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Abstract 
Information overload is a popular term intimately associated with the information society in which we are now 
thought to live. This two-year master’s thesis explores perceptions and experiences of this phenomenon through a 
quantitative study of two groups of academics; on the one hand, academically active information specialists, and 
on the other, active academics in general.  

The theoretical framework for this study is based on Orrin E. Klapp’s notion of ‘meaning lag’ and Luciano 
Floridi’s concept of ‘infosphere’, to provide a context for discussing how and why information overload might 
develop. The relationship between information overload and ‘information literacy’ is another important point 
explored as part of this discussion. 

An international, web-based survey directed at information specialists as well as general academics reveals 
that information overload is a very common experience for people active in academic settings. A number of 
statistics are presented regarding how, when and where information overload is usually experienced, as well as 
the more general information habits and perceptions of the information environment that these groups display. 
After comparing the two examined groups, the thesis concludes that there are, in fact, no major differences in 
how these groups perceive and experience information overload and their surrounding information environment. 
Having an academic interest and specialty in information science is thus not indicative of being able to avoid or 
even think very differently about information overload. Finally, some relevant research directions are proposed. 

Abstract på svenska 
Information overload, eller informationsöverflöd, är ett populärt sätt att beskriva en av följderna av det 
informationssamhälle i vilket vi nu anses leva. Denna uppsats utforskar vilka uppfattningar och erfarenheter som 
finns av detta fenomen utifrån en kvantitativ studie av två olika grupper av akademiker; å ena sidan akademiskt 
aktiva informationsspecialister, och å andra sidan, aktiva akademiker i allmänhet. 

Det teoretiska ramverket för denna studie baserar sig på Orrin E. Klapps begrepp ’meaning lag’ samt 
Luciano Floridis tanke om en ’infosfär’. Dessa skapar tillsammans en kontext för att kunna diskutera hur och 
varför informationsöverflöd drabbar oss. Relationen mellan informationsöverflöd och informationskompetens är 
en annan viktig beståndsdel som utforskas i denna diskussion. 

En internationell, nätbaserad enkätundersökning som författaren utfört bland de relevanta grupperna visar att 
upplevelsen av informationsöverflöd som ett problem är mycket vanlig i den akademiska världen. Statistik 
presenteras som åskådliggör hur, när och var de nämnda grupperna upplever ett informationsöverflöd, samt deras 
informationsvanor och uppfattningar om sin informationsomgivning överlag. Dessa två grupper jämförs löpande i 
uppsatsen, men resultaten visar på att det trots allt inte existerar några särskilt anmärkningsvärda skillnader dem 
emellan. De har båda ungefär samma syn på informationsöverflöd och sin informationsomgivning. Slutsatsen blir 
att en akademisk kunskap om och intresse för informationsvetenskap inte nödvändigtvis innebär att den som 
besitter detta lyckas undvika eller ens ser annorlunda på fenomenet informationsöverflöd. Uppsatsen avslutas 
med en diskussion om ett antal relevanta aspekter av informationsöverflöd som framtida forskning med fördel 
skulle kunna utforska. 
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1. Introduction 

The term ‘information overload’ has become common over the last couple of 

decades as a way of describing how too much information can have a negative 

effect on the human psyche. While the term is popular and well-used in 

mainstream media as well as in the scholarly field of library and information 

science, it is not necessarily well understood. In this paper, the concept of 

information overload is examined through the eyes of two distinct groups: 

‘academic information specialists’, on the one hand, and ‘general academics’, on 

the other. A definition of each group is given in the chapter titled “Method”. The 

opinions and information habits of these two groups are examined by way of a 

large-scale, international survey. 

The objective of this thesis is to answer a number of questions regarding the 

relationships that these two groups have with the idea of information overload. 

What do they think of the term: is it a ‘real’ phenomenon? Is it a problem? How 

does it apply in their own life? What are their thoughts on the future of the so-

called 'information society', particularly as it pertains to information overload and 

other symptoms of a gap between ourselves and the requirements and assumptions 

of the information age? These questions, as well as others like them, will be 

further explained and detailed in the chapter titled “Main research questions”, 

which can be found on page 29. 

The reason for comparing these two groups is that, judging from the literature 

available on information overload, there seems to exist a certain discrepancy of 

opinion among the information scientists that have written on the subject as to 

whether the term holds any real significance, or if it is merely a product of 

overzealous information specialists inventing problems that they can be the ones 

to solve.1 A more general academics group on the other hand, while perhaps not 

accustomed to thinking analytically about information concepts the way an 

information professional would, may still offer an interesting point of view when 

put in opposition to the aforementioned information specialists. As inhabitants of 

the academic world, they are a group likely to be exposed to large amounts of new 

information daily, thus making them a prime group for examining information 

overload empirically.  

                                                 
1 Bawden, D. & Robinson, L. (2009), ”The dark side of information”, p. 181. 
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The questions posed in the survey have been constructed so as to be able to 

compare these two groups as objectively as possible, with an eye towards the 

possible future developments of the information society and of ourselves as 

informational beings. While the questions primarily explore the respondents’ 

experiences and views of information overload, some of them are more general in 

nature and were included to provide the relevant context necessary for a more 

complete understanding of how, why and when information overload happens. 

Outline 

This thesis is structured as follows: first, an account of previous research on the 

topic of information overload is provided, divided into five sub-chapters where 

each details a specific aspect of how understandings of the subject have evolved to 

the present state. 

Then, a theoretical framework is sketched from some ideas and concepts 

introduced by previous researchers, and definitions for the terms most relevant to 

this thesis are given, such as information overload, information environment, and 

information literacy. Here, also, is an explication of the problem that this paper 

aims to address, as well as the main research questions that will be answered. 

This is followed by a method chapter, where the course of carrying out the 

empirical study is explained, step-by-step. This is divided into “Selection of 

participants” and “Gathering of results”, the two most distinct components of the 

survey process. This chapter also includes a brief discussion of the reliability of 

the research results. 

After these introductory chapters, the results of the survey are presented, along 

with discussions of both the relevancy of the questions asked and of how the 

results might be interpreted. This chapter, entitled simply “Results of the survey” 

for the sake of clarity, is further divided into seven thematic sub-chapters, each 

detailing a specific aspect of the survey subject and the survey questions relating 

to said aspect. After the first four of these sub-chapters, a short summary is 

provided of results presented thus far, and after the remaining three sub-chapters, 

another short summary is provided, all to help the reader keep track of things. 

Throughout this chapter, results are presented in tables, and findings discussed 

next to the relevant table. 

In the next chapter, titled “Analysis”, each of the main research questions 

previously presented is analyzed in light of the results of the survey, and answers 

to these questions are given where possible. This is followed by a discussion of 

the problem of information overload in a wider context, where some ideas 

inspired by the study results are presented and discussed. 

Finally, a brief summary concludes the thesis. 
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2. Previous research and current understandings 

The term 'information overload' emerged into public awareness in the latter half of 

the 1990s, at around the same time that the Internet started its ascent towards 

becoming the all-knowing, all-encompassing information medium that it is widely 

perceived as today. This was also around the time when the concept of 'the 

information society' started to become popular as a way of describing the changes 

society were, or soon would be going through. These changes are largely 

attributed to the rise of the Internet and, on a deeper level, the network as the basic 

unit structuring contemporary society, as described perhaps most famously by 

Manuel Castells2, along with countless others. The information society and the 

network society are concepts related but quite distinct from each other, and only 

the former will be discussed in this background chapter as it has a very direct 

bearing on the concept of information overload. 

