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ABSTRACT 

In this position paper, I will argue and exemplify how three 

conceptually separable, but in practice always intertwined 

dimensions – social, individual and techno-material – relate to 

and illuminate different aspects of searching as a learning activity. 

The paper builds on a conceptualization of searching as a part of 

something else, like a work task rather than an activity making 

sense on its own. Social dimension emphasizes shared (work) 

practices, individual dimension addresses personal characteristics 

that affect how work is performed, and techno-material dimension 

focus on system properties. Searching as a learning activity is 

related to each of these dimensions. The dimensions offer a novel 

conceptual and methodological platform for studying searching as 

a learning activity in real-life work tasks, and embed searching as 

a learning activity into a wider frame of workplace learning.  
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1. THEORETICAL POSITIONING  
Learning, like use of information, is an elusive phenomenon 

which is constantly present in human life. Besides formal 

educational contexts learning takes also place in the workplace; 

sometimes in formally organized events, but often informally and 

nearly unnoticed in everyday work tasks. Like in many other 

contexts, there is a social dimension of learning along with 

individual and techno-material dimensions in such mundane 

activities. In this position paper, I will argue and exemplify how 

these dimensions readily relate to and illuminate different aspects 

of searching as a learning activity.  

To demarcate the scope of this paper, a present definition of 

searching as a learning activity needs to be discussed in some 

detail. My starting point is a common and broad view on learning 

as a process of gaining knowledge of some kind; may that be 

ideas, facts, insights, skills, understandings or something else. 

Searching on the other hand, may be specified in somewhat more 

precisely as an activity in relation to information seeking in a 

work task context: “whereas information seeking tasks focus on 

the satisfaction of an entire information need (consisting of 

different types of information, subject topics, etc.) through – often 

several – consultations of channels and sources, information 

search tasks focus on the satisfaction of a separable fraction of an 

information need through a single consultation of a source or 

sources; a task performer searches for information from one or 

more sources during one consultation process or search episode” 

[2, p. 1056]. This definition accommodates accessing several 

kinds of information, mediated digitally as well as in other ways. 

In this paper, searching as a learning activity is then seen as an 

activity to be learned in itself as well as an activity carried out for 

learning purposes. In both cases, learning may be an explicit goal 

or it may take place indirectly as a part of attending to work tasks. 

The paper relies on current theoretical development in LIS on the 

fields of information behaviour and interactive information 

retrieval, borrowing ideas from organizational learning research, 

and more generally from sociology and educational sciences. 

My discussion builds on the nowadays widely accepted 

conceptualization of searching as a part of something else, like a 

work task – rather than being seen as an activity making sense on 

its own. This presupposition suggests that even when searching is 

the focus of study, it needs to be framed in its context. In this 

position paper, I aim to provide a conceptual and methodological 

platform and an initial set of research topics for studying 

searching as a learning activity in real-life work tasks. This 

approach differentiates searching beyond types of search tasks and 

even types of work tasks, and demonstrates the 

multidimensionality of searching in workplace learning. To my 

knowledge, this is a novel attempt to understand searching in 

relation to workplace learning. 

In order to introduce and explain the social dimension of 

searching as a learning activity, a practice theoretical standpoint is 

taken. I lean towards the work that I am presently involved with 

Annemareé Lloyd [2], where Schatzki’s practice theory [cf. 11] 

plays a central role, but where ideas from especially Giddens’ 

structuration theory [cf. 4] as well as Engeström’s activity theory 

[cf. 7, 14] are influential. This dimension emphasizes that work 

and the context where the work is happening outline the 

boundaries, and that they guide and regulate what requirements, 

procedures and solutions are suitable in carrying out a work task 

and arriving at a result. The sociality of any work activity mirrors 

learning in general; a person learns how to be a worker of a 



specific field in a specific workplace through participation, for 

instance how to be a university professor (professional practice) at 

Oslo University (local practice). Since other persons as well as 

material and intellectual objects in the work environment carry 

with them traditions, values and an agreed-upon set of facts, this 

learning is attached to the trajectory of time – happening now, but 

inescapably relating to the past. In the process of learning, a 

person becomes not only an able worker in her setting, but also an 

active participant of the practice(s) involved; mediating and 

developing the traditions, values and facts further. 

