School of Education, the fourth in a School of Veterinary Science. Compared to the 

first group of interviewees, this second group is slightly more senior.  The average 

time since the academics in the second group were granted their doctorates was 

seventeen years compared to the first group where the average time was only ten 

years.  The major difference was that the four academics in the second group had 

indicated prior to the interview the use of some form of software (two EndNote 

users, one Microsoft Access user and one had developed his own Data Base 

Management System - DBMS) as part of their personal information management. 

No count of publications was made but the academics were asked during the 

interviews about their current publishing activities. Jacques and Antonio reported 

publishing approximately five articles a year, Blanche and Paris were not currently 

publishing. 

 
Table 8-1. Demographics of the second group of interview participants 
 
Characteristics Participants 
 Jacques Blanche Antonio Paris 
Gender M F M M 
Years since 
PhD 

26 2 17 23 

Background 
discipline 

Veterinary 
science 

Physics/ 
Education 

Linguistics/
Education 

Engineering/
Education 

Computer 
confidence 

Publisher Stand 
alone 

Network Publisher 

Software used EndNote Access EndNote Own DBMS 
Position Associate 

Professor 
Senior 

Lecturer 
Professor Senior 

Lecturer 
 
 
In a similar manner to the first group of interviewees, the four academics were 

assigned pseudonyms from Shakespeare in order to protect their identity.  These are 
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used in Table 8-1, in the listed descriptions of each interviewee below and in the 

description of the results. 

 

Jacques (male), a Veterinary Scientist was granted his doctorate in 1970.  He was an 

Associate Professor; Vice-Chairman of a Mac Users’ Group and the manager of an 

electronic list.  An extensive publisher, he had over 55 major refereed publications. 

Jacques' lectures were "increasingly electronic" and he used the World Wide Web in 

his teaching.  He had been using EndNote since 1989.  Jacques was identified as 

being a suitable interviewee by being active on a bibliographic software electronic 

list. 

 

Blanche (female) was a Senior Lecturer in a School of Education.  Her first degree 

was in Physics and her PhD, which she completed in 1995, was in the area of school 

planning.  She did no publishing in 1995 or 1996.  Her work area at the time of the 

interview was more in administration and teaching than research.  She used her 

computer for word processing, spreadsheets and database software and had recently 

moved from the Macintosh platform to a PC.  Her interest in networking and 

databases was limited.  When asked if she searched databases that were available 

electronically on CD-ROMs she was very unsure as to what was available in her 

current university.  Her office was in the building next to the library and she 

preferred to walk there than use the network to access catalogues or databases.  She 

did not regard herself as an experienced user of email, but was beginning to find it 

very useful.  Blanche had used an Access database to manage her personal 

information since 1995.  She indicated a willingness to be interviewed in the first 

questionnaire survey. 

 

Antonio (male), an Education academic, was a Professor of Linguistics.  He was 

granted his PhD in 1979 and was a researcher of international note with 

responsibility for three current ARC projects.  He had only been using computers 

intensively for the last five years. Antonio was the EndNote user identified in the 

survey. 
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Paris (male) had a first degree in Engineering and had completed his PhD in 1973 in 

the area of Educational Measurement.  He used his own database management 

system (DBMS) to manage his personal information.  His main interest was in the 

development of multimedia applications for teaching and he had not "had much time 

for publishing".  He had been working with computers since the early 1960s and has 

extensive hardware, software and networking experience.  He enjoyed machines "I 

brought my toolkit in today and I am going to pull some of these machines 

[computers] apart, fool around with them, I very much like doing that."  Paris was 

identified in the survey as willing to be interviewed. 

 

This group of four academics, were selected because they used an electronic method 

of managing their information, and were first of all questioned about their use of the 

components of personal information management, personal index and personal 

collection and then their activities of personal information management were 

discussed. 

 
 

Components of Personal Information Management 

 
Like the academics interviewed in the first round of interviews, all four academics 

interviewed in the second round had personal collections. However unlike the first 

group of interviews, members of the second group were also currently using a 

personal index.  Their personal indexes had all been in card format for their doctoral 

research but they had ceased using these and had changed to electronic format.  Two 

(Jacques and Antonio) used bibliographic software and two (Blanche and Paris) used 

database software for their personal indexes. A description of their use of these types 

of personal indexes follows.  

 

Use of card index 
 

Like the previous group of interviewees, the four academics interviewed had used a 

card index in some format but stopped using it when they finished their doctorates.  

Reasons given by this group for stopping the use of a card index were however 
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somewhat different from the first group, all had perceived the advantages of 

electronic indexing.  

 

Antonio moved straight from using a card index to using EndNote bibliographic 

software.  He became the prime researcher for a number of group research grants 

and he perceived the value of an electronic index for sharing information in a group.  

Other advantages that Antonio cited: 

 
EndNote to enable me to have all the literature together but then when I want 
to I sort of select out what I need for different purposes. Of course, EndNote 
also gives you the opportunity to produce a bibliography on a particular 
topic, or to bring together the references you need for a paper and then print 
them out in the standard form as a bibliography and that kind of thing. 
(Antonio) 

 
Jacques initially moved from his "elaborate card referencing system" to a hypercard 

type system on Bookends software because of "the capacity to do a literature search, 

to kidnap references and know how to insert them and keep them electronically". 

 

Paris moved to electronic indexing methods very early, during the era of mainframe 

computers in the 1970s, because he was working as a research assistant for a project 

that was using KWIC/KWOC (Keyword in Context/Keyword out of Context) punch 

card indexes.  

 

Blanche moved to an electronic index to make it quicker to find an item in her 

personal collection.  She echoed some of the sentiments of the first group of 

interviewees with her preference for paper which she solved by creating an 

electronic index but using a printout of her index to work with. 

 

Use of bibliographic software 
 

Antonio and Jacques both used EndNote software but for different reasons.  For 

Antonio, his use of EndNote was being developed because of his research group’s 

information management needs.  For Jacques the use of EndNote was central to his 

personal working methods.  
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Antonio has only recently developed his use of EndNote and he uses it 

predominantly for information which related to his group research projects.  He has 

three ARC grants that have "different but overlapping literature".  The database was 

set up by his research assistant and Antonio entered items "sometimes".  

 
I must say that I personally take advice from my full time research assistant 
who's much more up-to-date on computing than I am and so she is organising 
that. (Antonio) 

 
Antonio's EndNote database at the time of the interview had 933 records. He 

indicated that he intended to spend more time using EndNote, but at that stage was 

not very conversant with the database.  In fact working with secondary information 

is not a priority for him as he said more than once.  Another remark by him 

communicating similar sentiments to the one below was quoted at the beginning of 

this chapter. 

 
Dealing with what other people have written and done is not great compared 
to the time that I spend analysing my own material because after all that is my 
primary concern - to understand the data that I am working with.  
Secondarily I will draw on other people’s incites. (Antonio) 

 
These remarks were very similar to remarks made by the first group of interviewees, 

for them the management of documents was also very much secondary to the 

management of their own ideas. 

 

Jacques on the other hand considered his index in the form of an EndNote database 

as "absolutely vital" to his work.  He demonstrated a sophisticated knowledge of 

commercial information databases and electronic data transfer methodologies.  He 

had a weekly search set up on Current Contents with two search strategies. The 

strategies covered his subject area (list of key words related with Boolean logic) and 

also the journals in which he was interested and the ones he subscribed to.  He 

electronically transferred the results of these searches into an editor where he 

assessed them, edited where necessary (he often reduces the number of keywords, he 

does not like more than six keywords for each reference), then he transferred the file 

to his EndNote database.  He started his database in 1989 and in November 1996 he 

had approximately 11,000 references in his database.   Jacques used his EndNote 

database for information sharing.  
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I share my library with my students.  I have a backup copy set up on a hard 
drive and I have set up file sharing for my students to have read privileges but 
not write.  So they can get in on any of the Macs in the building and do a 
search and get their own references for their work.  That has saved me a lot of 
time. (Jacques) 

 
His students also assist him in the management of his personal index by notifying 

him of multiple entries. 

 

Use of database software  
 

Paris and Blanche both used database software. Paris had created his own database 

format using his small palmtop computer. Blanche used Access database software 

which she also used for other purposes. 

 

Paris was deeply interested in database software.  He had transferred his index 

across a number of different pieces of software.   

 
I went from KWIC/KWOC to PFS then I went to Dbase, remember when 
Dbase came out?  Well, then I went to Paradox, then I went to Access and I 
said this just wasn’t good enough so I went to VB (Visual Basic) and in the 
process I have learnt an awful lot about all these different systems. (Paris) 

 
Paris has about 8000 items in his current database but would probably not "use more 

than about 800 now".  He has found it difficult with so many changes in systems to 

keep up with all his documents. 

 
I mean I have many more things "to file" now as I have got filed.  This is in 
part because I have been changing the format of the database so that it fits 
these various software packages. More recently I have gone back to 
something that looks like Dbase, but runs on these palmtop things and I find 
the convenience of the palmtop to be extraordinary. (Paris) 

 
Blanche initially moved from her card index to Claris Works and developed that 

database to about 600 records.  Blanche’s main reason for developing her database 

was for information access  "to be able to find the article".  She had recently moved 

to using a Microsoft Access database and that database had about 50 records.  

Blanche chose the Access software because she needed to learn how to use it for 
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other reasons such as recording all her school contacts for placing practicum 

students and developing a list for potential practicum supervisors. 

