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Aha! Librarians’ predisposition for information encountering 

and serendipity in the workplace (Paper) 
 

 

Abstract:   
 

It is not clear if people’s high propensity for information encountering translates to 

organizational work settings. We investigate the relationship between individual predisposition 

for information encountering with the frequency of individual information encountering at work. 

Through a survey of 274 medical librarians of the top 100 medical schools, we found that 

individual information encountering was a significant predictor of information encountering at 

work. This finding helps information behavior researchers discover the transfer of behaviors 

from everyday-life to organizational environments. It brings attention to the need for greater 

support for information encounters at work, which may enhance their contribution to the 

organizational objectives.  

 

 

1. Background and Literature Review 

 

Information encountering (IE), coined by Erdelez (1997), refers to serendipity in information 

behavior and finding information by chance or accident when you are not looking for it, looking 

for some other information, or not looking at all, often leading to an 'aha!' moment (Erdelez, 

1997; Agarwal, 2015; Erdelez & Makri, 2020). Serendipity can help organizations be more 

creative and innovative (Cunha, 2010). Past studies on IE have looked at serendipity 

conceptually (Erdelez, 2005; Agarwal, 2015), in various information environments – physical 

(Björneborn, 2008) and digital (McCay-Peet & Toms, 2017), learning (Giordano, 2010), 

different user groups such as historians (Buchanan & Erdelez, 2019), journalists (Bird-Meyer, 

Erdelez, & Bossaller, 2019), shoppers (Ocepek, 2017), and various other contexts of information 

behavior (Agarwal, 2018), but were not focused on how people experience IE in an 

organizational context. Ocepek (2018) argues that everyday includes work. Our research 

question is: Do the experiences of people who encounter information often (termed super-

encounterers – Erdelez, 1995) apply within the organizational work setting? Specifically, do 

librarians who are super-encounterers in their everyday life encounter information frequently 

within the library work setting? This research is part of a bigger study looking at the effect of 

organizational knowledge management (Huang, 2014; Agarwal & Islam, 2014; Agarwal & 

Islam, 2020) on the sharing and use of encountered information.  
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Research model and hypothesis 

 

Figure 1 shows our research model, including two variables and a hypothesis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Research Model 

 

Individual predisposition for information encountering (independent variable) 

An important aspect of understanding IE relates to the characteristics of the people who 

experience this behavior. Erdelez (1995, p. 150) categorized people according to their 

perceptions of their IE experiences as: non-encounterers, occasional encounterers, encounterers, 

and super-encounterers. The super-encounterers are “serendipity-prone” (Merton, 1953), and rely 

on IE as an integral aspect of their information behavior. As we continue to learn about 

serendipity and IE experiences in various information environments and from various categories 

of information users, there is insufficient understanding of if and how these information 

behaviors transfer among different environments for the same categories of users. For example, 

do super-encounterers behave as such regardless of the information environment where they may 

find themselves? This question is especially interesting in terms of behaviors in everyday context 

and work context (Agarwal, 2018; Ocepek, 2018). In this paper, we operationalize individual 

predisposition for IE as the extent to which one is prone to encountering information by chance.  

 

Individual information encountering within the organization (dependent variable) 

In this paper, we operationalize the individual IE within the organization in two ways – 

agreement, based on the extent to which the study participants agree with a statement that they 

encounter information frequently at work, and with an additional frequency measure, where they 

specifically identify how often they encounter information within a day or a week. 

While there are no prior studies looking at the relationship between individual IE, and the IE of a 

same person in work situations, we posit that IE traits are likely to carry over to work 

environments, where a working person tends to spend a large amount of time. Therefore, we 

hypothesize: 

 

H1: Individual predisposition for information encountering positively relates to the individual 

information encountering in the organization.  

 

 

2. Methodology 

 

We adopted the survey questionnaire method for gathering data for this study. The target 

population of the study is medical librarians. We chose a specific type of library to try and 

reduce difference among different library types, and for the ease of accessing a more 

Individual information 

encountering in the 

organization (Individual’s 

IE in organization) 

Individual predisposition for 

information encountering 

(Individual’s IE score) 

H1 
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homogeneous sampling frame. This sampling frame consisted of the medical librarians from the 

top 100 medical schools, as identified by the U.S. News 2021 Best Medical Schools 

(https://www.usnews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-medical-schools). The names and email 

addresses of 1,909 medical librarians from these top schools were collected from the publicly 

accessible websites between March and August, 2020.   