It should be noted, however, that the idea that we can become overloaded by 

too much information is far from being a new one, or one born of the information 

society. Another common perception is that information overload is a direct 

consequence of the Internet. While the Internet has most definitely had a profound 

influence on our information environment, there are many other factors to 

consider as well. Writing about ‘information pathologies’, where information 

overload is the central concept, David Bawden and Lyn Robinson note that 

[…] they are not – contrary to general opinion – recent phenomena, due solely to the influence 
of the web. Rather, they are perennial problems, identifiable back through many years, though 
given fresh ‘bite’ by recent developments in technology.3 

In the following background chapter, I will examine the origins of the term 

‘information overload’, how it has predominantly been applied in the past, as well 

as the viewpoints of some of the leading scholars on the subject. This will include 

a discussion of the historical background of the problem itself, as opposed to the 

specific term now commonly used, as well as a discussion of the current 

‘information age’ of modern times.  

                                                 
2 Castells, M. (2010), The rise of the network society. 
3 Bawden, D. & Robinson, L. (2009), ”The dark side of information”, p. 182. 
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2.1 Historical context 

Information overload was first made popular as an explicit expression in 1970, 

when Alvin Toffler coined the term as a way of describing the changes to come 

with the information society in his book Future Shock. Toffler emphasized the 

psychological impact that too much information in too little time will have on the 

human mind: 

Rational behavior […] depends upon the power of the individual to predict, with at least fair 
success, the outcome of his own actions. To do this, he must be able to predict how the 
environment will respond to his acts. […] When the individual is plunged into a fast and 
irregularly changing situation, or a novelty-loaded context, […] he can no longer make the 
reasonably correct assessments on which rational behavior is dependent.4 

In Toffler’s view, information overload is a direct consequence of the changing 

times and the advent of the ‘information age’. This is a common idea, which will 

be discussed further in the coming chapters.  

Toffler may have been one of the first to use the specific term ‘information 

overload’, but as a phenomenon, it can be traced much further back. German 

sociologist Georg Simmel has been noted as possibly the first modern thinker to 

describe a situation where too many new impressions might have negative 

consequences for the person experiencing them. Simmel argued that living in the 

big cities of the industrial age caused people to withdraw and intentionally limit 

their impressions of the world around them so as not to be overwhelmed.5 What 

Simmel was referring to was, however, probably sensory overload, a related but 

not identical term. For clarity’s sake, the distinction is usually considered to be 

more or less this: sensory overload refers to what occurs when the brain receives 

too much sensory (visual, auditory, tactile, etc.) input at once and is unable to keep 

up. Information overload on the other hand runs deeper and involves not simply 

raw impressions but also thought and the processing of sensory impressions (raw 

data) into something we could potentially use (information). That is, if we could 

keep up with it. For the purposes of this background chapter, such distinctions are 

however not yet very necessary and I will be using the term ‘information overload’ 

somewhat more liberally. 

Without giving the phenomenon an exact definition, it is easy to see that 

several such situations have occurred on a societal scale throughout history. With 

the invention of writing some 5 000 years ago, humans learned to store their 

knowledge and to build upon what others had thought and written down before 

them. Thus, knowledge that before this invention could only be passed down 

orally from generation to generation could now be built upon in layer upon layer 

                                                 
4 Toffler, A. (1970), Future Shock, pp. 311-312. 
5 Wurman, R. S. (1989), Information Anxiety, p. 143. 
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of accumulated knowledge. While human memory, as evidenced by completely 

oral cultures, is quite astonishing in how much it can remember in detail, it is still 

limited. With writing, there is no real limit to how much can be stored, 

discounting things such as running out of ink, paper, papyrus, stone slabs or what 

have you. Mirroring the move from hunting and gathering to an agrarian society, 

writing offered us the possibility to store more information than was needed at the 

moment. It follows that this had a very significant impact on how much 

information could be made available to us, and in time, how much more new 

information was generated than we could possibly keep up with on an individual 

level. 

This could arguably be called the ‘first’ information revolution in our history. 

Walter J. Ong has described this change from an oral culture to one based on 

literacy as one of the most fundamental changes humanity has gone through, as 

writing influenced not only our capacity for storing and thus collectively 

remembering information, but also altered the way we think.6 Jan Buse, writing 

about information overload and building upon Ong, theorizes that this remarkable 

invention may even have made us more intelligent, as our ability to write down 

complex ideas meant also that we could hold ever more complex chains of 

thought in our heads.7  

History – that is, knowledge about our forebears and most if not all of what 

we ‘know’ about what went before us – is largely available to us because at some 

point, we learned how to record information. Today, we speak of living in an 

information age, but in reality, information has shaped every era of human history, 

albeit in different ways. Information is the basis of anything we undertake, and 

since we first learned to record it, it has reminded us that there were others before 

us, whose knowledge we could build upon only because they chose to record it. 

Information philosopher Luciano Floridi even goes so far as to say that: 

[…] history is actually synonymous with the information age, since prehistory is that age in 
human development that precedes the availability of recording systems.8 

While the early history of writing may not exactly have brought about information 

overload for most people, it did set the conditions for such a situation to occur 

later down the road. With the arrival of the printing press in the late 15
th

 century, 

publication rates grew exponentially, causing the learned of that age to complain 

of there being too much to read and keep up with. Historian Ann M. Blair 

describes how the information explosion of the Renaissance forced scholars to 

develop tools for managing the relative masses of information that were being 

                                                 
6 Ong, W. J. (1991), Orality and Literacy: the Technologizing of the Word, p. 78. 
7 Buse, J. (1997), ”För mycket information? - om begreppet Information Overload”. 
8 Floridi, L. (2010), Information: a very short introduction, p. 3. 
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published, such as indexes and generally better annotation, but also notes that such 

efforts were made even before or independently of the invention of printing in 

Europe, notably in Byzantine, Islamic and Chinese historical contexts where great 

amounts of literature or other written records were being produced.9 The general 

conclusion of her work is that perceptions of information overload have existed at 

least since medieval times, mainly in scholarly contexts where ever growing 

translations, commentaries and other scholarly output made it difficult, if not 

impossible, for the individual to keep up. 