 

 

Activities of Personal Information Management as described by the 
Second Group of Interviewees 

 
As with the first group of interviews, academics were encouraged to describe exactly 

what they did when they came across an interesting citation or the actual document.  

 

The detail of the results have been reported using almost the same headings as those 

used in Chapter Six to report the results of the first group of interviews.  It was 

found that the headings as described by the first group of interviews fitted well 

except that there were the two activities in the model that the first group did not 

assume, input citations into personal index (Activity B) and add keywords and notes 

to personal index (Activity F).  This second group of interviewees had been selected 

on the basis of having a personal index and their activities in these two areas are 

described using the headings of the model. 

Activity A - Become aware of a reference (Find citations) 

As in the first group of interviews, academics were prompted for how they dealt with 

references that they came across in a variety of situations.  The comments by the 

second group of interviews about becoming aware of a reference are summarised in 

Table 8-2. 

 

Methods of becoming aware of new references that emerged as important to three of 

second group of interviewees were similar to the activities described by the first 

group. Like the first group, for three of the academics, the most useful sources are 

the more informal channels of personal communication (verbal and email), reading a 

"known and trusted" article and chaining to other references, and browsing new 
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Table 8-2. Electronic software users' activities for becoming aware of a reference 

 
Become aware activity Number 

using 
Reason for use 

Reading other research 
papers  
 

4 - Yes "I have the leads that I am interested in that are 
followed up on the basis of the literature that has 
interested me.  You get to know when you have been 
in the field for a while, who are the main 
contributors." (Antonio) 

Personal 
communication 
Talking/Email/Fax/ 
Writing 

4 - Yes The reasons given that theses references are useful is 
that they are peer assessed.  Paris finds email is a 
useful method to receive web addresses because you 
can automatically link to them and check out the 
information then bookmark or download it.  

Searching the World 
Wide Web 

3 – Yes 
 
 
 
1 - No 
 
 

Blanche uses the WWW for contact details, Paris for 
locating software and Jacques uses specialised 
software to do fuzzy subject searches on the WWW 
that are relevance sorted.   
Antonio has not found the WWW useful.  He spends 
most of his time working on primary research 
material.  He does not find much on the web anyway. 

Subject databases 2 - Yes 
 
 
 
 
 
2 - No 

Jacques does a weekly Current Contents subject 
searches.  He also does a Medline search every three 
months. 
Paris uses some of the full text databases in the library 
like Computer Select and Business Periodicals Online 
(BPO). 
Antonio finds "I have been pretty ambitious with my 
data searches and have found they have yielded very 
little."  
Blanche was unsure if she would use databases. 

Current awareness 
databases 

2-Yes 
 
 
2 - No 

Jacques also has an automatic weekly Current 
Contents journal search set up.  Paris has used Current 
Contents. 
The other two do not use current awareness databases. 

Citation indexes  1- Some-
times 
3 – No 

Jacques will use citation indexes if he is writing a 
critique of a grant application and for his CV. 
Blanche and Paris were not sure what citation indexes 
were.  Antonio's research has an Australian focus and 
he has found them of little use. 

Library catalogue 1 – Yes 
 
 
3 - No 

Blanches technique is to search on an author she 
knows and then go and browse around on the shelves. 
The other three will use their network access to the 
library catalogue for other activities but rarely use it 
to become aware of references. 

Databases search by a 
librarian 

4 - No None of the four used a librarian to do searching on 
databases though Blanche had in the past. 
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journals.  More formal situations such as searching on the library catalogue, database 

searching and citation index searching are mainly used for confirming citations. Like 

the first group, the database exception was the citation indexes which were used to 

become aware of new references. 

 

The fourth academic in the second group, Jacques described a different range of 

activities for becoming aware of new references from the other academics 

interviewed.  He used a search profile which he ran weekly on the Current Contents 

and Medline databases as a current awareness technique. He received the output 

electronically.  He also searched for information on the World Wide Web.  Jacques 

activities in this activity were closer to the model that librarians anticipated.  Jacques 

used the additional activities of electronic transfer of references that bibliographic 

software makes possible. 

 

The importance of browsing was a theme that came through the data in this group of 

interviews as well as the first group. Browsing was generally found to be more 

useful than searching to become aware of new references and print was considered 

more useful for browsing than electronic formats, especially browsing new journals. 

 
I don’t have much time but I do try to catch up with what has been coming out 
in the journals by actually physically browsing. (Antonio)  

 

Activity B - Input references into personal index (Input citations into personal 

index) 

 
Unlike the first group of interviewees, the second group of interviewees all had a 

personal index, however their activities to note down references and then input them 

into their personal index were quite individual. 

 

Blanche did not put references into her personal index at this stage.  She had two 

activities which are both variations of a paper process.  For a few references she 

used a transparent label attached to the paper.  If she was "working heavily in the 

research area" she used a table in a word processing document: 
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I just list the information straight into a table giving myself a couple of blank 
columns in which to put the library information and then I just take the 
printout across to the library. (Blanche) 

 
She will only input a reference into her database once she had the document and has 

read and assessed it. 

 

Paris used an electronic system.  He worked a lot from home and he would first of 

all put the reference in his "to do" list on his palmtop computer and then dial in to 

the library and check if they had the journal.  If the document was available in print 

he would go and copy it, if it was available electronically, he would save it and then 

enter the reference details into his database.  

 

The other two interviewees, Jacques and Antonio, make use of their electronic 

indexes in slightly different ways.   

 

Antonio used his EndNote database to enter the item and also to alert his research 

assistant that it was a new item.  "I can enter that into the database and flag it."   This 

was a system he developed because he works in a team situation. 

 

Jacques expected to have most references referred to in any articles he read already 

in his EndNote database. His current awareness techniques are generally sufficiently 

comprehensive so that he rarely has to add any extra references manually.  

 
It is unusual for me not to have the reference and abstract from my Current 
Contents search and so I will go to the folder and find it.  If it is not there I 
will try and confirm the details and I would want to know why I had missed it 
in my searches. (Jacques) 

 
He develops his databases automatically using an electronic filter to translate 

references from his Current Contents and Medline searches into EndNote format.    

 
I have a style1 [sic] setup in EndNote which allows me to import the reference 
plus the abstract plus the author details.  I import that direct into the text file, 
edit and then put it into EndNote. (Jacques) 

 
                                                 
1 "Style" is normally the term used to refer to the different types of output available from an EndNote 
database.  "Filter" is the term used for the various translation files from other databases that are input 
into an EndNote database.  It is easy to be confused by the two terms. 
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Jacques only entered about 5% of his references manually. 

 

Despite his electronic expertise, Jacques liked to have a print backup of the 

references that he is likely to use. 

 
I will probably take a printout of the abstract and I will tend to store the 
abstract as a hard copy backup to the electronic one.  So I file the abstract in 
the appropriate [subject] folder. (Jacques) 

 
He used the network to communicate with his students via email if he considered a 

reference would be useful to them. 

 

Activity C - Confirming the details of the reference (Not an activity in the 

original model of PIM) 

 
This activity is necessary where there is some perceived uncertainty about the details 

of a reference and is often combined with the next activity of finding a location and 

obtaining a copy.  Academics preference for obtaining references from informal 

sources using methods such as communication from colleagues means this activity is 

a more regular part of their activities than it would be if academics obtained 

references from sources such as databases where reference details are more reliable. 

 

Like the first group of high publishers, electronic access to library catalogues was 

considered useful for confirming details by three of the four academics interviewed 

in the second group.  The fourth, Blanche, was not comfortable with using the 

network and as she lived in close proximity to the library went directly there to use 

the catalogue.  

 

Paris built up a list in his palmtop computer on his "to do" list and he confirmed the 

details by connecting into the library catalogue (or other library catalogues) from his 

office, his city home or his country cottage.  

 

Jacques definitely only searched for an item in the library catalogue "if I know the 

details", he used Current Contents first to confirm the details of a reference. 
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Even when a colleague mentions a citation and if it is not in my database I will 
usually log on to Current Contents, find the citation and download the reference 
and abstract. It is quicker than typing it in and there are also no errors and it 
comes with the author’s address and with keywords. (Jacques) 

 
Antonio too, often used a CD-ROM database to confirm details, he would download 

the details to floppy and then print it out back in his office. 

 

This second group echoed the first group of interviewees in their use of electronic 

access to databases for confirming the details of a reference because it saved them 

time. 

 

Activity D – Find a copy (Obtain the document) 

 
All of the interviewees used electronic access from their offices to their library 

catalogue and other local library catalogues to find a location and availability for an 

item for which they were looking.  Jacques dialled in to the library catalogue,  

ascertained if the library held it and only then went there from his office.  The other 

three either checked from their offices or from the library. Paris pointed out that if 

the item he was looking for was a conference paper it was sometimes useful to ask a 

librarian for help as conference papers are tricky to find. 

 

Three of these academics (and the exception was Paris not Jacques) are adamant that 

they want print copies of documents.  Electronic access for finding documents was 

considered excellent and they would even read through a document electronically, 

but if the document meant enough to them to be kept, three of the academics would 

print it out.  Jacques liked to have a print copy even if he found something on the 

web: 

 
If I get stuff over the web I will print it out, for example here is some stuff I 
have downloaded. (Jacques) [Shows printed papers downloaded from the 
WWW.] 
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Paris however (at least theoretically) preferred the electronic storage of full text. 

