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This paper will present results of exploratory research on the development of a
classification of the information requirements of business requests based on the results of an in­
depth question analysis. The purpose of the classification of requests is to provide information
professionals with an understanding of information needs, to permit segmentation of the overall
user group into smaller homogeneous groups, to enhance communication between intermediaries
and entrepreneurs by normalizing vocabulary, and to facilitate the development of search
strategies. While existing business classification schemes already exist, none was judged adequate
to fulfill the objectives of this project.

Classifying The Questions Of Small Business Owners:
A Top-Down & Bottom-Up Approach

A classification scheme of business information needs was developed through question
analysis of a set of business requests posed by small business entrepreneurs in the state of
Maryland. Existing business classification schemes were examined for use in the project and
while an existing scheme could be used for subject/industry analysis, no classification scheme was
found to be adequate for the information requirements. This classification of business requests
can be used to enhance communication between intermediaries and their clients, provide an
understanding of user needs, assist in the develop of search strategies, and provide a basis for
correlating information requirements with industry, age of industry and purpose of request.
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Through a project funded by the National Institute of Standards and Technology (NIST)
and the State of Maryland and managed by the Dingman Center for Entrepreneurship, small
business entrepreneurs in the state ofMaryland were given access to online searches performed by
student searchers in the College of Library & Information Service (CLIS) at the University of
Maryland. A major objective of this project was to increase the awareness among entrepreneurs
of the importance of information to their success. The searches were performed either free of
charge or at a token cost. In all cases the searches were performed within the context of a
real-world contractual setting, meeting market standards of timeliness, quality, and overall
professionalism. Five types of requests were received from the entrepreneurs: literature on a
given topic, lists of companies with their addresses, vendors of projects, patent and trademark
information, and identification of experts.
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