In modern times, the earliest focus of studies on information overload was on 

its psychological effects on the human brain.10 Studies by J.G. Miller in the 1950s 

showed that, after a certain point, the more input we get, the less output we will 

produce. Miller described various adjustment processes resulting from too much 

input, such as omission, error, queuing, filtering and abstracting.11 Building upon 

Miller’s findings, Simon later determined that we can process about five to seven 

pieces of information at a time, since that is the limit of our short-term memory.12 

Much more research on the limits of the human mind has been published in 

psychology since, but I will not delve deeper into the purely psychological aspects 

of information overload here. For a recent account of the psychological dimension 

of the problem, the interested reader may wish to take a look at neuroscientist 

Torkel Klingberg’s book The Overflowing Brain: Information Overload and the 

Limits of Working Memory.13 

2.2 Information overload in business and consumer settings 

Outside of psychology, or perhaps more accurately alongside that discipline, 

studies on information overload were, roughly between 1960 and 1990, to a large 

extent done in relation to business and consumer sciences. In fact, the whole field 

of information management is closely connected to the idea of possible overload 

decreasing a business’s productivity. For the past thirty or forty years, it has 

widely been perceived as a very real problem by those working with information 

management in corporate settings, because studies have shown that when office 

workers receive too much information at once, from too many different sources, 

they are unable to keep up with the flow of incoming information and instead 

grow fatigued and disinterested. This leads to decreased efficiency and 

                                                 
9 Blair, A. M. (2010), Too Much to Know, pp. 11, 22-33. 
10 Tidline, T. J. (2010), ”Information Overload”, p. 2484. 
11 Miller, G. A. (1956), ”The magical number seven, plus or minus two: some limits on our capacity for 

processing information.”. 
12 Simon, H. A. (1974), ”How Big Is a Chunk?”. 
13 Klingberg, T. & Betteridge, N. (2009), The overflowing brain : information overload and the limits of 

working memory. 
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productivity; hence the interest in finding ways to avoid it. Eppler & Mengis, in 

their comprehensive review of management- and business-related research on 

information overload, identify the main fields where such research takes place as 

accounting, management information systems, organization science and 

marketing.14 In marketing, it has been noted that consumers, when burdened with 

too many choices and too much information, are liable to get fatigued and lose 

interest in buying anything at all. This is prominent when confronted with having 

to choose between too many brands of a particular kind of product; the 

consumer’s decision-making ability is then hampered and confusion sets in 

instead.15 

This closely reflects both what Miller discovered in the 1950s and what 

Eppler & Mengis note in their review: 

Researchers across various disciplines have found that the performance (i.e., the quality of 
decisions or reasoning in general) of an individual correlates positively with the amount of 
information he or she receives—up to a certain point. If further information is provided 
beyond this point, the performance of the individual will rapidly decline.16 

In other words, information is useful up to a point, but when the amount exceeds 

what can be readily processed, negative consequences such as fatigue, stress, 

confusion and anxiety will follow, all resulting in a lessened capacity for 

processing new information. It should also be noted that most, if not all 

researchers underline that this condition is highly individual. What is ‘too much’ 

for one person may be ‘not enough’ for another, depending on individual ability to 

process information.  

While many studies have attempted to measure information overload 

objectively (that is, determining a set of causes that will invariably lead to a set of 

symptoms), there is another, in some ways conflicting view that considers it a 

subjective experience that is based on what a person feels. In such a view, it is the 

individual’s feelings of the aforementioned symptoms (stress, anxiety, etc.) and 

their own opinion of whether or not they feel overloaded that is considered the 

judging factor.17 Unlike more objective approaches, which are usually based on 

experiments, there is no way to accurately foretell when information overload will 

occur with a strictly subjective viewpoint of the problem; only when it has already 

happened. At the same time, a strictly objective viewpoint may be considered as 

lacking the human, individual part of the equation necessary to gain a more 

complete understanding of the phenomenon. 

                                                 
14 Eppler, M. & Mengis, J. (2004), ”The Concept of Information Overload”, p. 326. 
15 Jacoby, J., Speller, D. E. & Berning, C. K. (1974), ”Brand Choice Behavior as a Function of Information 

Load”; Keller, K. L. & Staelin, R. (1987), ”Effects of Quality and Quantity of Information on Decision 

Effectiveness.”. 
16 Eppler, M. & Mengis, J. (2004), ”The Concept of Information Overload”, p. 326. 
17 Eppler, M. & Mengis, J. (2004), ”The Concept of Information Overload”, p. 328. 
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Much of the research on information overload as it pertains to business is 

focused on decision-making processes and is often highly task-oriented as it 

revolves around helping the individual worker perform their tasks effectively and 

efficiently, which is in turn meant to help the business as a whole.  

One important factor in analyzing information overload, as well as one 

perhaps especially pronounced in the business setting, is time, as stressed by 

Schick et al.18 While Schick’s article is mainly about the problem of information 

overload in a very specific context, namely accounting, the temporal perspective 

warrants equal attention outside of that domain as well. In Schick’s view, 

information overload is the result when performing a task that requires a certain 

amount of time in order to process the needed information, but not having enough 

time to do so. Further, he remarks that the limits of acceptable information load 

will vary across individuals depending on what they themselves consider as being 

reasonable information processing time for a given task, and that information 

overload in a group context will happen when there is not enough collective 

information processing time as judged by the group: 

At a group or organization level, information overload occurs when the actual information 
processing time for interactions and internal calculations required by all individuals involved 
in particular organizational tasks exceeds the collective time norm of these individuals for the 
performance of such tasks.19 

While time may be particularly of the essence in business settings, where reducing 

any inefficiencies in the workflow is always a primary concern, this aspect of IO 

can also easily be extrapolated to our everyday interactions with others, whether 

friends, colleagues, family or that annoying salesman calling to sell you insurance, 

as our interacting with them as information-bearers always takes time, and 

processing what information they wish to impart to us may well use up more time 

than we would care to allot to that particular information, depending on our 

interest. When faced with more than we can handle at the given moment, we may 

feel overloaded and fatigued. Information-bearers, of course, come in many other 

shapes as well, such as books, newspapers, magazines, websites, billboards, etc., 

where information is transmitted less directly and may require more decoding in 

order to get something out of it. 

Like most definitions that consider the efficiency of the individual for the 

good of the whole (the business), the examples here mentioned tend towards 

seeing the subject suffering from information overload as being a cog in a 

machinery that needs to be kept well-oiled to function. Such views, focusing as 

they do on the collective efforts of a group to achieve on-going, specific goals (in 

                                                 
18 Schick, A. G., Gordon, L. A. & Haka, S. (1990), ”Information overload: A temporal approach”. 
19 Schick, A. G., Gordon, L. A. & Haka, S. (1990), ”Information overload: A temporal approach”, pp. 208-

209. 



 14 

this case, running a business and in the end, making money) tend to disregard the 

bigger picture and the underlying causes as to why we seem so vulnerable to being 

overloaded in our current society. The full context is lost because the focus is on 

short-term ‘cures’ for information overload, quick solutions to problems that are 

generally perceived as symptoms of the supposed ‘information age’ or 

‘information society’. In the following, I will briefly outline the origins and recent 

developments of the idea of an information society. 

2.3 The worries of the information age 

The information age, the information society, the information revolution; the 

phenomenon is called by many names, but they all amount to more or less the 

same thing. For the past few decades, we have been entering into a new age where 

information has become the dominant resource upon which our societies are built. 

The societies considered most advanced have moved from being economies 

centered on the production of material goods to ones centered on the production, 

collection and distribution of information. The currently changing circumstances 

are often compared to those of the Industrial Revolution, where new technologies 

and manufacturing processes led to unforeseen and unprecedented societal 

changes. In such a comparison, the current age is seen as the logical next step in 

our society’s evolution from the industrial to the post-industrial. In order to 

provide a necessary backdrop for the continued discussion of the concept of 

information overload, I will here outline some aspects of the so-called information 

society: 

As described in the Encyclopedia of Library and Information Sciences, the 

concept of a newly arrived ‘information society’ can be considered from five main 

points of view: the technological, the economic, the occupational, the spatial and 

the cultural.20 Each of these perspectives offers a definition of just what it is that is 

seen to be changing the world so much as to speak of a new ‘age’.  

