INF-507

Group 1 Presentation Paper

Rick Randall

Fabio Albertin

Jessica Byerly

Informatics, Information Science, Information Technologies and Information itself are under the microscope now more then any time before.  As in the readings, we see all the different areas pertaining to the studies of information, technology and people.  For our purposes and area of study, we refer to these components as Informatics.  But what really is the study of Informatics about?  This is the question that we are working towards defining in this class.  In a nutshell at this moment it is the, afore mentioned items and how they are manipulated deployed in a particular field of study or place of employment.

Informatics is not a narrowing area of focus, but a broad one with its roots in everything from the medical professions right into the area of societal needs and impact.

One such area of Informatics is that of Social Informatics.  During the group presentation, Rick spoke on this in regards to the reading by Peter Ingwersen called, “Information and Information Science in Context”, as well as an article by Rob Kling and Carol Hert, titled “Social Informatics in Information Science: An Introduction”.

In the Ingwersen reading there was a focus on Information Systems in that they have become more strongly connected to a more human approach to Information transfer.  There is also a strong trend in research interest from access-orientation to accessibility and use of stored knowledge overall (Ingwersen, pg 114).  This can be brought to light by the fact that information is becoming more readily and easily accessible as technology continues to move forward.  With the growth of society, there is also more interest in the use of transformation of information into knowledge on both the individual and societal levels.  Information is now being made to fit the human being, in which it is transformed into knowledge for the human.  This is viewed as a critical and strategic asset to society (Ingwersen, pg.115), because of the clear fact that knowledge is truly, power.  How many times can we think of a case where information is kept from people, thus leaving that knowledge in the hands of a few?  Many dictatorships and former communist countries refused to permit the dispensing of information and the use of devices for seeking it.  This is how they were and are able to keep control over people, because they have the power.

Wersig was sited in the main reading as having a more social look to the study of Information Science or in our case Informatics.  Wersig proposes “knowledge for action”, which encompasses the reasons for the desire of information by people (Ingwersen, pg.115).

In understanding this “Knowledge for Action by Actors” theory, there are three trends to start off with.  First we must place the focus on the human sphere (trend 1) as well as on the transformations of information into knowledge via a multitude of media (trend 2) and dealing with a wide range of information types (trend 3), the intentionality behind the use of such information becomes of crucial importance to information science (Ingwersen, pg.115).  What he says right here is that people are at the root of the study, in that we must make and develop information and understand the how it is being used and it’s effects on people.  Wersig also goes into things more by placing this “knowledge for action on actors” implies that it is an important reason for this desire for information is to obtain knowledge in order to perform some kind of mental action or activity in organizational and other social environments (Ingwersen, pg.115).  Right here he clearly states information’s importance and impact on society.

Wersig wasn’t alone as Belkin also dabbled in this area of study by demonstrating both sociological and individual psychological dimensions as they pertain to information.  Belkin referred to a problem with society and information, and that it is one being solved by “facilitating the effective communication of desired information between human generator and human user” (Ingwersen, pg112).  He gets into the idea of developing and freeing up those those technologies that move information so that people can gain and transmit information to be used as knowledge.  Here we see technologies impact on society in regards to the human desire for information.

The extra article directly pertained to the area of Social Informatics and introduces the concept of study of.  To start off it states that Social Informatics research examines the design, uses and implications of information and communications technologies in ways that that account for their interactions with institutional and cultural contexts (Kling, pg 1047).  Seeing that this is a newer area of study, it is amazing how this definition ties into the previous works of Wersig and Belkin, as cited in the Ingwersen reading.  The journal article speaks of Information Communication Technologies, (ICT’s) and how we can understand their social implication by following them back to the direct effects they have information processing.  This being said in a traditional approach, it is looked on as a strong influence on society in terms of using technology to deliver information and basically shaping the public sphere.  The flipside is that of social contexts actually shaping the use of information technology.  This says that society develops new technologies and changes them to better suit their needs, where a more traditionalist would say that the advent of new technologies is what shapes society.  A quote that struck me from the reading was that “Technologies are occasions that trigger social dynamics which, in turn, modify or maintain an organization contours” (Belkin, pg.1048).

The question that was raised to the class was this: what sort of events can you think of that ICT’s have had an impact on society or the opposite.  Both Joe and Robin spoke in regards to this question, with the exact opposite viewpoints.  Joe spoke up in defense of the more traditional aspect that technology shapes the culture, thus allowing it to grow and advance.  Robin on the other hand thought that society had more an effect on the advancement of technologies and their development to better suit their needs.