 
Well it [file from full text CD-ROM] will be in an ASCII file then I will read it 
on screen, I won’t print it.  I will then take the relevant bits and save them in a 
file.  Now I am not the strongest person here, the last time I did this was about 
six months ago and since I am not such an active researcher, well, maybe, not 
such an active writer, I don’t do this as much as other people. (Paris) 

 
If documents were not available locally all four academics would use the inter-

library-loan (ILL) service at their library.  Like the first group, two of this group of 

academics found their ILL service rather slow.  If the document was held at another 

local university it was considered quicker to go and get a copy.  

 
Jacques would contact the authors if necessary to obtain the print item. 

 
If it is critical I will email them or write and ask them for a reprint if I can’t 
get it through the library or inter-library-loan. (Jacques) 

 
Antonio worked with other researchers and a research assistant, he usually left his 

research assistant to find the full item. 

 

In summary electronic methods appear to be useful for some of the acquisition 

activities of personal information management.  Jacques had developed an electronic 

method of current awareness that enabled him to transfer database records directly 

into his personal index.  Like the first group, the other three academics prefer the 

more traditional informal methods of becoming aware of references such as reading 

journals and following the reference trail and communicating with colleagues. 

Electronic access to databases was considered useful by these same three academics 

(again like the first group) to confirm reference details.  Jacques, the fourth academic 

would consider it unusual not to have full accurate citation details in his database 

already as he input the details by regular electronic transfer. The other three input 

their references manually into their personal indexes either themselves or have this 

done by a research assistant.  All four stored their documents in print though Paris 

does save some in electronic files which he has not fully integrated with his print 

collection.   
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Organisation and Storage of Personal Information 

 

This stage of personal information management was very similar for both of the 

groups interviewed.  The process of reading and assessing is not an activity confined 

to this stage of the process but something that academics did continuously.  Storing 

the documents and adding notes was again for this group very much a print based 

activity with the documents being stored in subject folders mostly together with 

relevant notes. 

 

Activity E – Read and assess (Read and assess the document) 

 

Like the first group of interviewees, reading and assessing for this group of 

academics was not something that was isolated to one part of the information 

management process.  Quality assessment was a continual process during all the 

activities of personal information management. This group of four academics 

collected items "if it is something I am really interested in" (Jacques) or "is 

important" (Blanche), if "I’m going to be needing it"(Antonio). The interviewees 

described that if they wanted to expand their collection they would work from items 

that were "really important" (Blanche) rather than doing a subject search.  One of the 

values of obtaining references from colleagues was that the document had already 

been assessed. 

 

Jacques was continually assessing the results of his search strategies on databases 

and if he came across useful items that he was not aware of he immediately re-

assessed his search strategies.  He assessed each item that he received from his 

database search strategies and printed out the abstract of items that he found relevant 

and stored them in the appropriate subject folder.  Jacques pointed out "It is a waste 

of energy to plough through marginally relevant reprints." 

 

Paris said that he continually assessed what he came across, he would take "the 

relevant bits" from an electronic file and store them. 

 

Antonio who was working with a large group liked to examine all the references. 

 147 



 
I like to look at everything before it goes into the database.  I have a research 
assistant in Sydney who sends me stuff and I like to go through it all myself 
and sort out what needs to go on.  I would add the keywords. (Antonio)  

 
 

Activity F – Add keywords and notes to personal index 

 

Jacques downloaded keywords with his citations but he edited and modified them, 

he only liked to have about six for each record.  Antonio and Paris also had 

keywords added to their database records.  Paris did not include abstracts and found 

that titles were not enough on their own to find records and so added keywords.  He 

found that he often had to modify these keywords as his interest changed. 

 

Blanche did not currently add keywords. 

 
Because of the volume and because I now work in lots of different areas with 
this job, I would like to add subject headings to my database. (Blanche) 

 
None of the four interviewees appeared to use their personal index for making notes 

about an article.  Three of the interviewees, Antonio, Jacques and Blanche indicated 

a definite preference for print making notes on items as they were reading them. 

 
No, I will use a highlighter and perhaps a few pencilled words to remind me 
of an idea on a photocopy of an article or chapter or in a book if it is mine.  If 
it is the library’s, I will copy that section and then make notes on it. (Blanche)  

 
Jacques explained that students might be more inclined to use the database to record 

their notes. 

 
I prefer to keep a hard copy and make notes on that.  I rarely find a use for 
the notes field.  I could see that a postgrad student could use that area but I 
don’t. I always keep a printed copy of the abstract and I will add notes to that 
if necessary. (Jacques) 

 
Paris used word processing documents to make notes about a subject. 
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Activity G - Decide why I am interested and file it. (Categorise documents and 

store them) 

 

There were two different ways of filing documents described by this group of four 

academics.  The two EndNote users, Jacques and Antonio, like the first group of five 

high publishers, both filed their photocopies in physical subject folders with books in 

rough subject order on shelves Antonio filed his photocopies alphabetically within 

broad subject areas.  Jacques subject folders were more specific and contained both 

documents and printouts of database records.  He expressed the opinion that he 

regarded these printouts as "backup to the electronic one".  This was contradicted by 

the fact that it was the documents and record printouts that he used for the retrieval 

and output activities and little use was made of his personal index for these 

activities.  Jacques and Antonio have both developed their personal information 

management systems so that they could use their documents (in subject folders) for 

output independently of their personal index. 

 

On the other hand the other two academics, Paris and Blanche, have organised their 

document storage so that access to the item is essentially only via their personal 

index (either the electronic version or a printout) in a system similar to a library 

system.  They both have basically numerical systems.  Paris’ system is alpha 

numeric. 

 
I number them just as they come in and my filing index  is not in any order 
either, it is not by categories or anything because when I need to do a search 
I do it by keyword and that would point me to a document. (Paris) 

 
Paris used a letter prefix (e.g. F for filing cabinet, B for bookshelf, D for disk) to 

indicate the location.  He had about 8,000 items in this system.  Blanche used 

numbers with colour codes. 

 
I use pre-done coloured and numbered dots so that they are always 
sequential.  I number the photocopy and I simply file them in numeric order 
and then I database the details.  More recently I have actually colour coded 
the articles by using different coloured dots.  Originally I just numbered but 
once I started getting to a four drawer filing cabinet I realised that I was 
going to need more numbers.  So blue stickers for extracts from books, a 
different colour for published documents and another for reports from people 
such as the Education department.  (Blanche) 
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Paris commented that he had not integrated his electronic full text files into his 

personal information system, it was not indexed in his database and he did not think 

his system was "good". 

 
Because it is not indexed.  I have no keyword pointers to it and at the moment 
it is just a collection and basically I need to go through and get them into 
some sort of order so I can find them. (Paris) 

 
He could index these files in his database but in practice he used his word processor 

to manage these electronic full text files. 

 
I have various Word files on these topics and I just add to those.  I have these 
two what I call research themes, one is called Lertap and one is called 
Deeptalk.  I just to add to these files.  Lertap1, Lertap2, it is probably up to 
Lertap9 now.  It is not a good system but it is my attempt to keep up to date. 
(Paris) 

 
If the reference is to a more traditional paper article, Paris puts it into his database.  

 

The difference between these two groups is interesting in that Jacques and Antonio 

have a method of personal information management similar to the group of high 

publishers.  Jacques and Antonio are both currently continually working on 

publication production for research.  Blanche and Paris have numerically organised 

personal collections which results in a quite different method of personal 

information management.  They were not currently producing publications, Blanche 

was concentrating on administration and Paris on teaching. 

 
 

Retrieval and Output of Personal Information 

 
Again, the two academics, Antonio and Jacques, who are active publishers had 

similar methods for retrieval of documents to the five high publishers.  On the output 

side, for the production of references these two, who are also the two EndNote users, 

used the facility (or Antonio asks his research assistant) for the automatic production 

of bibliographies.  The other two academics, Blanche and Paris were currently doing 

very little output. 
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Activity H - Collecting the documents for writing (Retrieve documents from 

storage and use to write paper) 

 
Two different ways of collecting documents were outlined by the interviewees. 

 

The process used by Jacques and Antonio to find items in their collection was 

similar to the group of high publishers.  When Jacques and Antonio were going to 

write a paper they would pull out the appropriate subject folder and use the articles.  

They would not search their personal index first. 

 
Probably get the references out, look through the hard copies.  When I am 
writing what I normally do is create an outline document in Word then I work 
on it chunk by chunk and insert the references from EndNote as I go.  If it is 
fairly recent I usually know the references or at least the author. (Jacques) 

 
Jacques found searching of his personal index slow (his database has over 11,000 

references) but he usually knew the author of what he was looking for and that 

speeds up the searching.  He did sometimes use his database to find references but at 

the end of writing, not to start with. 

 
Sometimes I will do a search for a topic or keyword  just to make sure I have 
not left something out. (Jacques) 

 
 

Neither Blanche nor Paris were currently writing but they described what they would 

do to retrieve items if they were. 

 

Blanche preferred using print but she did use her personal index to produce it.  

Blanche’s system did not as yet contain keywords, but the system was still quite 

small (about 50 items in her current database and 300 in her old one) and rather than 

search the electronic database, she preferred to browse through a printout to find the 

items she wanted in her personal collection.  She was considering adding keywords 

to her database. 
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Paris needed to use his electronic index to find anything in his collection but even he 

had a hankering after one of his previous systems from which he could easily obtain 

a printout.  

