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     Abstract:   
In the world of ever changing technology, it is important to understand our clients’ 
preferences for information technology in order to address their information needs. This 
paper describes three information preference studies that were conducted in different 
contexts using observation, online diary, survey, interview and focus group methods, 
and discusses the strengths and limitations of each method in the context of information 
use research. 
………………………………………………………………………………… 
     Keywords: technology preferences, technology adoption, information use, research 
methods, information behaviour, information channel, e-book, e-reader  
………………………………………………………………………………… 
      
1. Introduction 
In the world of ever changing technology, library offerings should be guided by 
clients’ and potential clients’ information needs and preferences for information 
technology. This paper describes three information preference studies that were 
conducted using various methods, and discusses the strengths and limitations of 
each method in the context of information use research. The reviewed 
methodology can be used in other contexts where is it important to collect 
evidence to guide information technology decisions. 
The first study aimed to understand information behavior of subway commuters 
in two large metropolitan areas. The study used observation, questionnaire and 
interview methods to collect data about the types of information tools used by 
commuters and reasons for choosing these tools (Lopatovska, 2012). 
The goal of the second study was to examine user preferences for information 
channels (online, human, print, etc.) and specific features of these channels. 
The data were collected over the course of ten days using electronic diaries and 
interviews. To better understand users’ attachment to popular information 
channel and its features (search engine), participants were asked not to use it 
for several days, and report their experiences with the use of alternatives 
(Lopatovska et al., 2012). 
The third study focused on understanding information technology use, and 
specifically e-readers, by graduate and undergraduate students of several New 
York universities. The study used survey, interview and focus group methods to 
collect quantitative and qualitative data on the use of e-books and e-readers for 
academic purposes (Lopatovska et al., 2013 and Bronner, submitted for 
publication). 
The methods described in the article help to address a wide range of research 
questions related to information technology preferences, from high level 
understanding of the types of information technologies that are being used, to 
understanding the circumstances of use and reasons for choosing specific tools 
or functionality. Each of the described methods has strengths in addressing 
specific types of research questions and limitations that can be minimized by 
the use of complementary methods, use of standardized instruments, increase of 



project resources, and other techniques. The following sections provide an 
overview and the major finding of the three information technology preference 
and use studies, and discuss the strengths and limitations of the studies’ 
methods. Relevance of the methodology for other research contexts is also 
discussed. 
 
2. Exploring information behavior of the underground commuters 
Study overview 
The study aimed to understand information behavior of subway commuters in 
two large metropolitan areas: New York City, USA and Paris, France. The 
study used observation, questionnaire and interview methods to collect data 
about the types of information tools used by commuters and reasons for 
choosing these tools.  
The study findings led to the classification of commuters’ information activities 
into active and passive. Active activities involve constant back-and-forth 
interaction with the information medium, and include reading, emailing, 
texting, calling, and gaming.  Passive activities do not involve proactive 
interactions with information medium or surroundings, and include music 
listening and resting. The study found similarities and differences in the 
patterns of information consumption of French and American subway travelers. 
For example, we found that both groups were heavy readers of print media, 
especially books. In both cities, the majority of the observed commuters did not 
use any information devices despite wide availability of portable print and 
electronic media suited for underground use. Some of the differences between 
French and American subway riders included the frequency of electronic media 
use, with the New York city commuters using electronic media significantly 
more frequently than their Parisian counterparts (details of the study can be 
found in Lopatovska, et al., 2011 and Lopatovska, 2012). The study also found 
differences in the use of specific information devices. For example, Paris 
commuters used headphones and bud microphones during their mobile phone 
conversations while New Yorkers talked directly into the device.  
  
