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Introduction. Intermediary and proxy searching, where one person searches on behalf of another, are noted in information science, health
sciences and library science (e.g., reference work and early day online searching), professional workplace practices (e.g., lawyers, nurses)
and everyday life contexts (e.g., caregivers). It is also observed within the competitive intelligence process, which involves collecting
intelligence data from business environments on behalf of senior management and clients. Many problems occur in competitive intelligence
intermediary information seeking that might be addressed by examining interdisciplinary contexts.

 Method. Literature searches were conducted in key library and information science, health science and law databases. A total of 136
publications were manually selected and analysed for a scoping literature review.

 Analysis. Thematic analysis was applied. 
 Results. Challenges emerging from the thematic analysis are disaggregated into facets of intermediary information seeking (e.g., skills in

question negotiation and information needs assessment, search heuristics and knowledge of information infrastructures).
 Conclusion. Systematised intermediary practices (e.g., application of appropriate question negotiation techniques, expanded knowledge of

information infrastructures and landscapes, competitive intelligence domain knowledge and communication) can enhance intermediary
information seeking, and should be investigated in competitive intelligence.
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Introduction and rationale
Intermediary information seeking, also known as proxy and mediated information seeking or searching, refers to a process where one person searches on
behalf of another. Although limited, research on intermediary information seeking, as noted by Taylor (1998), Savolainen (2010), Case and Given
(2016), Buchanan, et al., (2019) has featured over many years. In the database, Library and Information Science (LISA), the first article
using intermediary information seeking was only published in Hungarian in 1983 by Balazs. The term proxy was first used in an article by Parker in
1989 which focused on managing information systems. Both terms gradually gained acceptance in the library and information science literature on
online searching and later information behaviour (Case, et al., 1986; Kuhlthau, et al., 1992).

In the early days of online searching, before the availability of CD-ROM (compact disc, read-only-memory), databases and the internet, librarians
searched on behalf of patrons on subscription databases that were difficult and expensive to search such as the Dialog databases (Keenan, et al., 1980;
Kuhlthau, et al., 1992). Many papers on good practices, skills, knowledge and personal characteristics and the importance of educating and training
librarians and information specialists as intermediaries appeared at the time in the library and information science literature (Brettle, et al., 2006;
Addison, et al., 2010). Experts, often writing regular columns on the topic, included Barbara Quint (2016) and Mary Ellen Bates (2019). (These are only
a few of the many contributions they published). There was also a strong body of literature on reference work (Hanson, 2004; Harmeyer, 2010;
Saunders, 2016) and reference interviews (Allcock, 2000; Johnston, 2010; Saunders, 2016) guiding librarians (for purposes of this paper, this is the
preferred term that will include information professionals, library and information [LIS] professionals, information specialists and references workers).

Information seeking is a process that involves the purposive seeking for information due to a need to satisfy a goal or objective (Wilson, 2000, p.49) or
fill a gap of knowledge (Cole, 2011). As a field of study, it examines the methods people use to acquire information, which also includes how and where
people find solutions to information problems (McKenzie, 2003, p. 27; Burke, 2007, p. 3-14). Wilson (1999, p. 263) defines information searching as a
subset of information seeking, which is concerned with the interactions between information users and computer-based systems. If the information
seeking process is conducted by one person on behalf of another, many challenges arise which can compromise effective and efficient information
retrieval including high recall and high precision (Allen, 1998; Asan and Montague, 2014); this is on top of the challenges people normally experience
when searching for information for their own benefit. Intermediary information seeking also presents the challenges to elicit information needs and
awareness of the scope of literature searching required. These could be impacted by several factors including the capability to prompt appropriate
questions, familiarity with available information resources and stigmatisation where people may not be comfortable to reveal the true nature of their
need for information (Ronan, 2003; Brown, 2008). A strong body of literature thus developed in library and information science on doing searches on
behalf of another person, challenges to expect and dealing with such challenges. Even the skills, knowledge and personality to interrogate expensive
online databases were addressed (Myers, 1990; Alcock, 2000; Jokic, 1997; Hussien and Mokhtar, 2018). Gradually intermediary information seeking
(and related terms) were also introduced into the health sciences where caregivers and health professionals may seek on behalf of patients (Abrahamson,
et al., 2008) and legal contexts where lawyers have been noted to search for information on behalf of their clients (Kuhlthau and Tama, 2001). Although
there is not a strong body of literature in these fields, some of the reported experiences may enhance understanding of intermediary information seeking.