 
Whereas in my old printed thing, which I wish I had brought with me to show 
you, you had the author and then you had the entire title right there and you 
could browse. (Paris) 

 
Paris’ collection was basically kept in numerical order.  However he only had 

citation details and keywords entered so he sometimes had difficulty finding items. 

 
Yes and I often find that my initial keywords are no longer appropriate.  I 
can’t remember what I was searching for the other day.  I think it was for 
Schmidt and I couldn’t remember the author’s name.  So I was searching for 
"significance" and I still couldn’t find "Schmidt".  When I finally found it, I 
thought I had better change these keywords because the title was not 
appropriate nor the list of keywords. (Paris)  

 

Activity I - Produce a list of references (Produce bibliography) 

 
Jacques was the only academic who currently used his EndNote database and word 

processing software to automatically produce reference lists and bibliographies.  

Blanche, Antonio and Paris used their word processing software only to produce 

their reference lists and bibliographies.  Blanche was not aware that software was 

available that could produce bibliographies or reference lists automatically from a 

database, but in any case that was not important to her, her word processor did this 

quite adequately in her view.  

 
I figured that to be able to put my references in published form was not that 
important what I really needed was to be able to find the article.  If I have to 
put a reference in and then modify it is not a great problem.  I also do not 
know enough about these programs, it may well be that they are useful. 
(Blanche)  

 
Antonio was aware that he could be using EndNote to produce a reference list but 

had not yet successfully done so. 

 
The last time I was preparing a paper I wanted to use the facility whereby I 
simply entered all of my reference material on EndNote as I’ve been writing 
the paper and then wanted to get it automatically to provide me with the 
bibliography and it gave me about one reference and I couldn’t get any more 
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out of it.  It was all in there but it wouldn’t actually list it as a bibliography.  
(Antonio) 

 
Paris was aware that this facility existed in EndNote but it was not a sufficient 

inducement to use that software. 

 
No, but I know what EndNote is and I have tried to use it but I have not 
needed that.  I tend to keep two word files of my references and they each 
have the citations that I use when I am writing papers and as I am writing and 
come across something new I just add them to that list. 
 
 

Support for Personal Information Management 

 
Three of the interviewees agreed with the group of high publishers that existing 

training was not adequate.  The library in the university where Jacques worked 

supported Pro-Cite, a different bibliographic software package to the one he used.  

 
The library is a bit sort of ambivalent about EndNote because they opted for Pro-
Cite and I think like everyone there is a bit of sort of submerging under the tide of 
information so they certainly do guide the students in terms of doing proper 
referencing as part of the library skills that they have to do in first year.  But I 
think that basically they do not have the resources to get involved in something 
like that. (Jacques) 

 
Antonio and Blanche both agreed that “point of need” help was best. Blanche used 

colleagues when she needed help whereas Antonio would use his research assistant.  

He would like more help in other areas, again when he needed it.  

 
It would be good to have somebody to call on just when you have time and you 
need it. like Uncover or something.  Because the problem is that you go through a 
piece of training, your mind gets filled with a hundred and one other things for 
several months, then you want to use it and you have forgotten how to use it. 
(Antonio) 

 
Blanche and Antonio would also like more training, but like two of the high 

publishers were not satisfied with the level of courses that are offered. 

 
There is too much training and not enough time.   Courses are too numerous and 
too basic.  I went to an Excel course and I knew more than the trainer.  It is 
useful to meet other users and to exchange ideas but the trainers do not know 
enough about really working with the package. (Blanche) 
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The courses that are run here are too many and too basic.  I can learn most of 
what they teach by reading the manual.  It would be much better to be able to 
have assistance at the time of need.  I would like more help sometimes for 
instance with referencing. (Antonio) 

 
The university library of the fourth interviewee, Paris, did provide training in 

personal information management with the EndNote software, but Paris does not feel 

he needs any training or support. He is unsure about whether the support for research 

students should come from the School or the library.  

 
Not all librarians know much about this area.  Some academics do know about it.  
I think that some people from here have tried to take over one of our units and put 
things like this in it.  It certainly needs to go somewhere.  We have recognised the 
need (others not me) and tried to address it in the context of a research unit.  
There is not enough room in that unit to have it. (Paris) 
 

This group of interviewees generally agree with the group of high publishers that 

personal information management is just something you have to mostly do yourself. 

 
A secretary?  Pairs of hands could go and find some of the references and I could 
train someone on editing the file but I am not sure because I do a lot of sifting as 
I go through.  It really is difficult as an academic to be able to delegate in some 
areas. (Jacques) 

 
 

Summary of Electronic Users' Personal Information Management 

 

Among the academics who used an electronic personal index there did not appear to 

be any consistent pattern in its use.  Table 8-3 summarises the characteristic of the 

five electronic personal indexes (one, Helena from initial interview group of high 

publishers, and the four from the second group of interviews) described in this study.  

Software used included two bibliographic (EndNote), one relational database 

(Access) and one flat file database (DBMS).  The size of these databases ranged 

from 50 to 11,000 records.  One academic began using an electronic personal index 

in 1969, the other databases have been started in the last ten years.  All the databases 

contained reference details and document location, two contained abstracts and three 

have keywords included.  
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Table 8-3. Summary of electronic personal indexes of academics in the two groups 
of interviews 
 
Name Software Number 

of 
records 

Year started Data 

Jacques EndNote 11,000 1989 Reference details, 
abstracts, keywords (also 
indicates document 
location) 

Blanche Claris 
Works/Access 

600/50 1989/1995 Reference details, location 
of document 

Antonio EndNote 933 1993 Reference details, location 
of document and some 
records also contain 
abstracts 

Paris DBMS 8,000 1969 
(original 
database) 

Reference details and 
location of item 

Helena EndNote 95 1995 Reference details 
. 
 
Table 8-4 summarises the personal information index activities of the same five 

academics. They all input citations but only three used their index to find references 

or add keywords.  Only one academic used his index to add notes about documents.  

Only three academics used their electronic personal index to produce a list of 

references or bibliography but the other two, Blanche and Paris are not currently 

publishing. 

 

Table 8-4. Activities of personal information management by academics using an 
electronic index 
 
Name Citation Find Keywords Notes References/ 

Bibliography 
Jacques √ Some 

times 
√ X √ 

Blanche √ √ X X X 
Antonio √ √ √ √ Will do 
Paris √ √ √ X X 
Helena √ X X  √ 
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There is no indication in the comments made by the nine academics interviewed that 

they take advantage of the full possibilities offered by using an electronic personal 

index to manage their personal collection.  

 

The main purpose of organising and storing documents is so that documents are 

available for producing publications.  Jacques is the most experienced user of an 

electronic index, he has been using one for over ten years and has over 11,000 items 

in his database.  He regularly downloads references from several databases and 

electronically transfers these into his personal index, however when writing a paper,  

he finds the appropriate subject folder of documents and print abstracts and uses 

that. Even Jacques however does not use his electronic index to retrieve documents 

from his personal collection for writing.  When asked if he would use his personal 

index at this stage Jacques responded: 

 
I usually know the references or at least the author.  Sometimes I will do a 
search of my database for a topic or keyword  just to make sure I have not left 
something out. But if it is recent I can usually remember it. (Jacques) 
 

He uses his personal database like Theseus in the first group uses subject databases, 

only sometimes to make sure he has missed nothing out. 

 

Academics can be prolific publishers without using a personal index to manage their 

personal information.  For the final activity of producing references however, the 

three users of bibliographic software who are also producing publications are 

consistent, they all use and appreciate the facility of the software to produce 

reference lists.  

 

The next chapter will discuss the results of the current study in comparison to the 

model of academics' personal information that was constructed based on the 

literature. 
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Chapter Nine 
  

Discussion 
 

 
When you are an established researcher, at this stage I suppose I could say that I 
was, you already have your basis, you know your journals, and you know where 
the field is running and you know which conferences to go to.  You hear that 
someone is working in this area and you are on the lookout for papers. But 
postgraduate students don't have that same basis and so do need to have those 
mechanisms of keying into the body of literature much more. (Helena) 
 

 

The aim of this study was to better understand how academics are managing their 

personal information in order to have a better basis for planning for appropriate 

support by librarians.  This chapter firstly discusses the method used in this study 

and then  secondly discusses the observations that have contributed to a fuller 

understanding of academics’ personal information management.  The discussion of 

observations draws on the data of the two groups of academics interviewed and the 

responses of the academics to the questionnaire survey and also compares this data 

with the librarians' model of personal information management.  It is divided into 

five sections: personal index use, predominant strategy of personal information 

management, language used to describe personal information management activities, 

the activities themselves and the sequence of activities.  Within each of these 

sections the major observations of the study are discussed.   

 

 

Method used 

 

The use of a field method enabled insights into personal information management to 

be developed from the perspective of the academic.  Interviewing academics in their 

offices revealed that the model developed prior to the study, based on the previous 

literature and validated by other librarians, was inaccurate.  It became apparent that 

academics manage their personal information in a different manner from the way 

librarians expect them to manage.  The use of an interview guide which allowed 

academics to describe their personal information activities in their own language 
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contributed to a different understanding of their personal information management 

activities.  The language that academics use to describe their personal information 

management activities is very different from librarians’ language.    

 

The questionnaire was used to collect data from a much wider sample and provided a 

useful adjunct to the interviews.  The results of the questionnaire confirmed the data 

obtained from the interviewees.  The response rate to the two questionnaires was 

satisfactory. 

 

Use of a Personal Index 

 
Observation Most academics do not use a personal index.  There is a low use 

of card and electronic personal indexes. 