 Relating to searching as a learning activity within the social 

dimension, the search strategies and goals of the searching are 

viewed as a part of the work practice(s). There is a push in any 

work practice to look for certain information (and ignore others), 

to use certain ways of getting hold of it (and ignore others) and to 

utilize certain information sources (and ignore others). In most 

workplaces, the most conventional information sources are made 

readily available in order to make the work flow effectively. They 

are part of the activities learned in relation to general and local 

work practices. Thus, a work task and searching as a part of it – 

whether performed by a single person or in co-operation – is 

never an activity in solitude, but related to other current and past 

doings and people in the workplace. 

Turning to the individual dimension of searching as a 

learning activity, I am approaching the perspective from mainly 

LIS oriented literature, where the user’s capabilities, skills, 

motivation and prior knowledge has been focused on in several 

studies [cf. 6, 10]. However, even here the individual is seen as 

participating and interacting in her social context, although the 

emphasis is not on socially construed relationships directly, but 

on the ways that these relationships are re-formed through 

individual human attributes. Such attributes may refer to 

personality traits, knowledge, experience, interests, motivation, 

idiosyncrasies, habits, preferences, situation-sensitiveness and 

other such things that make a difference between individuals, even 

if they share certain social practice(s). Accordingly, a person may 

choose a particular approach or goal for personal development 

when it comes to her work tasks. These, conscious or unconscious 

choices of an individual, clearly relate to her learning in general 

and consequently affect searching as a learning activity. This 

makes a work task performance including searching, sensitive to 

individual attributes; for instance, we know that people with good 

motivation are looking for divergent information and utilizing a 

variety of information sources than less ambitious people in 

learning tasks [cf. 9].  

Finally, the techno-material dimension concerns not only 

information systems, but norm structures, regulations [cf. 8] and 

material objects [cf. 12, 13] that are associated with performing 

work and its related activities in general. However, information 

(retrieval) systems are a very good example of the techno-material 

objects where an interaction between technologies and intellectual 

norm structures are highlighted. The structures (e.g., classification 

schemas and meta-data) and openings (e.g., search options) 

created to regulate/get access to information within retrieval 

systems form a specified space for searching as a learning activity. 

Similarly, the content of information (retrieval) systems connects 

to a host of held traditions, values and facts by mediating certain 

information in a certain manner. As a consequence, they delimit 

the possibilities available for people using the systems for 

learning purposes.  

The three conceptually separable dimensions shed light on 

searching as a learning activity from different angles and thus 

emphasize different facets of the phenomenon. However, in any 

actual, real-life occurrence of searching/learning, all three 

dimensions are at play.  

2. EXAMPLES FROM EMPIRY 
To illustrate the above reasoning, I discuss some of my 

previous findings. It appears that people in workplaces share a 

common understanding of what constitutes simple and complex 

work tasks. Similar tasks seem to prompt a retrieval of similar 

types of information and from similar types of information 

sources. Task performers seem to rather effortlessly recognize 

what information is necessary and from which sources to get it. 

This indicates strong professional as well as local work practices. 

This is a seemingly natural outcome since all the organizations 

that I have studied are “old” in the sense that they have long 

histories of their own. In addition, the main work is taking place 

within a sphere of well-established professions: local authorities, 

newspapers, and engineering companies.  

However, the particular practices of a profession may lead to 

somewhat different results. For instance in work practices of 

engineers and municipal officers, the use of documentary sources 

(printed or increasingly digital) is considered suitable for 

retrieving task-specific and often factual information for simple 

tasks. For more complex tasks, information that is useful even 

outside a task at hand becomes relevant, both concerning the 

general domain area of the task as well as procedural information 

about how to handle the task. These wider requirements lead to 

inquiries made to peers and other people concerned. These 

findings differ to certain extent when studying journalists who 

turn to people as information sources to clearly larger extent than 

the other two professions studied. In their practice it is widely 

expected to emphasize “voices” of people involved in the topics. 