The technological perspective considers the rapid advances that technology 

has made over the course of the 20
th

 century and the importance of new 

Information Technology (IT) in shaping our access and use of information, as well 

as its creation, organization and distribution to ever more people.  

From an economic viewpoint, society is thought to have become one of 

information because we increasingly rely on the exchange of intangible resources 

such as information services for the growth and subsistence of our economies 

(consider the stock market, for one obvious example).  

                                                 
20 Webster, F. (2010), ”Information Society”, p. 2605. 
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Looking at it from an occupational perspective, we can see that much has 

happened in the past couple of decades, and there is an on-going shift towards 

more and more people working in information-oriented positions (basically all 

office workers as well as teachers, consultants, managers, etc.). This too is seen as 

an indication that we are entering a new era where society’s demands on the 

generation and dissemination of information defines what we do for a living.  

Moving on to the spatial perspective, the idea put forth is that with the rise of 

networks that connect all the world together, the transmission and exchange of 

information is no longer hindered by space or time. While one location is still 

separated from another one geographically, information can now flow freely and 

instantly between the two, thus effectively erasing a barrier that existed 

previously. With this compression of space and time, as has been more elaborately 

described by sociologist Anthony Giddens21, the way is made clear for drastic 

change in all areas of society, including the economic, the social, and the cultural.  

Culturally, our entrance into an information society is argued based on the 

marked increase in expressions of culture available to us: the proliferation of TV 

and radio channels, the explosion of music and movies easily accessible 

(especially since the arrival of the Internet and file-sharing networks), magazines, 

books, art as well as any other forms of visual/auditory media. Compared to how 

things were sixty or seventy years ago, and for the vast majority of human history, 

our options have multiplied a thousandfold. However, it is not just the passive 

consumption of cultural expressions that others have created that is increasing in 

today’s society: Webster notes that society has grown much more complex and 

multi-faceted than it used to be, and that our interactions with others depend on a 

much greater number of specific variables than has been common for most of 

history: 

One may consider, for example, the informational dimensions of the clothes we wear, the 
styling of our hair and faces, the very ways in which, nowadays, we work at our image (from 
body shape to speech, people are intensely aware of the messages they may be projecting and 
how they feel about themselves in certain clothes, with a particular hairstyle, etc.). A few 
moment’s reflection on the complexities of fashion, the intricacy of the ways in which we 
design ourselves for everyday presentation, makes one well aware that social intercourse 
nowadays involves a greater degree of informational content than previously.22 

What used to be clear and unambiguous can now have multiple and contradictory 

meanings. Our social selves are no longer defined simply from our standing in 

society, but instead we pick and choose social ‘masks’ to fit a particular role and 

situation, and we signal this by what we wear, how we act and how we speak to an 

extent never seen before. One might say that in contemporary society, each of us is 

                                                 
21 Giddens, A. (1990), The Consequences of Modernity. 
22 Webster, F. (2010), ”Information Society”, pp. 2614-2615. 
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a walking advertisement of a particular lifestyle, sub-culture or interest, simply by 

our appearance (and the symbolic meaning attributed to it by others). While this is 

hardly a completely new circumstance (our appearance has always carried with it 

some cultural meaning), the scope of it has expanded far beyond what people were 

used to only sixty years or so ago, before the great cultural diversification of 

Western society that began in the 1950s and 1960s, and before the beginnings of 

the information age in which we now are thought to live. 

Webster is, in his article, not content to merely describe the five mentioned 

views, but also attempts to dissect them and lists a number of issues with each 

view that problematizes their acceptance as valid definitions of having entered 

into an information society. In his view, the idea of the information society as 

something completely new and significantly different from previous societies is 

erroneous. Nevertheless, the perspectives outlined above (the technological, the 

economic, the occupational, the spatial and the cultural) constitute some of the 

most popular ways to describe what is commonly thought to lie behind the term 

‘information society’ and provides a useful background to the topic at hand. 

Perceptions of overload have closely followed the discussion of the 

information society at large. Toffler, as early as 1970, had this to say about the 

circumstances described above:  

While we tend to focus on only one situation at a time, the increased rate at which situations 
flow past us vastly complicates the entire structure of life, multiplying the number of roles we 
must play and the number of choices we are forced to make. This, in turn, accounts for the 
choking sense of complexity about contemporary life.23 

It would seem that this societal change has been an ongoing process for much of 

the 20
th

 century, and is not, as is now commonly thought, merely a product of the 

‘Internet Age’ of the past 20 years. Toffler may have been one of the first to 

discuss these issues at length, though his views have sometimes been criticized for 

being unscientific and speculative, as the predictions of so-called ‘futurologists’ so 

often are. To be fair, there is much in Future Shock that may seem quaint to a 

reader of today. Even so, what he terms “the choking sense of complexity about 

contemporary life” is a topic explored by many others since 1970, and one that 

may be argued to lie at the bottom of the discussion on the ‘information 

revolution’ as something with potentially negative consequences. 

While these feelings had been simmering among some people since the early 

1970s, with the advent of the Internet, they exploded into public consciousness. 

The concept of ‘information overload’ was a fairly popular topic of discussion in 

library and information science for much of the 1990s, although since the Internet 

                                                 
23 Toffler, A. (1970), Future Shock, p. 33. 
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started seeing widespread use, a somewhat disproportional part of the attention 

has come from mainstream media, and not from the scholarly community.  

2.4 Information overload research within library and 

information science 

In library and information science, in depth studies of the phenomenon of 

information overload have been relatively few.24 No over-arching theories 

describing it have as yet been developed, though this may be said of much of what 

LIS deals with, seeing as it is still considered a rather ‘young’ scientific discipline. 

Several authors have pointed towards this general lack of theory in information 

science.25  

As noted previously, a large part of the existing literature on information 

overload comes from either a psychological or a marketing perspective, and not as 

much from library and information science itself. The few in depth studies of 

information overload that have come out of the domain of information science are 

more in the vein of meta-texts; literature about literature. This is the case with 

Akin, whose study is a comprehensive review of what was written about 

information overload from 1960-1996,26 and whose work “is of special interest 

because it relies on exhaustive explication to form a clear picture of both the 

conventions and idiosyncrasies of work on this subject”, according to Tidline.27 

Akin especially criticizes the fact that the literature on information overload is so 

divided, and that the research done so far is relatively unsubstantiated: 

No comprehensive analysis exists determining even the barest essentials: definitions, 
parameters, research results, or implications. […] The literature has not been gathered and 
analyzed for commonality and divergence. Research results have not been compared, 
contrasted and considered. No careful examination of definitions exists, showing all that is 
explicit and implicit within them. There is no large scale study on overload research, 
exploring for integrity and coherence.28 

A “large scale study on overload research” is exactly what she contributed, 

fortunately. It should also be noted that while her concerns are justified, the 

perceived shortcomings of existing research would probably be the same for most 

if not all areas of a scientific domain as new as information science; I do not 

                                                 
24 Tidline, T. J. (1999), ”The Mythology of Information Overload.”, p. 498. 
25 Hjørland, B. (1998), ”Theory and metatheory of information science”, p. 607; Pettigrew, K. E. & 

McKechnie, L. (2001), ”The use of theory in information science research”, p. 62. 
26 Akin, L. K. (1997), ”Information overload. A multi-disciplinary explication and citation ranking within 

three selected disciplines”. 
27 Tidline, T. J. (2010), ”Information Overload”, p. 2484. 
28 Akin, L. K. (1997), ”Information overload. A multi-disciplinary explication and citation ranking within 

three selected disciplines”, p. 10. 
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believe there is any research area, at least not in information science, where all the 

above items have been considered. Aside from that minor criticism, it seems true 

that research on information overload is somewhat scattered in terms of direction, 

and certainly that it lacks consensus of just what the subject is. 