 
Contrary to the expectations of librarians or previous research, the evidence of this 

study is that very few of the academics are currently using a personal index.  The use 

of any type of personal index, card or electronic was much lower than expected. 

 

Low use of card indexes 

 

Less than 8% of the academics who responded to the two surveys were currently 

using a card index.  Use of card indexes is very much less than that indicated in 

previous studies.  Heeks (1986) for example found that 70% of academics had card 

indexes.  One explanation of the difference is that earlier studies (e.g. Bukhari & 

Meadows, 1992; Heeks, 1986; Heeks, 1987b) included academics still engaged in 

their doctoral research.  The current study suggests that very few academics who 

have completed their doctorates use a card index to manage their personal collection.  

All nine of the academics interviewed described how they had used a card personal 

index (and most still had them), but had stopped using it when they had finished 

their PhD thesis.  This was supported by the responses to the surveys; four of the 

Education Academic card index users added comments that they did not use their 

card index currently but had done so for their doctorates.  Comments by academics 

in the interviews indicate that once a thesis has been completed, reference details on 
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index cards have been translated into a word-processed list of references.  It is these 

lists that are used if the details of references are required at a later date, not the 

original index cards.  Increased access for academics to computers was expected to 

account for the decrease in use of card indexes.  It was expected that bibliographic 

software would replace the functions of card indexes but word processing software 

may also account for some of the decrease in card index use.  Further information 

about academics' personal information management activities may be gained from an 

investigation into their use of word processing software for these activities. 

 

Low use of electronic personal indexes 

 

None of the first group of interviewees used an electronic personal index apart from 

one academic who used bibliographic software only to produce lists of references.  If 

a high publication record is regarded as effective academic achievement, it seems 

unlikely that an electronic personal index is an essential element of effective 

personal information management.  

 
Less than 13% of Education Academics surveyed currently used an electronic 

personal index (7% currently used bibliographic software, 4% currently used other 

database software).  It was expected that card index use would diminish as the 

corresponding electronic personal index usage rose, but this study found no rise in 

the use of electronic personal indexes.   

 
Further evidence of the low use electronic indexes is the difficulty found in this 

study of locating academics to interview who were actually using an electronic 

index.  Academic colleagues and support staff could not name any academics 

actually using an electronic index although some had the software loaded.  Thirty 

Education Academics were willing to be interviewed but only one of these was using 

bibliographic software and a further two were using other database software. 

 
An analysis of bibliographic software use from the first questionnaire survey 

indicated that approximately 7% of 86 Education Academics were currently using 

bibliographic software.  This is less than the 10% bibliographic software usage 

estimated by Heeks more than ten years ago and much lower than his later estimates 
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of 25% (1987a) and 39% usage cited in the study by Bukhari in 1992 . Even in the 

second survey sent out to EndNote trained academics, only half (three out of six) 

were using bibliographic software a year later and none were willing to be 

interviewed about its use. 

 
Four (4%) of the Education Academics use another form of database software (not 

bibliographic) to manage their personal collections. If these four (4%) are added 

together with the six (7%) Education Academics using bibliographic software it 

suggests that 11% of Education Academics with doctorates are using an electronic 

personal index.  

 
Possible reasons why the use of bibliographic and other software is much lower in 

this study than in previous studies are discussed below.  

 

•  Discipline differences 

The low usage of an electronic personal index in the current study is unlikely to 

be explained by discipline difference. The study by Heeks (1987a) found that the 

use of bibliographic software was higher by arts academics (26%), or social 

science academics (30%), compared to science academics (18%). In the 

questionnaire survey in the current study over 95% of the academics regard 

themselves as arts or social science compared to only 2% science. The Education 

Academics included in the interview samples were selected to represent arts, 

social science and science backgrounds. 

 
•  Broader definition in previous studies of the term "bibliographic" software 

In this study, according to the contemporary use of the term, bibliographic 

software1 has been distinguished from other types of database software by the 

ability of bibliographic software to produce reference lists and bibliographies in 

a variety of styles.  In earlier studies such as the ones by Heeks (1986) 

"bibliographic" included any database that is "systematically organised on one of 

the information units found within the bibliographic details of a document, such 

as author name, title. . . " (p.5).  This would include the use of what in this study 

                                                 
1 Also known as personal bibliographic systems (Schoonbaert, 1997) and bibliography formatting 
software (Stigleman, 1994). 
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has been termed "other databases".  However in the current study even including 

use of other database software as well as bibliographic database software, the 

figure of use of electronic indexing methods by Education academics is still only 

11%.   

 
•  Departmental differences 

The lower use by academics of bibliographic software could be partially 

explained by the fact that the academics in the first study by Heeks (1986) were 

not selected to be representative, but were from academic departments "known to 

be heavy computer users".  Heeks however selected science departments to pilot 

a survey in his second study "because it was thought that use of computers were 

[sic] most advanced in these" (Heeks, 1987b p. 11) but later observed that "fewer 

scientists had personal bibliographic indexes than other researchers did".  The 

main survey in this second study by Heeks was sent out to 108 departments in 22 

different UK universities and found an average of 23% use personal 

bibliographic indexes.  

 
•  Inclusion in previous studies of academics who are also doctoral candidates 

One explanation for the low use of personal indexes compared to previous 

studies is that this study excluded academics who were still completing their 

doctorates whereas previous studies (Bukhari & Meadows, 1992; Hazard et al., 

1994; Heeks, 1986; Heeks, 1987b) have not distinguished between these two 

groups of academics.  The earlier study by Heeks (1986) did distinguish between 

research student usage (27.3%) and staff usage (25.6%) of bibliographic software 

but did not clarify whether the staff usage included academics who were also 

doctoral students. Heeks expressed surprise at the finding that research student 

usage was higher than academic usage "the figures for research student usage of 

bibliographic software were actually higher than those for staff usage" (p.67).  

The current study suggests that academics who have completed their doctorates 

are less likely to use a personal index than doctoral students are. 
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•  Country differences 

No previous study has been published which focussed on Australian academics 

use of bibliographic software but there is no reason to think they are different.  

This is supported by an Australian university inhouse report. Hazard, Hegarty 

and Baird (1994) interviewed 11 academics as part of a broader study on the 

information needs of research staff and postgraduate students. They do not 

however indicate whether the academics interviewed were still undertaking 

doctoral studies.  They report that "some" academics have their personal 

collection linked to "a computer file or index for retrieval" (p.51).  In a personal 

communication (April 4, 1997) Helen Hazard indicated that only three out of the 

eleven academics interviewed used some form of electronic database to organise 

their personal collection.  

 

There is strong evidence that there is low use of personal indexes by academics with 

doctorates, further research could explore this further.  Some suggested areas of 

further research are: 

 

•  A comparison of the methods of personal information management of 

academics who are doctoral students and those who have completed their 

doctoral studies. 

 

•  A study of doctoral students and the influence of their supervisors' method 

of personal information management. 

 

•  A longitudinal survey of the transition between the "undergraduate" to 

"postgraduate" to "academic" models of personal information management. 
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The Predominant Strategy of Academics' Personal Information 
Management  

 
Observation Academics preferred strategy of personal information 

management is to maintain a personal collection only. 
 
It was expected that the strategy of personal information management for 

contemporary academics with doctorates would be based on the memex strategy and 

include the components of both a personal index and a personal collection. The 

predominant strategy of personal information management for these academics was 

however a personal collection only. 

 
As predicted from the evidence of previous studies (Hazard et al., 1994; Olander, 

1990; Soper, 1976; Squires et al., 1995), all the academics in this study developed 

and maintained a personal collection.  Despite owning quite large personal 

collections over 90% of the academics in this study organised their personal 

collection on a subject or project basis and did not use a personal index.  

 

The maximum size for a collection to be managed without some form of personal 

index has been suggested as 300 items (Cooney, 1980), a suggestion not supported 

by this study.  The collections of eight of the nine academics interviewed filled every 

available surface in their offices as well as several filing cabinets and were well in 

excess of 300 items.  The ninth academic had a very tidy office with clear desk 

surfaces but did have several sets of bookshelves with books and photocopies (in 

labelled pamphlet boxes) neatly shelved but even his collection would have been 

well over 300 items.  

 
The four high publishing Education Academics without a personal index indicated 

that if they had more time they would not spend it developing a personal index.  

They maintain a high publication output without using a personal index to manage 

their large personal collections.  The fifth high publishing academic interviewed, 

who had a very small personal index, developed it purely to produce her reference 

lists for publication and not for any other aspect of management of her personal 

information and did not intend to use her personal index to manage her personal 
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collection.  Even the four academics who were selected for interview specifically 

because they used an electronic personal index did not use their personal index for 

all their personal information management activities.  The two of these academics 

who were actively publishing and so actively using their personal collection, located 

the relevant papers for a project by identifying the relevant folder.  They might use 

their personal index to check up later if they had missed anything but considered it 

unlikely that they would use the personal index to gather together items relevant to 

one subject. 

 

The 100% use of personal collections and the very low use of personal indexes 

suggests that academics can and do manage their personal collections without using 

a personal index.  As information is continually growing and the evidence is that 

academic collections grow with time (Case, 1986; Heeks, 1986), a useful area for 

future research would be an investigation of the factors that prompt academics to use 

a personal index. 

 

 

The Language Used by Academics to Describe the Activities of 
Personal Information Management 

 
Observation The language used by academics to describe the activities of 

personal information management is different from librarians' 

language. 