The traditional processes of online searching and reference work seen form a library and information science perspective and the activities involved
when a competitive intelligence professional collects intelligence in business environments on behalf of the decision makers such as senior managers or
contract clients (i.e., the competitive intelligence process) entail many information activities that fall under the umbrella terms of information behaviour
and information practice (Savolainen, 2010; Case and Given, 2016). Jin and Bouthillier (2008, p.5) confirm that the construct of the competitive
intelligence process involves intensive information behaviour activities. These include activities of planning and direction, data collection, analysis,
dissemination and feedback (Muller, 2002; Frion and Yzquierdo-Hombrecher, 2009; Strauss and Du Toit, 2010; Calof, et al., 2015; Maritz and Du
Toit, 2018). Calof and Skinner (1998), Muller (2002), Bose (2008) and Salguero, et al., (2019) emphasise that the competitive intelligence activities that
are labelled as phases are linked and interrelated; the output of one phase serves as the input of the next and the overall output serves as a tool for
decision making.

Many challenges and failures of competitive intelligence has been noted often with serious consequences (Jensen, 2012; Tsitoura and Stephens, 2012;
Thatcher, et al., 2015). Factors causing failure include poor articulation of information needs, lack of conceptual understanding of competitive
intelligence, lack of access to information, and the process of intermediary information seeking (Tao and Prescott, 2000; Dishman and Calof, 2008;
Strauss and Du Toit, 2010; Bartes, 2015; Tsitoura and Stephens, 2012; Maungwa and Fourie, 2018). Maungwa and Fourie (2018) categorise key failures
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under errors related to information activities, errors attributed to individual competencies and errors caused by organisational aspects. They emphasise
the challenges caused by intermediary information seeking in the competitive intelligence process. One of their participants for example noted, ‘I keep
the bigger picture to myself and task the team [competitive intelligence professionals] in specifics’. This makes it difficult for the person (intermediary
information seeker) to fully conceptualise the true information need. Although not always explicitly stated, failure due to intermediaries, is implied in
many other studies (Strauss and Du Toit, 2010; Nenzhelele, 2015). The book by Carr (2003) on information seeking for competitive intelligence
professionals should be a signal that specialised skills are needed. Competitive intelligence professionals often have sales, planning or marketing
research titles with few referred to as librarians or information specialists (Sutton, 1988). These points to limited or no training in advanced information
seeking, apart from basic academic information literacy training (Maungwa, 2017). Such training is not on the same level as has been extensively
discussed in the training of librarians and information specialists in online searching – especially early day training where they were trained as
information intermediaries (Isenstein, 1992; Jennerich and Jennerich, 1997).

Consideration of the prominence of information activities, and the intermediary information process in discussions of competitive intelligence failures as
well as insights from decades of work in library and information science and other fields and contexts where intermediary information seeking has been
noted (e.g. health science, law), might deepen insight of challenges of intermediary information seeking by competitive intelligence professionals and
pave the way for an in-depth information behaviour competitive intelligence study.

The purpose of this paper is thus to address the research question:

How can experiences of intermediary information seeking in other contexts and informed by the practices of other disciplines guide a study on the
challenges competitive intelligence professionals experience with intermediary information seeking?

RQ1: what can be learned about intermediary information seeking from the literature of library science, information science, information
behaviour, health sciences and law?
RQ2: How can such knowledge guide the choice of key themes to investigate in an information behaviour study of intermediary information
seeking in competitive intelligence?

Apart from the introduction sketching the rationale for the paper, a clarification of key concepts, review of the method (i.e., a scoping literature review),
findings from a thematic analysis, discussion and interpretation of findings, recommendations for practice and theory related to intermediary information
seeking in competitive intelligence and a conclusion will be covered.

Clarification of concepts

Four terms are key to understanding intermediary information seeking from various disciplines with the focus being on informing the competitive
intelligence process (i.e., gathering of intelligence).

Competitive intelligence: Bergeron and Hiller (2002, p. 355) define competitive intelligence (as process) as the collection, transmission, analysis and
dissemination of publicly available, ethically and legally obtained relevant information, as a means of producing actionable knowledge (i.e., intelligence
which organisations can use to make strategic decisions). Competitive intelligence includes the monitoring of the external environment for opportunities,
threats and developments (Straus and Du Toit, 2010, p. 302).

Competitive intelligence professional: For this paper, we accept competitive intelligence professionals as agents who conduct the competitive
intelligence process, and who assume the responsibility for intermediary information seeking. The terms competitive intelligence professional and
competitive intelligence practitioner are often used interchangeably (Calof and Wright, 2008; Garcia-Alsina, et al., 2013; Jin and Ju, 2014). This paper
will standardise on the term competitive intelligence professional.