Another significant work is the study on overload literature performed by 

Eppler & Mengis, and while it does come from a marketing and management 

perspective and not from “information science for its own sake”, their study 

contributes a very useful overview of a) the situations where information overload 

is said to occur, b) the definitions that have been offered by a selection of 

scientists, c) the causes of information overload, d) the symptoms and effects that 

have been observed, and e), the countermeasures that have been suggested.29 

The third truly thorough overview of the subject is the entry on information 

overload in the Encyclopedia of Library and Information Science, written by 

Tidline.30 While quite exhaustive, it is also very concise and manages to reference 

nearly every author that can be found in other information overload reference lists, 

some main examples being Miller, Shannon, Simon, Klapp, and Wurman.31 

Despite (or perhaps because of) a certain lack of uniformity of definition 

among studies dealing with information overload, a number of related or largely 

synonymous terms have also emerged, all based on the idea of having too much 

information. These include information pollution, interruption overload, cognitive 

overload, data smog, infoglut, infobesity, information anxiety, information 

withdrawal, and filter failure. While each of these may have slightly different 

meanings from the next one, this is not the place to delve deeper into their 

individual nuances. Each term has merit, but they all refer to the same underlying 

symptoms of the information age: that we are beleaguered with more information 

than we can properly handle; that more information is not necessarily a good thing 

for us as recipients and users of it. 

The concept of information overload has, however, also received its fair share 

of criticism, and some would even go so far as to say there is no such thing. In the 

following chapter, I will outline some of the objections that have been raised 

against the term. 

                                                 
29 Eppler, M. & Mengis, J. (2004), ”The Concept of Information Overload”, pp. 327-336. 
30 Tidline, T. J. (2010), ”Information Overload”. 
31 Miller, G. A. (1956), ”The magical number seven, plus or minus two: some limits on our capacity for 

processing information.”; Shannon, C. (1949), The mathematical theory of communication.; Simon, H. A. 

(1974), ”How Big Is a Chunk?”; Klapp, O. E. (1986), Overload and boredom : essays on the quality of life in 

the information society; Wurman, R. S. (1989), Information Anxiety. 
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2.5 Myth or fact? Discussions on the validity of information 

overload 

In a 1999 article in Library Trends, Tonyia J. Tidline proposed that the idea of 

information overload as an effect of the perceived information society may in fact 

be a collective societal construct, a mythology: 

Myth explains, reflects history, and shapes current response. It supports shared understanding 
and emotional expression. Finally, it is a vital mechanism, repeatedly invoked in response to 
societal change. […] Information overload can be thought of as a myth developed in response 
to an overwhelming social process.32 

She argues that ideas about the information society often involve “uncertainty 

about the origin, nature, and complexity” of such a society and that it acts much 

like a supernatural phenomenon, or at least something that cannot be entirely 

understood.33 Implied in this description is the idea that the information society 

constitutes a great cultural and societal change from how things used to be. This 

change is what makes it necessary to construct a modern mythology in order to 

understand and cope with what is happening. Information overload is seen as a 

major consequence of the information society and is used as “a convenient code 

phrase”, a catch-all for most if not all of the concerns about the information 

society and its consequences.34 This would seem to support the idea that 

information overload could, at least to some extent, be explained as a mental 

construct or a ‘myth’ of the information age. Tidline does note, however, that 

‘myth’ as used here does not necessarily mean untrue, but simply a common and 

accepted way of thinking about something that may not have a strong factual 

basis. 

The viewpoint of information overload as a made-up and overhyped term 

seems not entirely uncommon within the LIS community. Certainly the term has 

received much mass media exposure, much like “information society”, 

“information age” and other such evocative ways of describing our times, which 

may account for a certain healthy skepticism from the critical eyes of researchers 

in information science. Abram makes the case that while information overload 

may be a problem, the solution (at least at the business level) lies clearly in 

employing professionals and realizing that special skills are needed to overcome 

the flood of information available in modern society.35 Badke reasons that, if 

information overload is a problem, then instruction in “information literacy” is the 

                                                 
32 Tidline, T. J. (1999), ”The Mythology of Information Overload.”, p. 491. 
33 Tidline, T. J. (1999), ”The Mythology of Information Overload.”, p. 501. 
34 Tidline, T. J. (1999), ”The Mythology of Information Overload.”, p. 504. 
35 Abram, S. (2008), ”Is there such a thing as information overload?”. 
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key.36 Information literacy is commonly described as knowing how to handle 

information, and seems a popular way of dealing with most any issue of the 

information society, perhaps especially so ‘pathologies’ like information overload 

and information anxiety, to use Bawden & Robinson’s term. Badke’s view seems 

to be that information overload is only a problem if you let it be one. If presented 

with too much information, the logically-minded person will not attempt to sift 

through it all, but instead simply choose what they need and ignore the rest.37 That 

may not always be an easy task, however, and this is where information literacy as 

a set of developed skills come in. The information literate person is assumed to 

have the tools at their disposal to avoid being overloaded with information. 

There is also the perception, made popular by Shirky, that what is commonly 

thought of as information overload would be better labeled as “filter failure”.38 

According to Shirky’s view, the term information overload is an error, since it has, 

at the very least since the invention of the printing press, been possible to have 

more information available at one’s fingertips than one could ever possibly 

process. The only reason that the problem seems exacerbated in the past couple of 

decades is that there are not enough filters stopping superfluous information from 

reaching us, and what filters do exist are not good enough. Shirky seems to take 

the somewhat narrow view that information overload is mostly about receiving too 

much e-mail in the workplace setting, which would seem to justify the filtering 

strategy as a possible solution. Filtering as a way of coping with information 

overload is discussed further in the chapter titled “Results of the survey”, since 

questions about filtering information were included in the survey as part of 

describing the information behaviors displayed by the survey participants. 

                                                 
36 Badke, W. (2010), ”Information Overload? Maybe Not”. 
37 Badke, W. (2010), ”Information Overload? Maybe Not”, p. 52. 
38 Shirky, C. (2008), ”It’s Not Information Overload. It’s Filter Failure.”. 
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3. Theoretical framework and statement of the 
problem 

In order to construct a basis from which to build the following study and its 

subsequent analysis, this chapter will detail the ideas about information overload 

that have seemed the most relevant for the aims of this paper.  