Methodological strengths  
The data were collected by several researchers over a short period of time (2 
weeks). The combination of observations, questionnaire and interviews with 
commuters offered a rapid assessment of the diverse number of activities, 
commuter types, and geographical locales that can be used in decisions to 
introduce new or improve existing commuter services including wireless 
access, book kiosks, phone applications, etc.; the data can also be used for 
historical studies (e.g. to compare technology use before and after introduction 
of wireless access underground). Similar methodology can be applied in other 
contexts where it is important to produce technological environmental scan, 
assess technology ownership and use and/or understand cultural norms of 
technology use. Similar studies can be run over a short period of time.  
 
Methodological limitations 
Individual methods that were used in the study had a number of limitations. 
Unobtrusive observations of commuters in the natural setting offered inexact 
inferences about information behaviors from the observed actions.  The 
presence of headphones and iPod, for example, was linked to music listening, a 
relaxing activity, while in fact it could have been used for listening to a podcast 
which is a more active use of commute time. Comparison of commuters’ 
behavior in New York and Paris also suggested that commuter behaviors were 
linked to socio-economic norms of a broader community, and the two parts of 
the study had limited generalizability (e.g. knowledge of New York City 
commuters would probably not improve one’s understanding of the other city 



commuters’ behavior). The survey data was limited to a particular sub-set of 
commuter population and did not represent the whole population. However, use 
of multiple methods allows a researcher to compensate for one method 
limitations by leveraging the strengths of another method; for example, in our 
study, use of the interviews and surveys strengthened the observation findings 
and enriched them with the participants’ explanations of their behavior. 
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3. Exploring information channel preferences 
Study overview 
The goal of the study was to understand users’ preferences for information 
channels (online, human, print, etc.), relationships between user preferences 
and the types of information tasks, and emotions associated with various 
information tools and their features. The study recruited participants with 
various information technology skills and from diverse socio-economic 
backgrounds. The data were collected over the course of ten days using 
electronic diaries and interviews. To better understand users’ attachment to one 
of participants’ favorite channels, the search engine, participants were asked 
not to use it for four days.  
Some of the study findings supported prior research on information channel 
preferences including the fact that the most frequently used information 
channel was other individuals; and the notion that search engines were valued 
for their convenience, the option to quickly access a wide variety of resources, 
keyword search and browsing functions. The findings indicated that 
information channel preferences correlated with the time of the day, day of the 
week, and participants’ information needs. The study identified a number of 
unique findings including the fact that when search engines were not available, 
use of other electronic information sources decreased, while the time spent 
using print and consulting other individuals increased. The study also found 
that some participants experienced a significant increase in negative emotions 
due to restrictions placed on search engine use and their inability to identify 
alternatives. While some participants were able to completely withdraw from 
the use of their favorite channel and find alternative sources of information, 
other participants could not totally give up using a search engine due to the lack 
of alternatives (or lack of knowledge of the alternative channels) and 
difficulties associated with the use of alternatives (e.g. inconveniences of 
asking a human expert). Our findings suggest that the information channel 
preference can be treated as an information seeking heuristic, a semi-automatic 
habitual response to the information need situation when minimal or no pre-
search planning is done.  
 
Methodological strengths  
The study collected quantitative and qualitative data enabling researchers to 
address multiple research questions related to the contextual and affective 
variables affecting information source preference and use. The use of online 
diaries (or “experience sample method” also used by Rieh, 2010) enabled the 
collection of data about users’ online activities several times a day without 
major interruption to participants’ routines. Restricting the use of an 
information channel permitted examination of user dependencies on the 
channel and its particular features that users find valuable (an example of a 
study that deprived participants of an information technology in order to 
examine their dependency on this technology can be found in Moeller (2011) 
who asked 1000 students from ten countries not to use their electronic media 
for the duration of 24 hours). The methods would be appropriate for use in 
studies that investigate routine online information behaviors and/or preferences 
for information channels and their properties. 