Information behaviour: For purposes of this study, information behaviour refers to all information-related activities and encounters, including
information seeking, information searching, browsing, recognising and expressing information needs, information encountering, information avoidance
and information use (Fourie and Julien, 2014 – acknowledging definitions by well-known researchers such as Donald Case, Reijo Savolainen and Tom
Wilson). In the context of a paper on intermediary information seeking, this interpretation can also allow for information practice. According to Case
(2016, p. 99-100) the term information practice has been put forward as an alternative to information behaviour. Wilson (2000) views information
behaviour as an umbrella term under which information practice falls under. The term information practice has also been noted in the work of Tabak
(2014), Olsson (2016) and more recent work of Allen, Savolainen also argues that the qualitative research on information behaviour be called the study
of information practice. According to Savolainen the major difference between the two concepts is that in the discourse on information behaviour,
the dealing with information is primarily seen to be triggered by needs and motives, while the discourse on information practice accentuates the
continuity and habitualisation of activities affected and shaped by social and cultural factors. The Wilson and Savolainen (2010) debate can shed more
light on the differences (Lanham, 2009). Although the value of both concepts are acknowledged, this paper will keep to information behaviour – but,
pending further work on the information behaviour of competitive intelligence professionals per se, we might opt for the term information practice.

Intermediary information seeking: Intermediation refers to a human or non-human part that assists people in processing information (Jinkook and
Jinsook, 2005, p.95). The collection, organisation and distribution of information can also be included. According to McKenzie (2003, p.27)
intermediary information seeking refers to the process were people interact with information sources through the initiative of another agent, either the
information source or some other gatekeeper or intermediary. This paper will therefore accept intermediary information seeking as a process that
involves a dialogue or interaction between a patron with an information need and an agent (information scientist, a reference or special librarian, an
information broker, an online searcher [not as end-user] or an information officer) who possess the skills and capabilities to collect, organise and
distribute information (McKenzie, 2003; Jinkook and Jinsook, 2005; Buchanan, et al., 2019). In clarifying intermediary, it is important to also note the
term disintermediation, which according to Fourie (1999, p.10) refers to the finding of information by an end-user without consulting a third party. This
is the alternative to intermediary information seeking. Although the terms proxy and intermediary information seeking are often used interchangeably,
this paper will standardise on the term intermediary information seeking.

Method

Since competitive intelligence is characterised by professionals searching on behalf of decision-makers, it seemed relevant to search disciplines and
contexts where intermediaries have been reported to search for information on behalf of clients, patrons and patients (e.g., Harter, 1986; Strauss and Du
Toit, 2010; Coonin and Levine, 2013; Salguero, et al., 2019). A comprehensive series of literature searches were thus conducted to trace publications
relevant to intermediary information seeking from a variety of disciplines and workplace and everyday life contexts; most prominent were health
sciences, library science, information science and law. Literature on online searching and the process of question-negotiation as key to successful
intermediary searching was also included (Trivison, et al., 1987; Tyner, 2014). The scope of the literature searches is depicted in Table 1.

 
Table 1: Scope of the literature search
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Detailed explanation of the method
Key
databases
consulted

Web of Science, Library Information Science & Technology Abstracts (LISTA), Library and Information Science Abstracts (LISA),
MEDLINE, PubMed, ScienceDirect, Scopus, Emerald Insight and Law Review Commons

Disciplines Information science (specifically information behaviour as sub-discipline), library science, health sciences and law

Key terms intermediary (information) seeking; intermediary (information) searching, mediated (information) seeking, online searching, question
negotiation, reference interviews

Search
indexes

Subject heading, abstract, document title; in addition, searches were conducted on known authors who published on online searching e.g.
Quint (2016), Bates (2019)

Sources
retrieved 560

Criteria for
selection

Type of publication: scholarly research articles; opinion pieces by experts (e.g., online searchers), book chapters, English language only,
no date restriction (much of the relevant work was published in the early days of online searching)

Sources
analysed

After scanning the titles and abstracts of the retrieved sources, the following sources (136) were considered for analysis based on their
relevance to the research statement: Articles: 123 Book chapters: 13

Thematic analysis was used to identify facets related to the research question. Thematic analysis refers to a method of analysing, reporting and
identifying patterns and focuses on describing both implicit and explicit ideas within data (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Clarke and Braun, 2013; Guest, et
al.,2012). However, there have been criticism of this approach due to a lack of concise guidelines for researchers employing such methods
(Alhojailan, 2012; Nowell, et al., 2017). This has led to some authors omitting the procedures of how they analysed their data. Our analysis was driven
by the theoretical interest in finding experiences of intermediary information seeking across interdisciplinary contexts that might direct a study on
intermediary information seeking in competitive intelligence. Following a rigorous skimming of the abstracts and focus of each of the references, we
analysed selected sources to identify themes that can answer the research question: How can experiences of intermediary information seeking in other
contexts and informed by the practices of other disciplines guide a study on the challenges competitive intelligence professionals experience with
intermediary information seeking? Repeated reading of the selected sources led to the identification of core themes. The selection of the consulted
information sources was subjective and greatly influenced by the second authors training and experience as a librarian and lecturer for information
retrieval, online searching and information literacy.