People involved are important for the other two professions as 

well, but in their practices these “voices” were incorporated to the 

work flow through a use of specified forms and other 

documentation. Searching – or perhaps more appropriately 

seeking – for information in relation to a work task thus was not 

only learning about a topic, but about the appropriate ways of 

preforming work tasks. Although in my own work thus far, I have 

not been paying close attention to wordings and other expressions 

used in relation to searching a specific source, it seems to me 

plausible to expect that such wordings and expressions, as well as, 

evaluation of the information gained carry traces of the commonly 

shared work practice(s). One example is that engineers in general 

seem to value information that is presented in form of detailed 

drawings of existing or planned designs rather than purely text-

based information. The above empirical findings illustrate the 

social dimension of searching as a learning activity. 

The individual dimension has been more readily present in 

the main body of my research. Clearly aspects of prior knowledge 

of the topic and motivation play a role for information searching 

and seeking as well as for work task performance. The general 

traits that were discussed above and related to work practices take 

different forms by less experienced workers. Tasks that are routine 

tasks for an experienced worker appear to be perceived more 

demanding and complex by her novice peers; thus leading to 

similar information activities than in the more complex tasks in 

general. This is obviously a sign of learning how to do the work 

while attending to work tasks. Over time the novices turn to the 



experts and become familiar with their work, including 

information searching. Another aspect of this dimension is 

motivation. However, based on my work, the motivational aspect 

does not appear to be as significant in a work environment as, for 

instance, it does in educational settings. This may be related to 

situational attributes, like time limitations. With tight time 

restrictions, there is less room for high ambition level.   

Yet another interesting aspect is in regards to the perception 

of the work task genre. In addition to the simple-complex or 

usual-unusual work task, the tasks may also be considered on 

basis of their relation to professions. Work tasks may belong into 

the professional sphere, that is tasks where the worker’s education 

is necessary, or they may be administrative tasks associated with a 

job (e.g., time allocation report and travel cost reimbursement), 

which are not based on the worker’s educational background. 

Among other differences, one clear one is that the complexity of 

the work task, and the consequently more burdensome effort 

required in information seeking and searching, is dealt with 

differently [cf. 1]. It seems that in complex administrative tasks, 

information related activities are likely to be met with frustration 

almost as soon as an effort is required. However, the information 

activities related to complex work tasks related to the professional 

sphere are perceived as an opportunity for learning. Our tolerance 

for unclear and arduous information activities appears to be 

clearly higher in work tasks of our professional sphere than in 

administrative tasks or in any kind of tasks that we expect to be 

simple. This means that searching as a learning activity is mainly 

welcomed aspect of work only if it relates to complex tasks of a 

professional nature, whereas in relation to any other kind of task, 

it risks being an unwelcomed source of frustration. 

The last dimension discussed in this paper is the techno-

material dimension. Every trade has its tools and it seems that 

information (retrieval) systems are a commonplace part of nearly 

all workplaces; if not for the work tasks of the profession then for 

the administrative tasks. Although now commonplace, their 

history in the workplace is relatively short, only a few decades 

long. Given that the technological advancement has been vast 

during this period, the information landscape of the workplace has 

been in constant change for a longer period of time. This means 

that searching as a learning activity in itself is something to be 

learned and up-dated frequently. Searching to discover new 

information in order to gain new insights about a topic is thus 

only one aspect of the learning processes related to information 

systems in the workplace. Given that in many everyday work tasks 

we are actually striving towards a routine and effortless flow of 

information, the learning aspect of searching may actually be 

something as controversial as unwanted. As a consequence, it 

seems that it is the complex work tasks within the professional 

sphere that are most adaptable for viewing searching as learning 

in positive terms. In these tasks the worker will most likely view 

the system as an aid and not as a source of frustration and 

something to overcome. Therefore, searching as a learning activity 

in various workplaces requires different orientations and different 

support from information systems.  