 

In writing up this research an attempt has been made to use the language of 

academics rather than librarians.  One of the earliest observations in the analysis of 

the data of the nine interviews was that academics use different language.  

Academics, in addition to using some different activities from those expected in the 

model, were using different words to describe them.  The language of the model had 

been drawn from the previous literature (e.g. Heeks, 1986; Jahoda, 1966; Olander, 

1990) most of which had been written by librarians, so it is perhaps not surprising 

that the language used by academics is different.  A note of the differences in 

language was kept during data analysis.  The most common word differences are 
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listed in Table 9-1.  Academics’ and librarians’ descriptions of personal information 

management activities were compared in Table 6-2. 

 

Librarians appear to use more precise technical terms like serial or periodical to 

describe publications to distinguish them from monographs, whereas academics will 

talk about journals and books.  Librarians' language also appears to be more active 

(e.g. find, search) compared to the more reflective words (e.g. become aware, 

browse) chosen by academics.  The differences are more than just semantic, they 

represent different perspectives on personal information management.   

 
Table 9-1. Comparison of language used by academics interviewed and the language 
of librarians in previous studies 
 
Academics Librarians 
Becoming aware of a reference Find citations 
Browsing/Exploring Searching 
Discover Find 
Document Full text 
Valuable/Trusted/Worthwhile/Highly 
vetted/Appeals/Connected to me [paper] 

Useful/Relevant [publication] 

Decide why I am interested and file articles Categorise document and store them 
Research framework Research area 
References Citations 
Putting together a paper Write up the research 
Themes Results 
Information Document 
Books Monographs 
Journal Serial/Periodical/Journal 
 

Librarians' use of different language could be providing barriers to academics' 

information access.  The confusion over the word "journals" is one example.  In the 

university where the researcher works several words are used interchangeably by 

library staff to refer to “journals”.  To order journals, academics are sent to the 

"Serials Department" and these journals are found in the "Periodical Collection" 

with their number being identified with a "P".  The academic’s use of language to 

describe their information management could be more fully explored in future 

research in order to provide further insights for librarians. 
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 Activities of Personal Information Management  

 
The personal information management activities described by the academics in this 

study are illustrated in Figure 9-1.  Observations about these activities of personal 

information management are compared with those of the original model (see Figure 

4-1) which was drawn up based on the previous literature.  The activities are 

indicated by letters which correspond to the letters in Figure 9-1. 

Acquisition of Personal Information 
 

A. Become aware of references 
 
There were few major differences between the librarians' model and the activities of 

academics in the process of becoming aware of references.  These observations are 

listed below. 

 

Observation Academics prefer informal to formal methods of becoming 

aware of references. 

 

The majority of the interviewees indicated a preference for informal methods of  

becoming aware of references (e.g. personal communication, browsing the literature 

and following reference trails) to the more formal activities provided by libraries 

(e.g. searching library catalogues, subject databases, current awareness databases, 

the  

World Wide Web or having searches done for them by librarians). Other studies (e.g. 

Bichteler & Ward, 1989; Ellis & Haugan, 1997; Garvey & Griffith, 1971; Wiberley 

& Jones, 1989)have suggested that it is when academics are starting a new project 

that they are likely to use more formal methods such as searching databases.  In this  

study, informal activity was even preferred by one of the academics when embarking 

on a new research project.  It is however only in the last five years that academics 

have had access to databases to search by themselves and when the interviews were 

conducted in 1996, very few databases were available to academics to use 

themselves via the web.  Previous research (Barry & Squires, 1995) indicated that 

academics may use databases when they have time to become familiar with the  
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Figure 9-1. Model of academics’ personal information management as described by 
the majority of academics in this study 
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technology.   An investigation of academics' use of databases when they have had 

time to be familiar with web technology, could be more completely explored in 

future research. 

 

Observation Academics distinguish between different databases and use them 

differently. 

 

Only one of the academics who used electronic methods of managing their personal 

information searched databases in the way librarians expected.  He had several 

search strategies set up on subject databases which were automatically searched and 

sent to him on a regular basis then transferred automatically into his personal 

information management system.  Most of the other academics interviewed were 

little interested in searching databases.  An exception to this was an interest 

expressed by several academics in searching citation indexes.  Citation indexes were 

seen as different from other types of databases in that they could be used to follow 

trails of research forward from a known piece of research.  This interest in citation 

indexes is not surprising, one of the main tasks of academics is to link together 

individual pieces of work to build a coherent body of knowledge (Swanson, 1979).  

It was Eugene Garfield's insight into the way academics work that lead to the 

development of the citation indexes (Swanson, 1979).  Future research into 

academics' use of databases could usefully differentiate between academic use of 

index and abstracting databases and their use of citation index databases.  

 

Observation Academics prefer to browse rather than search. 

 

The evidence of this study indicates that an academic’s method of becoming aware 

of references is browsing rather than searching.  All the Education academics 

mentioned more than once in their interviews, the importance to them of browsing as 

a means of finding serendipitous information and stimulating their research ideas.  

Several librarians (e.g. Leckie, 1996; Schwartz, 1992) have suggested that academic 

research is not the linear systematic process that is described in the literature and that 

academic research is in reality a "non-sequential, non-linear process with a large 

degree of ambiguity and serendipity" (Leckie, 1996 p. 202) and question whether 
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library systems and services are designed to facilitate browsing.  This study suggests 

that this could be a useful area of future research. 

 
 
Observation Academics show little interest in electronic transfer of 

information into a personal information database. 

 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, very few academics use an electronic index.  

The four who have an electronic index input references manually and all indicate a 

large backlog of unentered documents.  In light of the low interest in searching 

commercial databases it is not surprising to find low interest in electronic transfer of 

information. Only Jacques, who uses databases as a method of current awareness and 

uses direct transfer from commercial databases, is very enthusiastic over the 

efficiency of this process.  Electronic transfer from databases is not simple and, 

while it may be a logical development from a librarians' perspective (e.g. Hanson, 

1995a), and for some academics (e.g. Wolff, 1992) who are heavy database users, it 

is difficult to envisage it as a widespread activity unless academics increase their 

interest in database searches.  It is possible that the ability to connect to databases 

using the Z39.50 protocol (Phillips, 1992) will be of more interest to academics as 

once this connection is set up, it will make the transfer from commercial databases 

seamless and worthwhile using for one or two references but the low interest in 

database searching in general makes this unlikely.    

 
 

B. Confirm the details of the reference 
 

Observation Academics use databases to confirm the details of references. 

 

The nine academics interviewed all used electronic access to databases to confirm 

reference details.  This supports the findings of studies (e.g. Ashoor & Kanamugire, 

1996; Rolinson et al., 1996) that academics use databases, but suggests that they are 

using databases for activities other than subject searches.  As previously suggested in 

this chapter, future research might more fully investigate the nature of academics' 

use of databases. 
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C. Finding a copy of a document 
 

Observation Academics would like libraries to provide documents for them 
both from their institutions own collection and from other 
library's collections. 

 

The academics want to obtain documents quickly and this confirms the findings of 

two previous studies (Jahoda, 1966; Squires et al., 1995) that provision of document 

delivery from an academic’s own library would be regarded as a useful service.  

Three of the academics employ a research assistant to provide such a service.  

Would it be more efficient to manage such a service from the library?  Two other 

academics however did point out that going to the library (if they had the time) to 

obtain documents also provides the opportunity to browse new journals and books.  

Eight of the nine academics used electronic access to the library catalogue to 

confirm location details and one also to check the catalogues of other university 

libraries.  Future research could usefully investigate the merits of providing 

document delivery from the academic’s own library though this will very likely be 

replaced by the academics gaining access electronically to the full documents.  

 
 

Organisation and Storage of Personal Information 

D.  Read and assess the document 
 
Observation Reading and assessing of information is a continuous process 

during personal information management. 

 
Rather than being a separate activity and part of the stage of organisation and storage 

(as anticipated and illustrated in Figure 4-1) reading and assessing of documents, is 

described by the nine academics interviewed for this study as the basis for their 

entire process of personal information management.  For this reason Figure 9-1 

illustrates the activity of reading and assessing as a vertical box which spans all the 

activities of personal information management.  

 
The nine academics use assessment of quality as the basis to their information 

acquisition.  To become aware of new references they work outwards from items 
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they know and trust by following the references back or perhaps use a citation index 

database to work forwards, browse in selected journals, or contact a relevant 

colleague who might provide some appropriate references.  Information is organised 

and stored on the assessment of being useful for a project or in a subject.  During the 

output stage material collected is gathered together and often it is only when the 

whole work is being compiled that the relevance of individual items become 

apparent. 

 

A perception by librarians (e.g. Brittain, 1982; Stoan, 1991; Swanson, 1986) in the 

literature is that academics (probably because of their apparent lack of interest in 

formal database searching) are not systematic and even irrational in their personal 

information management.  This was not supported by the data from the interviews. 

The methods used by academics are not perhaps the methods librarians would use 

but there is a logic in working from quality assessed material.  Academics' 

information management is not a random or irrational activity.  Further research on 

the rationale academics use for selection of items could provide useful information 

to librarians for collection development. 

 

E. Make notes 
 
Observation Academics store notes about information with the document in 

the subject or project folder. 

 
The evidence from this study is that academics are likely to file the notes about a 

piece of information with the copy of the information or in a word processing file.  