Insights from the thematic analysis
Much has been reported form library and information science, health science and law on challenges that can be disaggregated into facets of intermediary
information seeking (e.g., reference interviews, reference appropriate communication, question negotiation, knowledge of information infrastructures
and information horizons, knowledge of search strategies and search heuristics; knowledge of the intricacies of online searching, the characteristics of a
good online searcher and domain knowledge). The authors considered literature from library and information science that addressed challenges
experienced by librarians searching for information on behalf of a patron (e.g., Behrens, 2000; Saunders and Jordan, 2013; Hussien and Mokhtar, 2018).
From Health sciences, the authors considered literature that focused on challenges faced by health-care professionals (e.g., nurses) searching for
information on behalf of patients and non-professionals (e.g., mothers) searching for health-related information on behalf of family members such as
children or parents (Burnham and Perry, 1996; Salz, et al., 2014; Prakasan, 2013). Some of the health context literature were written by authors
specialising in library science or information science e.g. Fourie and Julien (2014) and Buchanan, et al. (2019) reporting on intermediation in healthcare.
From law the authors considered literature on lawyers seeking for legal representative information for their clients (Baird, 1978; Sherr, 1986; Fambasayi
and Koraan, 2018). Based on the nature of their work, lawyers have been described by some authors as intermediaries, albeit, not in the same sense as
information intermediaries as defined in our operational definition (Dzienkowski, 1996; Fambassayi and Koraan, 2018). Lawyers’ intermediary
practices, information needs and information seeking are greatly influenced by the nature of their work (O’Leary and Cooper, 1981; Reynolds, 1994;
Forrest and Robb, 2000). For all three disciplines and disciplinary contexts, the people who act as intermediaries are influenced by their training in the
specific discipline and for their job. Librarians receive extensive training in reference work (Coonin and Levine, 2013; Hussein and Mokhtar, 2018),
doctors and nurses are trained in health communication and patient interviews (Feliciano, 1984; Lichstein, 1990;) and lawyers are trained in client
interview and counselling (Baird, 1978; O’Leary and Cooper, 1981).

Seven themes were deduced through the thematic analysis for the requirements for successful information intermediary seeking. These include:
complexity of information needs; systematised methodology: question-negotiation; systematised methodology: interviews; search skills; information
infrastructures; domain knowledge and social-cognitive understanding of the information need(s); knowledge of information evaluation and selection;
communication proficiencies (Taylor, 1988 ; Harter, 1986; Sonnenwald, 1999; Savolainen, 2006; Cole, 2011; Bates, 2019).

Complexity of information needs

The complexity and the recognition of information needs are widely acknowledged in information science theoretical literature (Ingwersen and Järvelin,
2012) and information behaviour studies (Case and Given, 2016). It has been noted that information needs are often not recognised and remains as
dormant or latent information needs (; Wilson 2000). This refers to the fact that people do not always fully recognise the scope of their information
needs and thus do not express such information needs. For success in searching information, every effort needs to be taken to get the person needing
information to disclose dormant and latent information needs. Issues regarding the complexity of information needs were seldom noted in the literature
consulted on intermediary information seeking or online searching. Forsetlundand and Bjørndal (2001) and Nicholas and Herman (2010) are amongst
the few who have noted the challenges of unrecognised information needs. Various techniques can be used to stimulate the recognition of dormant
information needs. Shenton’s (2007) work on the Johari window can address problems with the identification and expression of information needs and
thus also intelligence needs (this is the term used in competitive intelligence literature to refer to the information needs of the organisation as expressed
by decision makers). Question-negotiation might also be useful but is more focused on establishing an accurate and clear articulation of an information
need(s). Authors writing from a competitive intelligence standpoint including Muller (2002), Nasri (2011) and Du Toit (2015), have commented on the
complexity of articulating key intelligence needs (organisational information needs). Such key intelligence needs must then still be interpreted as
information needs. According to Du Toit (2007) (coming from an information science background) the information needs of senior management may at
times be subconscious, which presents a major challenge.

Question negotiation

During interviews such as reference interviews, people share their needs for information with the intermediary. Due to the complexity of information
needs as set out under the preceding theme, a deeper, more nuanced systematised knowledge and understanding is however, required to deal with the full
challenge of complex information needs. Tseminal work on question-negotiation to determine information needs has been widely cited in library and
information science and especially studies of information behaviour (Case and Given, 2016).
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Both Taylor (1998) and Harter (1986) reported on the challenges to determine information needs and the levels of communication involved. Katz (1978,
p.90) explain question-negotiation as ‘one person tries to describe for another person not something he knows, but rather something he does not know’.
Freeman, argue that the articulation of needs is required in order to determine the magnitude of a problem, or to verify that a problem exists. According
to Taylor (1998) when seekers of information in a library go through an intermediary, they must develop their question through four levels; (1) visceral
needs, the actual but unexpressed need for information; (2) conscious need, conscious description of the need; (3) formalised need, the formal statement
of the need; (4) compromised need, the question as presented to the information system.