This area of Social Informatics is just one of the many fields that Informatics and Information Sciences have a foothold in.

Fabio focused on the key concept that there are two of the areas of concern for information science


In section 5 of the reading1, “The scope and current state of information science”, Ingwersen states the goal of scientific investigation in the field of information science in the form of a problem statement quoted from N.J. Belkin3: “Facilitating the effective communication of desired information between human generator and human user.”

Ingwersen believes that it is necessary to emphasize that it is desired information that is communicated and that “the emphasis is on the quality of the interaction between generators and users of recorded information.” The author continues by explaining that the statement implies that Information Science should study the users’ reasons for seeking, finding and managing information. He notes that information science should neither constrain itself to the study of IT applications nor study the entire communication field.

Ingwersen then lists Belkin’s3 five areas of concern for information science, of which we shall focus on the last two as they are of particular interest. The two areas are the relationship between the information itself and its generator and the relationship between the information itself and its user.

Ingwersen5 explains the significance of the 4th area as dealing with “generated knowledge and forms of its analysis and representation in (text) information systems” and that of 5th area as a “focus on the relevance, use and value of information.

The author explains that Belkin’s definition of these areas is attractive as it provides a good basis for future research whereby the areas can be studied separately or in a combined fashion.

I chose this particular section as it illustrates one of the more interesting and significant theoretical structures concerning information science presented in Ingwersen’s paper.

My extra paper: “Documentation Redux: Prolegomenon to (Another) Philosophy of Information” by Bernd Frohman.

I chose this paper2 as it ties in with the aforementioned areas of study for information science. The paper looks at a “philosophy of documentation”, which, a “philosophy of information” is based on. It posits that behavior patterns in documentation determine the quality of information, which then determines the “informativeness” of a document.

The author divides what he terms documentary practices into four categories: materiality, institutional sites, the social disciplining of documents and the documentation’s historical contingency.

Although the arguments the paper makes are mostly of a philosophical nature, the paper nevertheless is an illustration of the wide array of disciplines the concepts of information and documentation cover.

Jessica finished up the presentation with the following discussion.  After reading the textbook, and our assigned readings, the terms ‘information technology’, ‘informatics’, and ‘information science’ frequently kept appearing, but it wasn’t intuitive how they related to each other.  As I researched for my portion of our presentation, I attempted to connect these terms and concepts and found an exceptional article, The Invisible Substrate of Information Science, by Marcia Bates, that helped my understanding of these terms and how they are interrelated.  


I started on this journey by referencing our textbook, which states that Informatics is the “management and control of information flow and the creation of systems to do just that.”  This is useful as a practical definition, but incomplete as it gives no weight to what principles drive the management and control of information flow, and no discussion of what attributes or objective standards that will optimize this process.  Shaoyi states that “(informatics) was regarded as the applied use of information science.”


Now, information science is a field that has some theory, attributes, and principles.  Bates states that “In applied information science, we find ourselves primarily concerned with the form and organization of information, its underlying structure, and only secondarily with its content.”  This is important because it shows that an information scientist or an informatics specialist does not need to be an expert in the field of the information, which he/she keeps.  Bates does a superb job representing this relationship through a doctor or actor example:  An actor may research his role but it is not necessary for the actor to be a doctor to play one on TV.  


Bates goes on to outline three big questions that information science should aspire to answer: 1) The physical question:  What are the features and laws of the recorded information universe? 2) The social question:  How do people relate to, seek and use information?, and 3) The design question:  How can access to recorded information be made the most rapid and effective?  The answers from these questions bring us back to the beginning, and will determine how we, “manage and control information flow” and how it provides us a way to accomplish this.  

So linking these terms together, my belief is that Informatics is the management and control of desired information flow utilizing information technology and applying the principles of information science, such as the concepts of form, organization, and structure to optimize this process.   Bates believes the uncertainty we find ourselves in defining informatics and information science stems from that people in these fields often come from varying backgrounds and are at ease using different methodologies.  One thing we can say for sure is that everyone agrees that this is a relatively new discipline where the borders aren’t yet completely defined.  

In the end, this presentation to the class on the readings took many unforeseen twists and turns in regards to how the readings were interpreted and transmitted.  One could spend a good portion of their life trying to place definitions to one area or the many that were presented in the reading.  Information itself will never stop growing and so the study and interpretations of it also will continue to develop.  As information professionals, we must be able to control and understand the various forms it comes in and then we truly will be able to yield that power we possess in the future.
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