All of the nine academics interviewed record notes about articles they read.  These 

notes are made either in the margins, on pieces of paper, in a word processed 

document and printed out (may be also kept electronically).  Even the academic 

interviewed who had an electronic personal index of over 11,000 items printed out 

the reference details and abstract and filed that and any notes he made with the 

document in his subject folder.  Heeks (1986) found that just over 50% of academics 

kept notes about documents collected but it is unclear whether these notes were 

stored with the documents or in the separate personal index. 
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F. Decide why I am interested and file it 
 

Observation Academics organise their collection by subject or project. 

 

Academics’ method of organisation of their personal collection according to the 

findings of this study is individualistic and based on organising the documents 

themselves rather than using a personal index.  The findings support the results of 

previous research which found that in general academics organise their personal 

collections by subject and format (Heeks, 1986; Jahoda, 1966; Olander, 1990).  Over 

90% of the respondents to the survey organise their collection according to subject 

or project or a combination of either of these with author.  Eight of the nine 

academics interviewed had separate methods for organising books and photocopies.  

The books were in one subject arrangement on bookshelves and the photocopies in a 

more detailed subject arrangement in folders mostly in filing cabinets or lever arch 

folders. As items are obtained they are slotted into the appropriate folder.  If two 

folders would be appropriate either a duplicate copy is made or a note put into one 

folder indicating the location of the full item.   

 

Observation "Piles" and "files" are different. Piles are uncategorised 

information whereas files have been categorised.  

 

In addition to subject folders, eight of the nine interviewees had "piles" of 

uncategorised photocopies as distinct from their subject "files".  Malone (1983) 

pointed out that piles are distinct from files and are useful as another method of 

office organisation.  The evidence of this study supports Malone's observation, the 

academics interviewed indicate that piles are used for documents for which the use 

has not yet been decided.   

 
 

Retrieval and Output of Personal Information 
 
Neither of the two activities, collecting documents for writing or production of 

reference lists, was as expected in the model because of the very low use of personal 

indexes.  
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G. Collecting the documents for writing 
 

Observation Academics can find items in their personal collections without 

using a personal index. 

 

Finding items in a particular subject area is not a problem for most academics 

because their personal collection is mainly organised in pertinent subject areas.  Few 

academics (of the small number that have a personal index) use their personal index 

to gather material from their personal collection for writing.  Even Jacques, who has 

over 11,000 documents indexed in his bibliographic database, collects his documents 

by going to the appropriate subject folder.  He will sometimes search his personal 

index later;  “sometimes I will do a search for a topic of keyword just to make sure I 

have not left something out.”   This indicates that like the academic use of indexing 

and abstracting databases, a subject search of a personal index is used to test 

completeness or confirm citation details but not as a starting point for gathering 

documents. 

 
All the academics who discussed the issue admitted they sometimes have a problem 

finding particular documents when unsure about the subject area in which they might 

have filed it.  The two methods suggested were to either guess the appropriate 

subject folders and look through or to go to a previous paper and find the reference 

details as this might provide a clue to the context in which they had previously used 

the document.  A number of studies (Heeks, 1986; Jahoda, 1966; Wanat, 1985) have 

found that loss of known documents is a major concern to academics and this was 

raised by some of the interviewees.  Only one academic however thought that it was 

of sufficient concern to consider developing a personal index.  
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H. Produce a list of references 
 
 
Observation Academics produce reference lists by using  word processing 

software 

 
Most academics use word processing to produce reference lists and do not see the 

need to develop a personal index for this activity.  The four high publishing 

academics interviewed who use this method indicated that they do not change the 

papers that they cite very radically and it is usually quite simple to update a previous 

list. One academic keeps a master list of references from which he cuts and pastes 

the ones he needs across to the current paper he is writing. For the handful that do 

have electronic personal indexes, those with bibliographic software use it to produce 

reference lists and bibliographies as expected from the literature (Bridges, 1970; 

Nelson, 1991; Stigleman, 1992).  The academics using other database software do 

not use their databases to produce reference lists as this is not an activity the non-

bibliographic database software does easily. Neither of the two academics 

interviewed who use this type software was currently publishing, so the production 

of reference lists was not a priority.  

 
For the bibliographic software users, the production of a reference list is very easy 

using their database in combination with word processing software.  All the 

academics who use bibliographic software produce reference lists from their 

bibliographic databases apart from one academic who has forgotten, but he intends 

to investigate this when necessary.  

 
In this chapter the main observations of this study have been discussed.  In the final 

chapter the study will be overviewed and the implications for librarians will be 

suggested. 
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Chapter Ten 
  

Conclusions 
 

The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes but in 
having new eyes. (Marcel Proust) 
 

 
 
This chapter presents the conclusions of this study of academics’ personal 

information management.  The first section of the chapter provides an overview of 

the study. The second section discusses the major findings emanating from the 

research question followed by a discussion of the implications of these findings for 

the provision of support to academics by librarians. The chapter concludes with 

some suggested areas of future research and some final comments. 

 

Overview of the Study 

 
Academic libraries are becoming increasingly electronic and academics do not 

always need to come to the library to obtain the information they need.  Academic 

librarians have known little about how academics manage their personal information 

when they are back in their offices beyond the library walls.  The aim of this study 

was to develop a better understanding of how academics manage their personal 

information management for their research and therefore to have a basis for planning 

for appropriate support by librarians.  The purpose was to contribute to the reduction 

of barriers between the academic and the information they need. 

 
There were two separate methods of data collection; questionnaire surveys and 

interviews. Questionnaire surveys were sent to 226 academics in Schools of 

Education in five Universities and to 17 academics who had been trained in one type 

of bibliographic software.  Interviews were initially conducted with a group of five 

academics who were full-time staff members of Schools of Education and who were 

high publishers and later with four academics who were known to be using 

electronic methods to manage their personal information.  Going outside of the 
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library and interviewing academics in their own office enabled data to be collected 

from the academic perspective. 

 

 

How do Academics Manage the Scholarly Information that they Collect 
for their Research? 

 
The major observations of this study suggest that academics manage their 

information in a different way from that expected by librarians. Academics are 

technologically literate and are using information technologies to assist them.  

Technology has changed the ways that academics manage their personal information 

but not in the way expected by librarians. Librarians expected that academics would 

manage their personal information in a similar manner to the way librarians manage 

libraries, that is by using a personal index to manage the personal collection.  The 

evidence from this study does not support this.  The major observations of this study 

were that: 

 

•  Most academics do not use a personal index and there is a low use of card 

and electronic personal indexes. 

•  Academics preferred strategy of personal information management is to 

maintain a personal collection only. 

•  The language used by academics to describe the activities of personal 

information management is different from librarians' language. 

•  Academics prefer informal to formal methods of becoming aware of 

references. 

•  Academics distinguish between different databases and use them differently. 

•  Academics prefer to browse rather than search. 

•  Academics show little interest in electronic transfer of information into a 

personal information database. 

•  Academics use databases to confirm the details of references. 

•  Academics would like libraries to provide documents for them both from 

their institution’s own collection and from other library's collections. 
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•  Reading and assessing of information is a continuous process during personal 

information management. 

•  Academics organise their collection by subject or project. 

•  Academics store notes about information with the document in the subject or 

project folder. 

•  Academics can find items in their personal collections without using a 

personal index. 

•  "Piles" and "files" of information are different.  Piles are uncategorised 

information whereas files have been categorised. 

•  Academics produce reference lists by using word processing software. 

 
 

Why is the Model of Personal Information Management Different?  

 
This study suggests two reasons why the academics' model of personal information 

management is different from the model that was described in the literature written 

by librarians. 

 

1. Academics manage ideas: they work from the basis of what they know or 
whom they know 

 
This study supports Engelbart’s notion that academics manage ideas not documents 

(Engelbart, 1961).  His solution was to develop a system of edge-punched cards so 

that he could capture one idea on each card and then subject index that idea.  It is 

significant that he took six months off from his academic research to develop his 

system.  Most academics would not have the time and if they had more time, this 

study suggests they would not use it to change their method of personal information 

management.  Academics have developed a method of being effective information 

managers by working outwards from items of known quality or using their network 

of colleagues and their known items.  This method is illustrated in Figure 10-1.  The 

academic works out from what he knows, known and trusted articles, journals or 

other research material and colleagues.  Most librarians who are required to manage  
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large collections would be unable to manage in this way because they need to 

organise their collections so that they are accessible to all and because they are less 

familiar with the ideas in their collections than academics. Librarians have instead 

developed indexes in the form of library catalogues and databases.  They use 

controlled subject headings to enable them to find smaller subsets of material.   

 

Citation
indexes

References

Known &
trusted article

Known &
trusted
colleagues

Known &
trusted
journals

Cited
articles

Academic

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 10-1. Model of academics' usual method of gathering information: the 
information trail 
 
 
2. Academics are very individualistic in how they organise their information 
 
The evidence of this study supports the ideas of Yerke who pointed out that a 

researcher’s method of personal information management “reflects an attempt to 

evaluate items in accordance with a working concept…” (Yerke, 1970 p. 76).  He 

described academics as microdocumentalists whereas librarians are 

macrodocumentalists.   Academics do not need an index to organise their 

information, their subject and project folders reflect the nature and process of their 

work.  Librarians need to organise their collections so that they can be used by their 

many clients. 
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Neither of these ideas is new but it appears that the library profession has not 

generally accepted them nor modified its practice for supporting academics in the 

light of these ideas. 