According to Dorner, et al., (2015) unexpressed information needs, usually remain unexpressed because it is difficult to convert it into terms that others
will understand. The studies by Buchanan, et al. (2019) and Schilderman (2002) were among the few that revealed that voluntary sector professionals
who provide heath related information to young mothers, had difficulties articulating the information needs due to the mothers’ behaviour of secrecy and
deception, which was a result of a lack of trust on the mothers’ side. Eberle (2005) reports similar findings from a study that explores reference
interviews in mental health hospitals. The results of the study showed that due to a stigma issue surrounding certain medical conditions, patrons were
reluctant to share their true information needs with health professionals. This is something that might be addressed in question negotiation. Authors
writing from the health sciences, have also noted the difficulties of articulating information needs (Timmins, 2006; Ormandy, 2011; Beautyman and
Shenton, 2009) various studies cited by Case and Given, 2016). From a competitive intelligence context, the articulation of intelligence needs can be
interpreted from the work of Taylor (1998) on question-negotiation and the levels ranging from visceral (compromised awareness of a need) to formal.
When librarians act as intermediary, question negotiation normally takes place during the reference interview. The competitive intelligence literature
does not mention question-negotiation; this may not be the term adopted in the discipline and alternatives were not noted.

Systematised interviewing methodology

Library science presents a considerable body of books and articles on the intricacies and methodology of reference interviews (Harter, 1986; Nicholas
and Herman, 2010; Saunders, 2016). These are interviews librarians and information specialists conduct to search on behalf of other people. Disciplines
have different naming conventions; health sciences literature refers to patient interviews (Burnham and Perry, 1996; Prakasan, 2013) and law to client
interviews and counselling (Baird, 1978; Sherr, 1986; O’Leary and Cooper, 1981; Forrest and Robb, 2000)

From a library perspective, various formats for conducting reference interviews have been noted including face-to-face, chat reference and virtual
reference interviews (Ronan, 2003; Eberle, 2005; Saunders, 2016). Smith (2008) and Nicholas and Herman (2010) noted various challenges that impacts
on the quality of reference interviews such as complex and trivial questions posed by the patron and communication difficulties. Some practitioners have
also referred to the value of online search interviews; they have stressed the very high expectations for appropriate skill sets required by such
intermediaries (Quint 2016; Bates, 2019). During the early days of online searching it became evident that some sort of pre-search interview was needed
between online searchers and their patrons (Harter, 1986). Consequently, some of the techniques used for reference interviews were adopted for pre-
search (online) interviews. Even so, there were still many challenges. Ramos-Eclevia (2012) who focused on librarians’ perceptions of quality chat
reference service (i.e., virtual and digital reference services, using tools such as emails) found that reference interviews are affected by challenges with
question types (similar challenges are noted in Ingwersen and Järvelin, 2005, which can be complex as well as trivial. The purpose of pre-search
interviews was to address such question types and to ensure cost-effective searches of expensive databases (Keenan, et al., 1980). Although such cost
factors do not apply anymore to the subscription models used by academic libraries (i.e., they are not paying for each individual search), cost factors
might still be a serious factor when pay-as-you-go searches are done on expensive databases or purchasing information sources on an individual basis
e.g. individual articles or reports. What is a factor, is the cost of the intermediary’s time spend on searching and wasting time when pursuing documents
in spite of the fact that information needs might not have been fully clarified.

Interviewing skills should extend to situations where issues of trust e.g. due to stigma surrounding certain medical conditions might prevent people from
fully disclosing their information needs (Schilderman, 2002; Eberle, 2005; Buchanan, et al., 2019).

The absence of a generally agreed upon systematised methodology for ensuring that librarians, information specialists, lawyers and health care
professionals are conducting reference interviews effectively has been mentioned by several authors across disciplines e.g. Schoenfield and Schoenfield
(1977), Jahoda (1981), Stieg and Steig (1980), Jennerich and Jennerich (1997), Barton, et al. (2000), Wilkinson (2001), Tatatabai and Shore (2005). As
with any professional technique, the conduct of an effective reference interview requires specialised skills. It was not until 1954 when Maxfield in his
paper scrutinised the reference interview more carefully and alluded to specific skills that are necessary to the success of the reference interview e.g.
librarians should be attentive and listen, or when necessary clarify and amplify exactly what the patron is saying. (These also related to communication
proficiency.) Many authors have written on interviewing skills and even understanding cultural nuances (Behrens, 2000; Barton, et al., 2000; Durrance
and Fisher-Pettigrew, 2002; Saunders and Jordan, 2013; Tyner, 2014). However, Schoenfield and Schoenfield (1977) concluded that lawyers must not
become lost in techniques and details during the client interview and counselling process but should rather generate a flow of accurate information and
reach a mutually agreed-upon decision.