 

Instrument development 

The questionnaire items were developed from prior research studies. Nine items for the 

individual predisposition for information encountering (IE1-IE9) were adopted from Wise, 

Erdelez, & Chiang (2012). For an individual’s information encountering within the organization, 

we adapted two items – an agreement measure (IEO_AGREE) based on a 5-point Likert scale 

(strongly disagree/agree to encountering information very often at work), and a frequency 

measure based on encountering several times a day/week, etc. (IEO_FREQ). Both these items 

were adapted from Agarwal, Xu, & Poo (2011), who investigated the source use by information 

seekers. See Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Survey items to measure the constructs 

 
Variable Code Survey item 

Individual 

information 

encountering in 

the organization 

IEO_AGREE 1. I serendipitously encounter information very often in the course of my 
work within my organization (strongly disagree 1 2 3 4 5 strongly agree) 

IEO_FREQ 2. I serendipitously encounter information (several times a day, about once 
a day, several times a week, about once a week, about once in 2-3 weeks, 
less than once in 2-3 weeks, don’t encounter at all, other) 

Individual 

predisposition 

for information 

encountering 

(IE_SCORE) 

IE1 1. When searching for information online, I scan things that aren’t related 
to what I’m looking for. 

IE2 2. When searching for information online, I come across other information 
that I wasn’t looking for. 

IE3 3. When I use search engines, I notice information I wasn't looking for.  

IE4 4. When I surf/browse the web, I find information that I wasn’t looking for.  

IE5 5. When I notice information that I wasn’t looking for online, I tend to 
interrupt my original search. 

IE6 6. The process of finding information online gets interrupted by me 
stopping to look at something unrelated to my original goal.  

IE7 7. If a piece of online information catches my attention spontaneously, I 
don’t mind pursuing it even if it isn’t related to my initial goal.  

IE8 8. When I find unexpected information online that is interesting, I search 
for more information on that topic. 

IE9 9. When I find unexpected information online that is interesting, I open a 
new browser tab or a new window to explore the information further.  

 

 

Data collection and analysis 

The survey instrument (https://forms.gle/5zAvyychiY6xgTBb8) was pre-tested and the 

questionnaire approved by the Simmons University IRB. Individual emails were sent to 1,909 

medical librarians, of which 1,870 were successfully delivered. The response rate was 14.65%. 

(N=274). We used ANOVA, Regression, and the Chi-square test to analyze the data using PSPP 

1.4.1, the open-source alternative to SPSS.  

https://www.usnews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-medical-schools
https://forms.gle/5zAvyychiY6xgTBb8
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3. Findings 

 

We first present the demographics to understand the characteristics of our sample that we 

surveyed. Our sample reflects the library profession – majority self-identified as librarians with a 

master’s degree, more women than men, diversity in age, and representing libraries in various 

regions of the United States (see Table 2 for more).  

 

Table 2. Demographics (N=274) 

 

Gender Man 76 (27.74%); Woman 193 (70.44%); Prefer not to say 5 (1.82%) 

Age (years) Min 26; Max 71; Mean 47.03; Median 47; Mode 39 

Current job title/role Professional 163 (59.5%), Manager 50 (18.2%), Director 39 (14.2%), Assistant 20 
(7.3%), not indicated 2 (0.7%) 

Current job area (one 
participant can be in more 
than one area) 

Libraries 227 (82.8%), Technology 18 (6.6%), Archives 14 (5.1%), Academic 14 
(5.1%), Administrative 10 (3.6%), Analytics 4 (1.5%), Marketing 2 (0.7%), Other 2 
(0.7%), not indicated 2 (0.7%) 

Location (regions for 50 
states) 

Northeast (7 states) 70 (25.5%); Midwest (8 states) 43 (15.7%); South (13 states) 
100 (36.5%); West (9 states) 52 (19%); states not mentioned (13 states) 9 (3.3%) 

Time in field of work (years) Min 0.5; Max 43; Mean 17.01; Median 15; Mode 10 

Time in current job (years) Min 0.25; Max 40; Mean 8.37; Median 5; Mode 2 

Highest education Doctoral degree 22 (8%); Master’s degree 217 (79.2%); Bachelor’s degree 28 
(10.2%); Associate degree 3 (1.1%); some college / no degree 2 (0.7%); not 
indicated 2 (0.7%) 

Specialization in highest 
degree 

library and information science 147 (53.6%); humanities (religion, philosophy, 
english, classics, history, culture, writing, arts, music, film) 25 (9.1%); dual degree 
with LIS 15 (5.5%); technology / business 14 (5.1%); social sciences (psychology, 
communication, anthropology) 14 (5.1%); science / engineering 12 (4.4%); 
education / instructional technology 10 (3.6%); archives 8 (2.9%); health (not 
including medical lib.) 7 (2.6%); not indicated 22 (8%) 

 

Analyzing difference between groups 

We found in our study that people encountered information serendipitously in different 

frequencies ranging from several times a day to once in less than 2-3 weeks (as measured by the 

code IEO_FREQ of the variable ‘Individual information encountering in the organization’). 

Considering each frequency of encountering (e.g., several times a day) as a different group, we 

wanted to evaluate the effect of the individual’s predisposition for information encountering 

(IE_SCORE) on each of these groups. This ANOVA result between different groups of 

‘individual’s IE in organization’ is presented in Table 3.   