 

 

 

3. FUTURE RESEARCH TOPICS 
I conclude my paper by suggesting some future research 

topics on searching as a learning activity and discussing their 

methodological consequences to study on interactive information 

retrieval: 

1. Comparing searching as a learning activity within  

different work task genres  

 There are indications in my earlier findings that learning 

is more likely viewed in positive terms in work tasks 

that involve professional challenges than in work tasks 

of administrative nature. The complex professional tasks 

tend to evoke curiosity and a desire to understand the 

matter under consideration. This leads to more intense 

and thorough information seeking and searching, where 

information on different aspects and alternatives is 

sought for. There is greater tolerance for uncertainty and 

even contradictory information is accepted. Learning is 

an outspoken reason among others for looking for 

information in these tasks. On the other hand, learning 

is not mentioned while addressing administrative duties. 

Instead, feelings of frustration are more likely to surface 

if information acquisition does not proceed efficiently. 

These conclusions are based on small dataset and as 

mentioned indicative, but they are clear enough to be 

interesting for further scrutiny. What kind of work task 

genres may be identified in the workplace and how do 

they relate to information seeking and searching, as 

such and as a learning activity?  

2. Relating searching as a learning activity to individual 

and social dimensions 

 Much research has been done on individual attributes 

and information seeking and searching. However, my 

research clearly shows that people in the same 

workplace tend to approach similar work tasks in a 

similar manner, including information related activities. 

Based on this we may assume that searching also has 

traits that are related to the individual attending a given 

work task as well as to the social context of the 

workplace itself. What kind of traits are there, how they 

relate to the individual and social dimensions, and how 

does the individual and social dimensions interplay in 

searching, as such and as a learning activity? 

3. Identifying system/source properties and their 

relationship to searching as a learning activity 

As learning happens in connection to searching, either 

by being a purpose of the activity or by being the 

learning object itself in the workplace, a number of 

information systems or other sources become involved. 

Different systems and sources (from Google to a 

colleague) have particular properties, like format in 

which information is available, possibilities to retrieve 

and extract pieces of information, interactivity, 

flexibility to modify content, vocabularies available, 

lucidity of content etc. My earlier findings reveal that 

people as information sources grow in importance in 

complex work tasks. The reason seems to be that people 

are highly flexible information sources that can provide 

many types of information and modify it to fit the work 

task at hand. These properties are valuable when the 



task is not straight forward, and factual pieces of 

information are not enough, but the task requires both 

reflection and case-based arbitration, which – in some 

sense – is learning in the workplace. What are the 

properties enhancing learning, and how do they relate to 

searching as a learning activity?  

4.  Development of ethnographically oriented research 

methodology 

In order to study the above topics and related research 

questions, it seems to me that different ethnographically 

inspired research methods will prove useful. Studying 

searching as a learning activity in real workplaces is 

best conducted by collecting data in situ. Both learning 

and searching are taking place as part of other activities 

and may pass with no reflection by the searcher/learner. 

This means that they may be difficult to cover in 

traditional qualitative research methods like interviews, 

let alone quantitative methods. Moreover, the 

complexities of real-life work environments make it 

difficult to simulate them in standard experimental 

designs. Therefore there is a need to expand towards 

methodologies where searching (as such and as a 

learning activity) is observed as it occurs in the contexts 

where it usually happens. Whereas all, if any research 

focusing on searching is naturally not necessary to 

conduct with fully ethnographic methods, different 

combinations and/or alternations may add value to the 

research designs and the results and conclusions arrived 

at. I believe that many research projects are likely to 

benefit if ethnographically inspired methods are 

developed further as part of the IIR method arsenal.  

 

The above topics and connected methodological consequences 

enrich the theoretical and empirical scrutiny of searching as a 

learning activity. They further the ongoing efforts to relate 

specific acts or experiences of searching to goals and ideas 

beyond the single search episode. Searching as a learning activity 

becomes then intertwined into other human activities, like 

workplace learning in this paper. By embedding searching activity 

in this manner, there are greater possibilities to realistically study 

and explain searching as a learning activity as well as searching 

per se in real-life contexts. 
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