Determining the full procedure and skills for reference interviews are challenging. An expert in reference work and reference sources, Katz (1978)
argued that sophisticated methods of interrogating patrons are difficult to describe and teach, ‘How does one try to find out what another person wants to
know, when the latter cannot describe his need precisely’. In support of this view, Lichstein (1990) mentions that interviewing a patient is one of the
most difficult clinical skills to master, which involves both interpersonal skills and the ability to facilitate effective communication. Jennerich and
Jennerich (1997) mention that while attention has been given in teaching reference interviews and developing guidelines, the library community has far
to go before reference skills are an integral part of intermediary information seeking, which also includes aspects of question-negotiation, knowledge of
search strategies and search heuristics (Bates, 1989; Harter, 1986). It is not the intention of this paper to dwell on the skills required, except to confirm
that such skills are very important. Interview practices are also noted in competitive intelligence (Strauss and Du Toit, 2010; Salguero, et al., 2019), but
these also do not fully address the challenges in competitive intelligence and intermediary information seeking, as it may not be cognisant from the
library and information science literature.

Information search skills

Library and information science presents a substantial body of literature on information search skills of librarians (Harter, 1986; Belkin, 1994; Ingwersen
and Järvelin, 2005; Bates, 2019). According to Harter (1986) search skills encapsulate both search strategies and heuristics. Search strategies refer to the
plan or approach for a search problem, while the latter refers to a move made to advance a search strategy (Harter, 1986; Ingwersen and Järvelin, 2005).
Harter (1986) e.g. suggests a variety of search strategies ranging from building blocks, to successive search strategies and citation pearl growing. Many
more can be found in the relevant literature.

Inability to retrieve the desired information due to a lack of search skills has also been noted in the health sciences. In a study by Cairns, et al., (2015) it
was found that family members seeking for information on first-episode psychosis on behalf of a loved one, had challenges retrieving the desired
information due to the inability to formulate the search strategy, applying inclusion/exclusion criteria within the search process and examining the
relationship between key concepts for comparison. A few authors such Elliot and Kling (1997) and Makri, et al. (2008) have commented on the poor
information search skills of lawyers. Howaland and Lewis (1990) in their study found that lawyers were unable to efficiently find information on issues
that appear on actual legal cases; this was despite all lawyers having received some training on how to use the libraries while in law school. The lack of
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information searching skills by competitive intelligence professionals is also noted in the competitive intelligence literature (Frion and Yzquierdo-
Hombrecher, 2009; Strauss and Du Toit, 2010; Garcia-Alsina, et al., 2013). Murphy (2006) and Strauss and Du Toit (2010) have argued that competitive
intelligence professionals should possess vigorous research skills since finding the relevant information is not an easy task. Research skills do, however,
imply the rigor of search heuristics and techniques argued for in literature on online searching.

Communication proficiencies

Literature from health, law and library and information science address arguments on communication proficiencies including written as well as verbal
communication skills. O’Leary and Cooper (1981), writing from a Health sciences perspective, notes that effective communication skills are the
fundamental link between health professionals and patients, which enables the articulation of accurate and complete information needs. Authors writing
from a Law perspective, mentioned that effective communication from lawyers influence clients’ satisfaction (Baird, 1978; O’Leary and Cooper, 1981;
Prakasan, 2013). Following Taylor’s (1998) seminal work on question negotiation, several fragments of literature have been written about the various
facets of communication in establishing the full scope of a person’s information needs, the purpose for information seeking and the context of an
information need.

In library and information science communication proficiencies are often related, but not limited to, reference interviews. In his book on online
searching Harter (1986) elaborates on the importance of communication in reference interviews. He developed arguments from the work of Shannon and
Weaver (1949), noting three levels at which communication challenges can occur that will influence the success of intermediary information seeking:
technical, semantic and syntactical levels of communication. These can all hamper understanding of the needs for information. Similar observations are
echoed by Dervin (1999), McKenzie (2003), Shenton (2007), Cole (2011) and Coonin and Levine (2013). A study by Brandt and Kracht (2011) takes a
similar approach as Harter (1986). They focus on pragmatic errors such as unrecognised errors of interpretation on the side of both the patron and
librarian; the librarian might not clearly hear what a patron is saying and instead of asking for clarification, the librarian might settle for the unintended
meaning. In addition, Dewdney and Gillian (1996) in their study characterised communication barriers into hearing and understanding, interpretation
and phonological errors. Within the competitive intelligence process, communication barriers and errors may also come in to play during the intelligence
needs articulation between the competitive intelligence professional and decision makers who might be senior management in a company or clients in
the case of companies offering contract services.