There was a significant effect of ‘individual’s IE score’ at the p<.001 level among the different 

frequency groups [F(5, 268) = 5.32, p < 0.0001]. Post hoc comparisons using the LSD test 

indicated that the individual’s mean IE score for ‘a’ - about once or less than once in 2-3 weeks 

(M = 28.73, SD = 5.45) was significantly smaller than three other groups. Considering all post 

hoc comparisons (last column in the table), these results suggest that high IE scores of an 
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individual correlate with high frequency of ‘individual’s IE in organization,’ and that the more 

often people encounter information generally, the more likely they encounter more information 

at work.  

 

Table 3. ANOVA result of ‘individual’s IE score’ among different groups of ‘individual’s IE in 

organization’ 

 

Frequency groups (IEO_FREQ) N mean std F value Post-hoc comparisons 

a=about once or less than once in 2-3 
weeks 

36 28.73 5.449 5.32** c>a, d>a, e>a, e>b, e>c 

b=about once a week 38 30.63 6.113 

c=several times a week 85 32.15 5.699 

d=about once a day 35 32.39 4.627 

e=several times a day 77 34.22 5.921 

f=other-not sure 3 30.33 3.055 

** p<0.001 

 

Hypothesis testing 

 

To test our hypothesis, we examined the relationship as presented in Figure 1.  

 

When ‘individual’s IE in organization’ (IEO_AGREE) was predicted, it was found that 

‘individual’s IE score’ (Beta = 0.343, p < .001) was a significant predictor. The overall model fit 

was R-squared = 0.118 (adjusted R-squared 0.115). Thus, our hypothesis was supported. 

However, the low R-square value of less than 12% indicates that there are other factors that 

explain the individual’s IE in organization beyond the individual’s predisposition to information 

encountering.  

 

Relationship between the two items of the ‘Individual’s IE in organization’ 

 

Finally, we also performed a chi-square test of independence to examine the relationship 

between the two dependent variables based on frequency (IEO_FREQ) and agreement 

(IEO_AGREE). The test was done to see if responses were consistent across these two measures. 

We re-coded these variables from 5 groups to 3 groups to meet the requirements of the statistical 

test. The cross table is shown in Table 4. The results show that the relationship between these 

two variables is significant, χ2 (4, N = 274) = 51.871, p < .00001). This means that irrespective 

of the measurement used, the respondents were consistent in indicating how often they 

encountered information within the organization. 

Table 4. Cross table of IEO_AGREE and IEO_FREQ 
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IEO_AGREE 
Likert Scale (I serendipitously encounter information 

very often in the course of my work) 

Total 
Disagree & Strongly 

disagree  Neutral 
Agree & 

Strongly agree 

IEO_FREQ 
 
I 
serendipitously 
encounter 
information 

About once or less 
than once in 2-3 
weeks 

12 (4.4%) 15 (5.5%) 9 (3.3%) 36 (13.1%) 

About once or several 
times a week 

13 (4.7%) 37 (13.5%) 73 (26.6%) 123 
(44.9%) 

About once or several 
times a day 

3 (1.1%) 16 (5.8%) 96 (35%) 115 (42%) 

Total 28 (10.2%) 68 (24.8%) 178 (65%) 274 (100%) 

 

 

4. Discussion & Conclusions 

 

In this study, we set out to answer the research question if the experiences of librarians who are 

predisposed to encountering information also apply at the organizational work setting. The 

findings of our study support the hypothesis that individual predisposition for IE positively 

relates to the frequency of individual information encountering in the organization. This suggests 

that IE behaviors translate from one environment to another. That is, both super-encounterers 

and non-encounterers (Erdelez, 1997) tend to carry on their encountering experiences from 

everyday context to their work environments. While informative, this transfer of IE practices 

from the general to specific work environments, on a conceptual level, is not surprising. This 

could indicate a healthy work culture in the libraries of the top 100 medical schools, where 

people have an environment where their individual IE behaviors are allowed to play out at work. 

However, there is also a possibility that a more nuanced operationalization of individual IE 

within organization would produce a more detailed and perhaps different results. 

From this study, we can conclude two things: 1) there are people who are predisposed to 

encountering information by chance, and recognizing when they do so – those who can be 

termed ‘super-encounterers’ (as found in previous studies e.g., Erdelez, 1995; Erdelez & Makri, 

2020); 2) these people are able to continue this trait/behavior in their organizational work setting 

as well. However, what still needs to be determined is what are the organizational implications of 

this transfer of IE to work situations. Does it, as the literature indicates, result in more creativity 

and innovation? Second, do organizations recognize the availability of the special information 

encountering skills provided by these super-encounterer employees? Third, what incentives and 

enabling mechanisms do organizations provide, if any, to create an environment where these 

super-encounterers can thrive further, and contribute to their best ability? 

 

As our study shows, the individual’s predisposition to IE is only one of the factors affecting the 

individual’s IE in the library. A richer model with more independent variables is needed to 

investigate the other factors. As part of our larger study, we will investigate how various 

knowledge management practices in an organization may influence people’s experiences of 

information encountering, from the perspective of encouraging IE, sharing encountered 

information, and so on. Future research might also look at the transfer of IE practices within for-

profit organizations, as this study is limited to libraries, which are service-oriented, non-profit 

organizations. 
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