 
 

Implications for Support by Librarians 

 
Librarians have based their assistance with personal information management on the 

assumption that academics will use a personal index and a personal collection. For 

academics, managing documents is a very small part of their research work 

compared with managing ideas.  This study suggests that the main strategy of 

personal information management for academics is a personal collection of known 

quality items that are organised according to the individual framework.  A personal 

index, if used, is most likely to be used for the output of bibliographies.  This 

understanding places some different perspectives on how to provide support to assist 

academics with their personal information management.  Some implications for 

support are discussed below under the activities of personal information 

management as described by the academics in this study. 

 

Become aware of a reference  
 
This study suggests that academics gather information by working out from known 

quality items.  Librarians could facilitate this process by providing:  

•  Desktop access to citation indexes (preferably using hyperlinks to provide 

associative indexing) to enable academics to follow trails of research. 

•  Design a service to enable the linkage of ideas between research publications 

in different disciplines. 

•  Regular citation searches for academics’ own research papers and also for 

authors selected by the academic. 

•  Comfortable reading rooms for browsing displays of new books and journals.  

•  Current contents service to academics for journals selected by them with direct 

links where possible to the full text. 

•  Current awareness service of selected authors and academics' particular 

research paradigm and methods. 
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•  Comprehensive subject searches to check at the end of a research project that 

important research has not been missed. 

 

It would also appear useful to assure academics that they do not need to develop the 

skills in searching across a range of databases themselves; librarians are trained to 

have these skills and maintain them. Academics, because they use databases so 

infrequently, should not feel inadequate if they do not understand the intricacies of 

database use but should feel comfortable in asking librarians to work with them.  

Many librarians work on the principle of enabling their users to be independent 

users, perhaps this principle needs to be modified to a principle of support for their 

academics? 

 

Confirm the details of reference 
 
Documents gathered by academics may be used immediately but may also be stored 

for some length of time.  Accurate reference details are important for the accurate 

dissemination of research. An electronic personal index is useful in that it provides a 

structure so that if an academic immediately entered a reference into his electronic 

personal index he would be prompted for full citation details.  However academics 

are unlikely to immediately enter the details of the document in their personal index 

as very few academics have such an index.  If academics come to use a document 

many months later they are unlikely to remember where they found it and if the 

details are incomplete, this can be a problem.  Some services that librarians could 

provide to assist in this activity include:  

 

•  Complete and legible documents with full reference details on the first page. 

•  Seamless access to library databases to enable academics to confirm details 

themselves. 

•  A service to locate missing details of citations.  

•  Lobby publishers (especially conference publishers who appear to be 

particularly erratic about this practice) to ensure that reference details are 

printed on the first page of each research article. 
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Find a copy 
  
Libraries have traditionally assisted academics to find a copy by providing library 

collections tailored to academics' needs and also by providing document delivery for 

items not held in their library. These two services will be discussed separately 

below.  

 
•  Document delivery from academics’ own library 

 
Some of the previous studies (e.g. Olander, 1990; Squires, 1993) have provided a 

comprehensive document delivery directly to academics regardless of where the 

document was held. However the academics interviewed in this study expressed a 

preference for going to the library because of the opportunities this gave them to 

browse the collection. Some academics like Theseus consider time in the library 

essential for their research, but it may be useful to offer a document delivery 

service of specific items from the academics’ own library as an option.  

 
This study suggests that academics will find access to the full text of documents 

useful.  A service that the library might usefully provide is liaison with academic 

departments’ information technology section to ensure the academics have the 

appropriate software (e.g. to Adobe Acrobat to decode pdf files) loaded on their 

computers when librarians organise access to new electronic services.  

 
 

•  Document delivery from elsewhere 

 
Academics are discerning in the documents they acquire, the reading and 

assessing process is something that they undertake continually as part of their 

personal information management. For items not held in the academics’ own 

library, this study suggests that an efficient and speedy document delivery service 

available electronically (such as a simple web form) would be useful.  This is 

supported by the results of previous studies (e.g. Jahoda et al., 1966; Squires et 

al., 1995), where document delivery has been the most highly rated support 

service for personal information management.  
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Decide why I am interested and file it  
 
There does not appear to be a great deal that librarians can do to support academics 

in this area.  The arrangements of academics' personal collections are very 

individualistic.  Helping academics construct their personal indexes, a service that 

has previously been suggested by librarians (e.g. Heeks, 1986; Orna & Stevens, 

1995; Yerke, 1970), is unlikely to be in demand as the majority of academics 

currently manage their personal collections without a personal index.  

 

Collect documents for writing  
 
This study suggests that academics organise their personal collections so that they 

gather together items in one area for a project that they are undertaking.  The 

academics then determine how all the ideas fit together and how they are going to 

use the documents that they have accumulated.    Ideas management is creative and 

probably the most difficult part of research and it is very much more important to 

academics than document management.  This in itself is useful for librarians to 

know.  It is probably not an activity where librarians can provide much support apart 

from assisting with the missing details of incomplete citations. 

 

Produce a list of references 
 
For those academics who are using electronic personal indexes, the most useful 

support may be to ensure bibliographic software styles are available for the major 

publications in which the academics publish.  For those academics who would like to 

try using bibliographic software, it would be useful to develop the facility to convert 

lists of references that are currently in a word processing document into an electronic 

personal index.  

 

Comments on Support Currently Provided by Librarians for Personal 
Information Management 

Librarians have been supporting academics' personal information management for a 

number of years by providing support in a number of areas.  The implications of this 

study to the relevance of this support are discussed below. 
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Integration of library systems with the personal information management 

systems of academics 

 
The concept that it might be useful for librarians to provide output from library 

systems in a format compatible with the systems used by academics to manage their 

personal information was the stimulus to the present study.  Little evidence was 

found that this would be a useful support to academics.  Very few academics in this 

study use an electronic personal index and very few academics conduct extensive 

searches on databases.  In view of the range of interfaces that library databases have, 

the low use that academics make of these databases for subject searching and the low 

use of electronic personal indexes by academics, there seems little justification in 

librarians spending effort developing interfaces between the two systems just for 

academics.  

 

Evaluation of alternative systems 
 
For those few academics who would like to use an electronic personal index, it 

would seem to be useful if universities were consistent in support for one type of 

software so that help is widely available.  Those academics that use an electronic 

personal index clearly indicated that they would like help available locally.  While 

other academics may not use an electronic database for a personal index their 

postgraduate students are likely to and will need help with the software that the 

academic is unlikely to be able to provide.  Librarians could assist by 

communicating with staff in other areas of their university that are likely to be also 

involved in software selection and support so that consensus on an appropriate 

product is achieved.  

 

Training 
 
Existing training in personal information management is perceived by academics as 

too low level and basic with a focus on software use rather than the broader concept 

of managing personal information. Librarians need to have an understanding of the 

broader principles of personal information management if they are teaching 

academics.  Academics would prefer personal assistance available when they need it 
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on an individual basis rather than attend a group session at a basic level which they 

could learn by reading the manual.  The personal credibility of the trainer was 

viewed as important and would be increased by the use of academic language, 

demonstrating an understanding that for academics, document management is 

unimportant compared to ideas management and also being expert in the output of 

reference lists in styles appropriate to the academics' individual needs.  

 

Summary of Support  
 

In summary, the results suggested by this study indicate that the types of support 

from librarians that academics would find most useful are the provision of services 

that would assist them in their methods of becoming aware of documents, ensuring 

that the documents they receive include accurate citation details and facilitating the 

output of reference lists.  

 
 

Suggested Areas for Future Research 

  
The aim of this study was to better understand how academics manage their personal 

information and therefore to have a basis for planning for appropriate support by 

librarians.  This study has provided new insights for librarians into how academics 

manage their personal information.  The observations of this study (described more 

fully in Chapter Nine) are that academics appear to be using very different sorts of 

strategies to manage their personal information than has been portrayed in previous 

research or the literature.  There are a number of ways this understanding of 

academics’ personal information management could be expanded by further 

research: 

 

•  Investigating if academics' personal information management differs with 

ease of access to electronic information. 

•  Investigation of academics use of word processing software for personal 

information management. 
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•  A comparison of the methods of personal information management of 

academics who are doctoral students and those who have completed their 

doctoral studies. 

•  A study of doctoral students and the influence of their supervisors' method of 

personal information management. 

•  A longitudinal survey of the transition between the "undergraduate" to 

"postgraduate" to "academic" models of personal information management. 

•  Factors that prompt academics to use a personal index. 

•  The academic use of language to describe their all their information 

management activities. 

•  Contemporary use of databases (which ones do they search and for what 

reason) by academics. 

•  The difference between academics’ use of index and abstracting databases 

and their use of citation index databases. 

•  Whether library systems and services are designed to facilitate browsing. 

•  Value of providing document delivery to academics from their own 

institution’s library. 

•  Rationale academics use for the selection of items for their personal 

collection. 

 

 

Final Comments 

 
The study explored how academics manage their personal information for their 

research by going outside the library and interviewing academics in their own 

offices and encouraging them to describe their activities in their own words.  By 

doing this an insight has been gained of the importance to academics for managing 

ideas and how their personal information management is designed to support this.  

Librarians may better support academic research by understanding research as a 

creative rather than a systematic scientific process.  In order to minimise the barriers 

that their clients face in gaining access to the information that they need, it may be 

useful for academic librarians to spend more time out of the library and find out 
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more about how academics and their other clients, postgraduates and undergraduates 

manage the information they gather. 
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