Prior domain knowledge

Literature in library and information science as well as the health sciences has reported on how prior domain knowledge (i.e., knowledge of a search
topic) improves information search performance in terms of search navigation efficiency, shorter search time and more effective information retrieval
(Wilkinson, 2001; Tatatabai, and Shore, 2005; Fox and Duggan, 2013; Luo and Park, 2013). Harter and Hert (1998), Vakkari (1999), Ingwersen and
Järvelin (2005) commented on the lack of domain specific knowledge when librarians search on behalf of patrons and their challenges in dealing with
search complexity. Chen and Dhar (1991) found that a lack of expertise in a subject area leads to problems with the expression of search topics and
search specificity, the use of inappropriate search terms and misinterpretation of the subject headings typically used in databases. Tu (2007) also reported
ineffective information retrieval by librarians lacking domain knowledge. From a health perspective Fox and Duggan (2013) and Luo and Park (2013)
reported on the challenges faced by intermediaries who lack sufficient health literacy knowledge, i.e., knowledge of health information searching and
use of complex information system (Lawless, et al., 2016; Johnson and Case, 2012). An individual’s level of health literacy determines the information
base they start with when confronting a health problem and the type of information they retrieve (Johnson and Case, 2012). Abrahamson, et al., (2008)
found that intermediaries who lack health literacy found it difficult to use information systems to locate health information, they were uncertain of their
search statements and they struggled to evaluate the trustworthiness and quality of the obtained information. Tu (2007), reporting on virtual health
reference services, found that public librarians are generalists and usually not trained in health information seeking; hence their knowledge on consumer
health is limited. This compromised the quality of their searchers. In fact, Wessel, et al. (2003) found that public librarians were often uncertain which
reference books to use to answer questions on diseases. Jokic (1997) also revealed that difficulties experienced by librarians using known indexing terms
include a need for extensive knowledge on the subject area, the information system and the classification scheme. At times, library patrons have been
noted to require information that is not recorded in traditional literature sources, such as information about future events, trade secrets and classified
government information, typically referred to as grey literature (Katz, 1978; Schöpfel, and Farace , 2009). For competitive intelligence, grey literature
might include federal and state legislation, future technology advancements and investments made by various industry organisations (Blenkhorn and
Fleisher, 2001; McGonagle and Vella, 2002). Competitive intelligence professionals might not only lack knowledge of the topic(s) covered by an
information need(s), but they might also experience challenges in finding grey literature.

Information infrastructures and information landscapes

The importance of knowledge of disciplinary information infrastructures has been widely noted in library science and especially training in reference
work (Katz, 1978; Behrens, 2000). Inadequate knowledge of available information sources (i.e., information infrastructures) has often been noted in
reports on intermediary information seeking (Savolainen, 2006). Daland (2016) note increasing pressure on librarians to expand their knowledge on
interdisciplinary sources and specialised databases. In addition, the study by Girard and Moureau (1981) on intermediary searching for chemistry
literature, concluded that librarians were unable to perform effective database searches due to a lack of knowledge of the database searched, its coverage,
the indexing philosophy and the entire vocabulary associated with the language of the database. Information infrastructures, including grey literature,
information systems and information available through the Internet are very important (Case and Given, 2016). In addition, information fields and
pathways can encompass the spectrum of information avenues an individual would consult when faced with a problem (Johnson, et al. (2006).

Makri, et al. (2008) revealed that lawyers seeking for legal information on behalf of clients, do not consult a wide range of information sources and only
use information sources with which they had prior positive experiences. This is similar to findings by Kuhlthau and Tama (2001) and Schramm (1993)
reporting that lawyers are selective in the information sources they use and they prefer familiar information (re)sources. Their mind set and individual
qualities might also play an influence (Schramm, 1962); it is believed that humans seek information that corresponds with their prior knowledge,
opinions and beliefs and avoid exposure to information that conflicts with their internal state (Case and Given, 2016).

From an information science perspective the concepts of information landscapes, information horizons and information pathways have also been
introduced along with information ecology, information environment, information fields and information horizon to emphasise the scope and diversity of
information resources that should be explored to fulfill information needs (Savolainen, 2006; Johnston, 2010; Choo, 2015). These are related to spatial
factors that can impact on information seeking practices. For professionals the information fields and pathways might be very rich, including access to
sophisticated databases, satellite systems and complex information systems (Sonnenwald, 2016). Non-professionals might however have a narrow
information field, which becomes a barrier to comprehensive information access.