What, exactly, are the aims of this paper, then? In order to explain that, it 

seems helpful to first underscore what it is not. As previously noted, much of the 

existing work on this subject revolves around a) Developing a model of what 

information overload is and how it works, and b) Offering ways of avoiding it or 

at least lessening its impact. The perspective from which it is most commonly 

looked at is either a) the organizational, where businesses and other organizations 

focus on minimizing workflow interferences/obstacles and thereby maximizing 

the efficiency of the whole organization, or b) that of the individual, for the 

purpose of alleviating the stress and anxiety associated with the information 

society, and then especially in an online environment. 

In a departure from most of the literature on information overload, the goal 

here is not to attempt to define what the concept entails, nor to suggest practical 

solutions for those individuals suffering from it. Books and articles with titles like 

“Information overload and how to deal with it” are no doubt helpful short-term 

solutions, but they do little to explain the phenomenon, and even less so on a 

societal scale. 

It is also true that there are already many definitions of information overload, 

and one might even state that attempts to define just what it is have dominated the 

literature ever since the term first became popular. Clearly no generally accepted 

definition exists. Nevertheless it is necessary, in order for a study such as this to 

be of any use, to provide a working definition in the context of this paper. 

Reinventing the wheel seems, however, unnecessary, especially in light of the 

somewhat ironic fact that the multitude of definitions available is in itself very 

much a contributor to information overload for anyone trying to make sense of the 

concept. In an attempt to avoid aggravating that particular issue, I will use a 

combination of existing definitions instead of inventing my own. Sociologist 

Orrin E. Klapp described information overload as such:  
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“That moment when the amount of available information exceeds the user's ability to process 
it.”39 

This is a succinct definition, if perhaps a little brief. To complement it, Bawden & 

Robinson provide a somewhat different, more elaborate definition: 

“Information overload occurs when information received becomes a hindrance rather than a 
help, even though the information is potentially useful.”40 

From this, we can build onto the previous definition, adding that the 

overabundance doesn’t just not help us get any further, it actually hinders us. Also, 

since having information is essential to everything we do in life, it would follow 

that theoretically, having unlimited amounts of information would be useful to us, 

were it not for our cognitive limitations in processing and handling it. Thus, the 

“potentially useful” aspect of said information is lost to us. 

Klapp, being a sociologist, looks at the issue from an angle different from that 

of most of the information overload researchers. He describes in detail a number 

of factors of modern society that lead to information overload, including the 

concept of ‘information degradation’. Degradation occurs from two factors, 

according to Klapp. The first is that information, in an overly information-

intensive society, has a tendency to become like noise to our perception. Noise is 

opposed to meaningful information, but a distinction between message and noise 

is only possible in relation to what a recipient is looking for.41 What may seem like 

noise to one person might be received as a message (a meaningful piece of 

information) to another. Since our minds are limited in that they can only keep a 

certain number of different pieces of information active at once (seven ‘chunks’ as 

famously claimed by Miller,42 though later research seems to indicate a lower 

number), some of the potentially useful information that reaches our senses has to 

be ignored. 

The second way, according to Klapp, in which information degrades is by 

being redundant. Redundancy is not necessarily a bad thing, he contends, but 

when information turns banal and repetitive and loses its variety, it may seem less 

informative to us because there is not enough distinction from other information.43 

Klapp’s main contribution to the theoretical framework of this thesis is the 

notion of ‘meaning lag’. Meaning lag is the term he coined to describe the 

collective, societal lack of meaning that has resulted from a modern society 

                                                 
39 Klapp, O. E. (1982), ”Meaning Lag in the Information Society”, p. 63. 
40 Bawden, D. & Robinson, L. (2009), ”The dark side of information”, p. 183. 
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saturated by information. But what is meaning, really? In this context, it should be 

understood as “information about the relation of something to a pattern or scheme 

of which one is part – an awareness that is necessarily subjective”.44 Meaning, he 

contends, is something certainly borne of information, but also something that can 

only be achieved through cognitive processes like pondering, wondering and 

dreaming. Constructing meaning takes time, a resource we seem to have less and 

less of. But even if time was not an issue, the world of information around us is 

growing ever more complex and requires ever more ‘decoding’ to make sense of. 

This is another, perhaps even more important aspect of the loss of meaning that 

Klapp describes – the disjointed nature of our modern information environment: 

The media are pouring on us an avalanche of bits and signals that, even if we can decide about 
them, surely are coming too fast for true assimilation. The more details there are, the longer it 
takes to fit them together into a whole. […] Most of it comes in disconnected bits that are hard 
to relate.45 

Klapp uses the by now common metaphor of the jigsaw puzzle to describe a 

person’s life, but notes how the increasing complexity of our lives makes it seem 

like the pieces “are of different colors and textures, and do not belong to the same 

jigsaw puzzle”, making it impossible to “get it together”.46 Information comes at 

us from too many sources at once, and while we may vaguely register it, the 

unending barrage of new information leaves us no time to reflect and to consider 

its meaning. In what is commonly called ‘the news’, information is presented as 

short blurbs largely devoid of context and almost always without any obvious 

interrelation. Writing about news mediation in a context of television, Doris A. 

Graber noted that: 

[…] the structure of television news, the brevity of information-heavy presentations, and the 
lack of stopping points to allow reflection and internalization of the story make it almost 
impossible for average viewers to process more than a fraction of this overload of 
information.47  

This lack of cohesion, especially apparent in the media, has also been described by 

Marshall McLuhan in similar, though perhaps less worried terms: 

It is worth much meditation that the news stories of the telegraph press are unified by a 
dateline rather than by a story line. The discontinuity among the news items themselves 
creates a mosaic rather than a pictorial effect. The mosaic brings about deep involvement on 
the part of the reader who is obliged to create his own connections.48 
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Asking the reader to create his or her own connections from such a sea of 

disjointed images and messages may be asking a little much, possibly. 

However, as previously noted, the perceived increasing complexity of modern 

life should not be solely attributed to information in the shape of news about the 

“outside world” (that is, the world directly outside our own personal everyday 

space, which we usually mainly know about through reading or watching the 

news), but also the multiplicity of culture and subculture in contemporary society, 

along with the fact that the number of people the average person comes into 

contact with in a given time period has increased multifold as a consequence of 

urbanization. This in turn relates to another of Klapp’s distinctions, namely that 

between indigenous and exogenous signals. Indigenous signals are those signals 

(which is to say, that information) which come at us from familiar sources (people 

we know and trust) and refer or relate to things we are already aware of. They may 

thus contain redundant information, but since this is information that reinforces 

our previous beliefs and conceptions about the world, we gladly receive it, quite 

easily understand it, and are not likely to feel overloaded by it. Exogenous signals 

on the other hand comprise the unfamiliar, coming from new or diverse sources, 

and upsets our previous conceptions of things we think we know. Compared with 

indigenous signals, they require decoding to understand at all, and re-thinking to 

integrate into our other knowledge. They do not contribute to our sense of identity 

and do not mesh well with our world-view, possibly causing us to disregard them 

entirely when constructing our set of beliefs about “how things are”. When we do 

allow them to affect us, unwillingly or not, they are much more likely to 

contribute to a feeling of overload. Urbanization naturally leads to an increase in 

exogenous signals potentially reaching us, which may partly account for the 

tendency for city-dwellers to seek to include themselves in a smaller, more 

intimate community, perhaps of similar ethnic roots, or sharing the same religion 

or lifestyle. In Klapp’s view, a bias toward exogenous signals leads to a change in 

the value of information, transforming it into noise. This happens 

[…] when an individual is too alone, struggling in a sea of exogenous signals, without a group 
to buffer and filter information or an indigenous network in which to test it for truth, 
goodness, or value for earning a living or giving oneself status and meaning as a person. Too 
many people interacting without defined status and too many facts without others to help tell 
us what they mean […].49 

So familiarity and context play important roles in Klapp’s view of potential 

information overload. Lack of such things makes for a lack of understanding, and 

adds up to the loss of meaning previously described. We have more information 

than ever before, but, according to Klapp, less meaning. The formation of meaning 

lags behind in the increasingly complex social world we find ourselves in. The 
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world is more complex because of more available information to consider, but 

also because so much of it either conflicts with other information or is irrelevant 

to our current interests, thereby acting like noise.  

