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Information and information sources in a task context

The presentation focus on the information types needed and the information sources used and the effects of perceived task complexity on them in a work task context. The presentation consists of the methodological issues and results of a task-oriented empirical study that was carried out in Finland.

The observation units consisted of actual work tasks within a Finnish municipal administration. The main research data consisted of 78 task diaries, which were supplemented through subsequent interviews. Background data were collected by unstructured observations, document review and an e-mail questionnaire. The data were analysed according to a process-analysis method. This method focuses on the identification of different aspects of task performance, their classification and cross-tabulation.

The research results show that there is a clear relationship between information types needed and information sources used. The effects of task complexity are mainly related to the need for information types. However, there are clear indications that task complexity leads to a preference for people as information sources especially general-purpose sources such as experts and meetings. Contrary to expectations, no general relation between task complexity (or the need for multiple information types) and the increasing use of external information sources was found. However, the growing task complexity seems (1) to increase the use of people inside the organization and (2) to increase the use of external documentary sources. The number of information sources used increased almost linearly when more information types were needed. This number also increased in relation to task complexity, but not as steadily.

The study elaborated the relationships between task complexity and information source types by introducing information types into the analysis. The findings indicate that there are common information related patterns of how perceived work task complexity is coped with.