Competitive intelligence professionals should be mindful of information infrastructures relevant to each information or intelligence need for which they
are required to seek information. An improved awareness of the available information resource also plays a pivotal role in accessing relevant
information.
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Cognitive frames of reference and ability to evaluate information

A study by Wathen and Roma (2005) revealed that intermediaries seeking health information on behalf of a family member have difficulties applying
and processing the information they obtained to solve a problem at hand. This is in line with the work of Dervin (1999), Savolainen (2006) and Thomas,
et al. (1993) on sense making. Klein (2015) argues that making sense of decisions involves finding data that fit into a frame while simultaneously
looking for a frame that suits that data. If this does not happen, data might be rejected. A study by Luo and Park (2013) for example found that common
challenges faced by librarians was that much of the medical information was published at a professional level, and it was difficult for them determine the
appropriateness of such information for the people on whose behalf they were seeking information. Competitive intelligence professionals should be
able to understand, interpret and analyse the collected information in order to provide meaningful insights to senior management.

Figure 1: Challenges of intermediary information seeking from interdisciplinary contexts (Maungwa and Fourie, 2020)

Discussion

The findings form the thematic analysis shed light on the core challenges of intermediary information seeking noted in library and information science,
health sciences and law. One of the prominent findings is the lack of a systematised methodology to enable people to recognise and articulate their
information needs (Savolainen, 2007; Case and Given, 2016). This points to the need for context appropriate question-negotiation and interviewing and
communication skills and the need to learn from other disciplines. Taylor’s (1998) work on question-negotiation and work on the Johari Window
(Shenton, 2007) are good points of departure. There are many textbooks and research articles that can deepen understanding of the intricacies of
information seeking processes, search strategies and search heuristics, the evaluation and selection of information and information sources, the
characteristics and skills of the online searchers and their information practices, the challenges of translating information needs into search terms and the
challenges of appropriate vocabulary – especially from the early days of online searching and information retrieval (Stieg and Steig, 1980; Jahoda, 1981;
Harter, 1986; Schramm, 1962; Harter and Hert 1998; Fidel, et al., 2004; Ingwersen and Järvelin, 2005; Case and Given, 2016). There are also many
sources from library science as well as the other disciplines that can shed light on information infrastructures and information sources such as reference
works (Katz, 1978; Coonin and Levine, 2013).

Our findings on information intermediary information seeking reported from different interdisciplinary contexts relate well to issues noted in studies on
competitive intelligence such as by Pirttilä (1998), Maungwa and Fourie (2018), Erdelez and Ware (2001), Keiser (Nasri (2011), Strauss and Du Toit
(2010), Tsitoura and Stephens (2012). These researchers highlighted issues such as insufficient competitive intelligence training, inability to produce
intelligence, insufficient use of appropriate methodologies, poor communication and absence of rigorous processes and difficulties articulating client’s
information needs (Wright, et al., 2002; Nasri, 2011; Herring, 1999).

Considering the challenges that have been noticed in studies on competitive intelligence and the findings from this paper, it is clear that an information
behaviour study on intermediary information seeking in competitive intelligence can benefit from experiences in other contexts. Some theories in these
fields might also be useful such as the theory of information horizons, theory of interpersonal communication, Shannon and Weaver communication
theory and gatekeeper’s theory (Schramm, 1962; Myers, 1990).

Moving forward, competitive intelligence professionals should ask questions about systematised intermediary practices e.g., application of appropriate
question negotiation techniques, expanded knowledge of information infrastructures and landscapes and competitive intelligence domain knowledge and
communication that can enhance their intermediary information seeking on behalf of decision-makers.

Conclusion

Intermediary information seeking is prone to many challenges and flaws. As shown in this paper, challenges can be disaggregated into many facets of
intermediary information seeking (e.g., recognition of information needs, question negotiation, search strategies and heuristics, knowledge of
information infrastructures, evaluation of results and domain knowledge of the information need). Each of these justifies in-depth studies to understand
the full complexity, i.e. to gain a holistic view of the challenges of intermediary information seeking. Our scoping review touches on core facets, but
there certainly are more. To ensure that the process of intermediary information seeking is efficient and to minimise failure, intermediaries should
consider adopting systematised techniques, methods and procedures and appropriate communication skills such as argued in training in the different
disciplines: library science, information science, health sciences and law. A study on competitive intelligence professionals as intermediary information
seekers might need to consider the need for such systematic approaches.

The purpose of this paper was to raise awareness of the challenges stemming from interdisciplinary contexts and experiences with intermediary
information seeking. These can open opportunities for an information behaviour study of competitive intelligence officers as intermediary information
seekers.
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