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INTRODUCTION

A primary goal of classification is to assist infonnation seekers in finding materials of use to them.
These materials may be books, they may be songs, they may be examples of architectural designs.

Given this goal, it is not sufficient to ask:

How can we classify a set of materials so as to discriminate among the members of
this set?

Instead, we must ask the broader question:

What classification will be most effective in helping information seekers to achieve
their goals?

To answer this question, classification research becomes closely intertwined with questions about
the needs of prospective information seekers, about the ways in which they can access and use the
results of the classification process, and about the cognitive processes of the information seeker
that arise during the search process. In this paper, we explore some of the issues raised by this
broader systems perspective.

Information Seeking as a Problem of Learning about a Topic

In an empirical study of the interactions between information seekers and expert intermediaries
while searching a bibliographic database, we found that much of the activity focused on exploring
a topic area in order to define the specific topic of interest (Smith, Shute, Galdes and Chignell,
1989). Very few information seekers came to the search with fixed, well- defined topics. Rather,
they came with some broader goal, such as:

I need to write a term paper for a course on environmental chemistry. I'd like to
focus on acid rain.

Thus, one goal that classification efforts need to support is that of topic definition.
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