


metatheory 

“The philosophy behind the theory, the 

fundamental set of  ideas about how 

phenomena of  interest in a particular field 

should be thought about and researched.” 

      

       

  
Bates, M. J. (2005). An introduction to theories, metatheories, and models. In K. E. Fisher, S. Erdelez, & 
L. McKechnie (Eds.), Theories of information behaviour (pp. 1-24). Medford, NJ: Information Today.  



metatheory 

“…the often unarticulated premises upon 

which empirical research and theorization is 

based…broader and less specific than 

theories, they are orientation strategies to 

the world.” 

    

     Talja, S., Tuominen, K. & Savolainen, R. "ISMS" in information science. Journal of 
Documentation,  61(1), 79-101. 





metatheory in the natural sciences 

theory of  evolution 



history of metatheory in IS 

• “sociological problem” 

• “psychological problem” 

• “historical problem” 

• “practical considerations” 

Butler, P. (1933).  An Introduction to Library Science. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 



metatheories in information science 
(Bates, 2005)  



socio-cognitivism & cognitivism 

 

conflicting metatheories 



cultural studies & historical approach  

ethnography & socio-cognitivism 

 

compatible metatheories 



impact of metatheory 

methodological 



impact of metatheory 

ontological 

research  

concepts 

 



What is “information?” 



impact of metatheory 

social 



impact of metatheory 

social 



What’s your metatheory? 

impact of metatheory 

personal 



impact of metatheory 

personal 

What’s your metatheory? 



        Sanna Talja             Kimmo Tuominen        Reijo Savolainen 

contribution from Finland 

Talja, S., Tuominen, K. & Savolainen, R. "ISMS" in information science. Journal of 
Documentation,  61(1), 79-101. 





“Metatheoretical Snowmen” 
(Hartel, ALISE poster, 2005) 



The process of  employing 

imaginary situations to increase 

understanding.   

gedankenexperiment 
“thought-experiment” 

 



five panelists will address: 
(in 5 minutes each) 

 

• What is the snowman’s reality? 

• What is information?  

• What is information behavior in the 

snowman’s world? 

 



    academic     non-academic                 student 

the jury 

 1 (incomprehensible) ---------------------- 10 (eureka!)  



grand prizes 

 
Your Name Here 



panelists & their metatheories 

Jonathan Furner – philosophical-analytic 

Soo Young Rieh – user-centered design 

Michael Olsson – critical theory 

Marcia J. Bates – evolutionary approach 

Nicholas Belkin – cognitivism 

 

 

Ho 



philosophical-analytic 
Jonathan Furner 

Department of Information Studies, University of California, Los Angeles  

“...the classical techniques of  

the discipline of  philosophy 

are brought to bear on 

information-related matters ” 

 

 

 



user-centered design 
Soo Young Rieh 

School of Information, University of Michigan 

“the development and human 

testing of  information 

organization and information 

system designs is seen as a path 

to both scientific understanding 

and improved information 

access” 

 

 



critical studies 
Michael Olsson 

Journalism, Information & Media Studies Group, University of Technology, Sydney 

“the hidden power relations 

and patterns of  

documentation within 

society are revealed and 

debunked”   



evolutionary approach 
Marcia J. Bates 

School of Education and Information Studies, UCLA 

“the insights of  biology and 

evolutionary psychology are 

brought to bear on 

information-related 

phenomena”   

 

 

 



“the thinking of  the 

individual person operating 

in the world is  the 

dominating focus of  

research on information 

seeking, retrieval, and use”   

 

 

cognitivism 
Nicholas Belkin 

School of Communication, Information & Library Studies, Rutgers University 



discussant 
Andrew Dillon 

School of Information 
University of Texas, Austin 



And the winner is… 

Jonathan Furner – philosophical-analytic 

Soo Young Rieh – user-centered design 

Michael Olsson – critical theory 

Marcia J. Bates – evolutionary approach 

Nicholas Belkin – cognitivism 

 

 

Ho 



Thank you  
 

Presentation slides are available upon request to 
jenna.hartel@utoronto.ca 