 
Methodological limitations 
The major drawback of the methodology is its cost to participants and 
researchers. Filling out an online diary several times a day and having daily 
conversations with researchers over the period of 10 days was time-consuming 
for participants; participants had to be constantly motivated and reminded to 
continue their involvement. The researchers who were ‘monitoring’ participants 
over the course of a study had to be trained in data collection techniques to 
ensure consistency of collected data (e.g. interview data). Analysis of the 
collected quantitative, and especially qualitative, data was costly and time-
consuming. Finally, due to the high direct and indirect costs associated with 
using the described methods, the study was not able to recruit a large number of 
participants, limiting the ability to generalize the findings.  
………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
4. Exploring student use of e-book and e-reader technology 
The third study focused on understanding information technology use, and 
specifically e-books and e-readers, by graduate and undergraduate students of 
several New York universities. The study used survey, interviews and focus 
groups methods to collect quantitative and qualitative data on students’ reading 
habits and preferences (Lopatovska et al., 2013 and Bronner, submitted for 
publication). 
The findings suggest that the students have generally incorporated e-books into 
their academic routines despite the novelty of this technology, barriers to access 
and usability issues associated with this e-reading technology. The study 
identified a number of e-reading technology features that academic readers 
found valuable, including 1) relatively low cost compared to the print media; 2) 
portability of e-readers; 3) advanced features such as highlighting, keyword 
search and annotation; 4) instant access to a wide variety of titles; 5) 
environmental benefits of e-books compared to the print books. The findings 
help to illustrate how emerging digital tools influence changes in academic 
readership. 
 
Methodological strengths  
The study was conducted in a short period of time. The online survey helped to 
determine demographic characteristics as well as technology and reading 
preferences of students, while the data collected through focus groups and 
semi-structured interviews provided insights into the reasons behind the 
students’ academic reading preferences and expectations of academic e-books. 
All instruments provided participants with options to share their ideas and 
describe practices related to e-books usage (e.g., free text boxes in online 
survey, open-ended interview questions and focus group discussions.) Such 
options allowed us to explore participants’ understanding of the emerging 
phenomena. Similar methods can be used to develop case studies on the 
adoption of emerging technology.  
 
Methodological limitations 
Participation in the study was voluntary, and the survey, interview and focus 
group participants were self-selected. Such design increases the possibility that 
only subjects with strong opinions about e-books chose to participate in the 
study. Future studies should aim at recruiting a more diverse sample of 
participants, including non-users of technology and individuals who do not 
have strong opinions about the technology. Since the literature does not offer a 
unified definition of e-book and e-reading constructs, the study focused on 
exploring participants’ understanding of these emerging phenomena. Future 
studies should consider developing definitions of investigated constructs in 



order to increase consistency of the findings and clarify the nature of the 
investigated phenomena to a broader community.  
………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
5. Conclusions 
The methods described in the article help to address a range of research 
questions related to information technology preferences, from high level 
understanding of the types of information technologies that are being used, to 
understanding the circumstances of use and reasons for choosing specific tools 
and functions. Each of the described methods has strengths in addressing 
specific types of research questions and limitations that can be minimized by 
the use of complementary methods, use of standardized definitions and 
instruments, increase of study resources and/or number and diversity of 
participants. The described methods can be used in various setting. For 
example, the methods used in a commuter study can be applied in an 
investigation of library visitors’ behaviors; the methods used in the information 
channel preference study can be used to understand users' preferences for an 
information technology or its features (e.g., preference for e-book, and 
specifically its portable nature); the combination of methods used in the e-book 
study could be transferred to other settings (e.g., public library) or used as a 
case study for any new information technology adoption. The fact that all of the 
discussed projects were conducted by master-level students illustrates that the 
described methods can be used by inexperienced researchers with basic 
training. All the discussed studies were conducted under the umbrella of active 
learning educational model that combines theoretical training and hands-on 
research (Liebscher, 1998, Albright, et al., 2012). The model can be used in 
other educational setting and produce findings that can inform decisions of 
broader professional communities. 
………………………………………………………………………………… 
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