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the way I see it

Navigating the wilderness

Another view of the information landscape

hen searching for materials on the

Web, students do not always make
a distinction between resources the library
pays for and those that are free. In finding
free relevant resources, one view we find
in literature is the need to map the Web so
we librarians can help students navigate
through this “information landscape” that
is not under our control. The emphasis in
those articles is consistent with my function
as a cataloger—that of creating access points
and linking those points to the physical or
virtual information resources.

The links between access points and
resources may be call numbers, government
documents numbers, journal citations, or
PURLs. However, my noncataloging side
would like to present a different view of
the same information landscape. This view
has mostly remained in the background in
my mind over the years. But it has surfaced
from time to time, and more recently due to
two sources.

The first is the keynote address that Mi-
chael Jensen gave at the 2006 conference
of the Illinois Association of College and
Research Libraries (IACRL), where he spoke
about the scholarly ecosystem. In a newslet-
ter article I wrote at the time, I said that two
of the pictures he showed in the presenta-
tion encapsulate two basic worldviews that
we face as librarians.! One is the wilderness
and the other is a manicured garden.

The manicured garden is the view that
our OPACs and other access tools give
where there are clearly delineated gardens
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of materials in the sciences, the humanities,
the social sciences and so forth, with well-
established paths throughout the garden
to reach specific spots. The charted paths
allow quick access to each flower bed of
related resources. But access to other kinds
of groupings and relationships, including
uncataloged items, may be impeded.
However, with the speed that new infor-
mation becomes available, the wilderness
is really closer to the view of the informa-
tion landscape that we have to deal with,
particularly with abundant Web resources
that appear or are updated by the minute.
The second is an article entitled “Leader-
ship as the Legitimation of Doubt” by Karl
Weick.? He said that to lead in the 21st
century is less about decision-making and
more about sensemaking. It is a world that
one gets thrown in where one must deal
with “shifting patterns of relationships”
in environments that may be unknowable
and unpredictable.’ Given this context, one
navigates by using a compass rather than
a map because terrains subject to continu-
ous change cannot be easily mapped. In
such a partly charted world with shifting
landmarks, one must improvise to create
plausible and feasible solutions. Thus say-
ing “I don’t know” becomes a prelude to
sensemaking. Applying this idea of using a
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compass instead of a map, navigating the
information landscape becomes a process
of sensemaking.

Whether we think of the information
landscape as a physical or a virtual space,
a map is useful only if we try to cross a
region that has been charted by someone
and remains relatively permanent in patterns
of organization.

For example, if a student is looking for
materials on the history of 19th-century Illi-
nois or biographical information on Barbara
Kingsolver, the process is relatively easy
because those topics parallel information or-
ganization in libraries. However, if a student
wants materials about cultural forces in the
interplay between fundamental Christians
and fundamental Muslims in social net-
works, much of relevant information will be
on the Web where it sometimes unknowable
and often unpredictable. In such a wilder-
ness, there is no detailed map to guide our
every step. In helping our students, we have
to use a compass, guided by the lay of the
land which forms the context.

In the present environment of continuous
change, many times with local constraints
or needs, it becomes relatively hard to even
follow a path that another library or person
has charted because that path may no longer
exist after the most recent storm.

So we need to proceed by our knowl-
edge of general landscape features and
patterns of information organization. This
knowledge may be tacit that we acquire
through experience. Sometimes we go in an
apparently straight line only to find that we
are on a cliff. But it is only from that vantage
point we get an overview of how to cross
a river or a ravine. Then our back-tracking
becomes purposeful. We are not wander-
ing in the wilderness. Instead we become
improvisational in establishing a strategy
to cross the next obstacle. Sometimes it is
easier to just sit and wait out the next storm
before continuing. This is where we have
to use a compass, our knowledge base, and
our experiences to improvise a strategy for

C&RL News June 2011

moving forward in the information land-
scape. Even if a path has been charted, it is
only good before the next growing season,
the next storm, or even the next day.

In the manicured garden, we use maps.
Our aim is to find the most effective and
efficient path to reach a known objective.
In the wilderness, we must use a compass
to set directions, rely on our understanding
of information organization and patterns to
craft possible paths, and use our knowledge
to recognize when we have found what
we are seeking. This is when we look for
efficacious search strategies and satisficing
solutions. We show the students a direction
and give them rules of thumb established
through our experience so that they may
have a very good chance of finding what
they need.
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