Coming from another side of the subject is philosopher Luciano Floridi, a 

leading voice in the development of what is known as ‘the philosophy of 

information’, which, unsurprisingly, could be described as a new cross-discipline 

taking shape at the borders between the domain of information science and that of 

philosophy. One of Floridi’s main concerns regards the ‘ethics of information’, a 

developing field that aims to examine the various relationships between agents, 

information and ethics. This paper is not the place to delve deeply into neither 

ethics nor the over-arching philosophy of information. Instead, what I take from 

Floridi is the concept of ‘the infosphere’. 

The infosphere, says Floridi, is a way of describing “the whole informational 

environment constituted by all informational entities (thus including informational 

agents as well), their properties, interactions, processes, and mutual relations”.50 

So it’s a sort of primary ‘information space’, comparable to the more common 

term ‘information environment’ but more all-encompassing. It’s where everything 

happens, and, more importantly for this thesis, where all interactions between 

informational agents51 happen. According to Floridi, the flow of information 

within the infosphere is becoming ever more frictionless, because modern day 

information and communication technologies (ICTs) are changing the landscape 

and erasing previous obstacles like distance, noise, and time, as well as how much 

information could be transmitted and to how many.52 So information moves much 

more freely in an increasingly frictionless infosphere, making it abundant. In 

addition, he notes how “the digital is spilling over into the analog and merging 

with it”, referring to how new technologies allow (or soon will allow) nearly any 

everyday item to be connected to the (digital) infosphere.53 Floridi believes this 

will have far-reaching consequences, causing a ‘re-ontologization’ of the 

infosphere to take place, which is to say, radically transforming it from the bottom 

up. 

Floridi’s main point seems to be that the infosphere is growing and evolving 

into a new, digital state, where everything is informational not merely because of 

our individual perception but because everything will contain an explicit 

informational content (including metadata, but also the ability to change, adapt 

and communicate with other informational agents). The reason his ideas are 

included in this theoretical framework is, however, mainly to illustrate the point 
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that our information environment may be growing not because ICTs let us produce 

and store more data, but because barriers that hinder the flow of information are 

increasingly dissolved. Some barriers remain, however: the limits of the human 

mind. This is where information overload and other information pathologies come 

in. 

One popular concept which is often related to information overload is that of 

information literacy. The general idea seems to be, that the more information 

literate one is, the less one would suffer from being overloaded by too much 

information. As this study includes an exploration of the perceived connection 

between these two phenomena, a brief explanation of how IL may be construed is 

included here. There are several well-known models of information literacy, one 

of the most prolific being Christine Bruce’s “Seven faces of information 

literacy”.54 According to Bruce, there are seven distinct aspects or ways of thinking 

about information literacy: a) the information technology conception, which 

focuses on skillful use of IT in handling information, b) the information sources 

conception, which is about being able to find relevant information by locating the 

right sources, c) the information process conception, which sees information 

literacy as being able to execute a process, d) the information control conception, 

which focuses on how well one can control information, e) the knowledge 

construction conception, where being able to build a knowledge base from 

available information is the essential skill, f) the knowledge extension conception, 

wherein one uses intuition, creativity and personal experience in order to expand 

one’s horizon of knowledge, and g) the wisdom conception, which focuses on 

being able to use information wisely for the benefit of others.55 

In the following chapter, some concepts and terms central to this thesis will be 

defined. These definitions will be kept as short and succinct as possible, since they 

are intended as just that: working definitions in the context of this paper, to which 

the reader can return if ever they should feel lost.  

3.1 Definitions 

3.1.1 Information overload 

Information overload is the key concept of this thesis, and as such, has already 

been discussed at some length. In the context of this thesis, it is primarily used to 

describe a state of mind where an individual receives too many information inputs 

at once, and is unable to process them as they happen. Often, this leads to feelings 
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of exhaustion, anxiety, or disinterest. I will use information overload and its 

abbreviated form, IO, interchangeably throughout the thesis. 

3.1.2 Information environment 

The information environment is the space through which information moves. It 

can be used both to denote an individual’s specific informational space, as well as 

to describe a general environment where information is produced, transmitted, 

received, evaluated and used. In this larger sense, the term infosphere may also be 

used, then referring not to a personal information space, but to the space in which 

all informational interactions take place, as was elaborated in the previous chapter 

about theoretical foundations. I.e. each of us lives in our own information 

environment, but we also share a larger information environment, and also 

influence each other’s information environment by communicating. 

3.1.3 Information literacy 

Information literacy is used to describe how well someone can navigate their 

information environment. An information literate person is able to find, use and 

evaluate information in a proficient manner, though individual skills and 

approaches to achieve this may vary widely, as per Bruce’s mentioned model. I 

will occasionally use the abbreviated form, IL, to denote information literacy. 

3.2 Statement of the problem 

There seems to be little progress made on information overload as a research area 

in information science in the past ten years. The most in depth texts are literature 

reviews of what has been written earlier on the subject. Consulting the literature is 

fine and well, but for a more up-to-date investigation of opinions on information 

overload, an in-depth survey looking at the subjective dimensions of the issue 

seems a useful point of departure. This especially because quantitative measures 

of how and to what extent people actually experience information overload seem 

few and far between. Far more common are descriptions of how much data is 

being produced, measured in petabytes or exabytes or what have you, which in 

itself says nothing at all about any potential situation of information overload. 

Surveys on information overload have been conducted before. In order to add 

something new, this survey will attempt to uncover how information overload is 

viewed by those perhaps most likely to have a well-grounded opinion – 

information specialists. In order to expand the scope beyond mentioned literature 

reviews, it will include opinions expressed by information specialists in general, 

and not just those who count information overload as a specific research interest. 
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In this context, what is meant by ‘information specialist’, is a person whose 

occupation could be described as dealing primarily with considering information 

as information, from a theoretical perspective. Put explicitly, this includes 

researchers, lecturers, doctoral students and professors of information science. 

Thus, the content or subject of the information is not the focus, but instead its 

applications. Otherwise, the list of professions would grow too long and the 

selection would not be distinct enough. More practically oriented information 

specialists, such as librarians, are not included, mainly because reaching a 

worldwide representative sample of librarians and other practical information 

specialists is too great a task for the scope of this study. It also bears mentioning 

that information overload among librarians has been examined before,56 albeit in 

the specific context of being able (or unable) to keep up with professional 

literature, which is not the case here. 

Examining a specific folk group may, however, turn out more fruitful if there 

is something to compare to, such as another folk group. The original idea was to 

compare the opinions of information specialists to those of ‘regular people’, which 

is to say, anyone who is not an information specialist, and for which no other 

selection criteria apply. This however proved difficult since the intention was for 

the study to be international in scope, and getting even a reasonably accurate 

sample of people from all over the world is next to impossible. Thus, another 

category was chosen: students, lecturers and professors in academic settings. This 

is a category of people beneficial to examine, since they dwell in an information-

rich environment and thereby constitute one of the groups most likely to be 

exposed to large amounts of new information every day. The inclusion of this 

second group is done for purposes of comparison, since my idea from the start has 

been that information overload is a topic where perceptions differ greatly, and that 

the opinions found in these respective groups may even have something to say 

about the other group. 

For clarity’s sake, it should be emphasized that this is not a study trying to 

determine if information overload exists, but rather of opinions and feelings 

towards the concept as defined in the “theoretical framework” chapter. Other 

studies have attempted more systematic explanations of the causes, consequences 

and variables at play, whereas the focus here is on the subjective experiences of 

the informants. 

Finally, it should be pointed out that in order to be really useful, a study such 

as this one would need to be repeated regularly, say once every five years, in order 

to see development over time of the specific attitudes and feelings towards 

information overload that are revealed here. This because discourse on 

                                                 
56 Hardesty, S. & Sugarman, T. (2007), ”Academic Librarians, Professional Literature, and New 

Technologies”. 
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information overload almost always places it in relation to the information age and 

the continually changing circumstances that technology along with emergent 

cultural behaviors and norms are bringing to our lives. While an exact 

reproduction of a study may be next to impossible or at least highly unlikely, any 

follow up would need to ask very similar questions and to very similar groups of 

people in order to be able to compare to previous editions. 

3.3 Main research questions 

The main questions that this study attempts to answer are: 

 

 How does the respective group view information overload? Is it a 

problem? What causes it? 

 

 Does information overload even exist (in the minds of the 

respondents)? Or is it more a question of (lack of) information 

literacy? 

 

 Does information overload manifest itself in their own personal life? If 

so, how? 

 

 Does information overload manifest itself in society as a whole? If so, 

how? 

 

 What futures are we looking at in terms of the information society? 

Where will things go from here? 

 

 What differences (if any) can be discerned between the two groups? 
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4. Method 

In order to capture the attitudes and opinions of the two groups, I have chosen a 

mainly quantitative approach. The reason for this is that the goal of this 

investigation is not to be solely tentative or very general, but to actually build a 

solid (if small) body of evidence that could be built upon by future research. 

However, while the focus of this thesis is on quantitative measures of attitudes, 

there is also a certain element of qualitative study included by way of those 

questions which allow written answers in addition to the pre-offered response 

alternatives. A number of examples of these responses are also included and 

discussed, as a complement to the more easily classifiable alternatives that 

respondents could choose from. 

Results were gathered by way of a survey consisting of 18 questions (see 

Appendix A). Since there were two different target populations to reach 

(information specialists and non-information specialists, i.e. general academics), 

the survey was performed separately for each group. No changes were made in the 

survey itself between the two groups, so they both received the same questions. 

4.1 Selection of participants 

For the group called “information specialists”, respondents were chosen by basis 

of being members of academic institutions of library and information science as 

professors, researchers, lecturers or doctoral students. As the survey intended to be 

international, no geographic restrictions were made. In order to reach institutions 

of information science all over the world, much use was made of the “World list 

of schools and departments of information science, information management and 

related disciplines”, compiled by T.D. Wilson.57 Without this list, reaching a truly 

worldwide population would have been next to impossible. With its help, 

invitations to participate in the survey were extended to academic institutions in 

over 50 countries – as international a sample as the target population and subject 

matter allow. 

                                                 
57 Wilson, T. D., ”World list of schools and departments of information science, information management and 

related disciplines.”. 
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Respondents were reached in two ways. Those institutions that did not list 

individual employee e-mail addresses were contacted through the head or director 

of said institution, who was asked to send the invitation to participate in the 

survey on to that institution’s academic staff. This meant losing some control over 

who received an invitation, but the reach that this afforded the study was judged to 

be worth it, especially in light of the fact that the survey itself contained an 

introductory eligibility question, meaning that even if some people who did not 

belong to the intended target population received an invitation, it would be a non-

issue. The other way that respondents in this group were reached was through 

direct invitation by e-mail. This was the case when individual e-mail addresses 

were listed on institutions’ websites. In both cases, the e-mailed invitation 

contained a link to an online questionnaire. Respondents were naturally limited to 

taking the survey only once per person, which was enforced by a ‘cookie’ stored 

on their computer. This is, however, not a fool-proof method, as those savvy 

enough could possibly have removed that limitation by deleting the cookie or 

simply taking the survey again on another computer. For smaller surveys with 

more closely controlled populations, there are ways of keeping track of individual 

survey takers so as to avoid this potential problem. However, with a target 

population as large and diverse as the one this survey aimed to reach, such close 

control is not realistic. Even so, this did not turn out to be a problem, since no 

identical responses were received. 

For the second group, called “general academics”, invitations to participate 

were extended to heads of department or administrators at a number of 

universities worldwide, who were asked to forward the invitation to students as 

well as faculty at their department. Thus, this population is equally uncontrolled, 

but it should be noted that the most important quality of this second group is not 

their affiliation with an academic institution, but the fact that they are not 

information specialists. The intention is to compare how attitudes and opinions 

stack up between those with a professional interest and insight into the problem 

and some of those who may be most likely to experience information overload, 

but may not have a deeper understanding of what they’re experiencing. With that 

purpose in mind, the somewhat uncontrolled nature of this population is not as 

much of a problem. Further, in order to eliminate any possible information 

specialists from participating in this second survey (which was aimed specifically 

at non-information specialists), an eligibility question to that effect was included 

before allowing participants to continue with the survey. To separate the targeted 

groups even further, invitations to participate were not sent to institutions or 

departments of academic disciplines intersecting strongly with the discipline of 

library and information science, such as computer science, information 

architecture or informatics. This was especially important since around the world, 

these terms do not necessarily encompass the same things, and confusion may 

arise simply from attempting to judge if one belongs to this group or that. 
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4.2 Gathering of results 

In the survey among information specialists, a total of 726 respondents 

participated or attempted to participate. However, of these, only 619 complete 

responses were registered. The remaining 107 either did not qualify to participate 

(since they did not judge themselves information specialists), or left incomplete 

answers. Since all questions were mandatory, as well as for ease of readability and 

statistical analysis, only completed answers are counted as part of results.  

In the survey among general academics, 367 total survey takers left 278 

complete responses. Here, too, only completed survey responses are counted in the 

presentation of results. As it turned out, getting students, professors and others 

fitting into the general academics target group to participate was much harder than 

getting the information specialists to do so, hence the comparatively low number 

of respondents in the former category. One likely reason for this is that 

information specialists would have a natural interest in the topic at hand, which 

may not be the case with the general academics group.  

With that said, 278 responses were judged to be enough to get a reasonably 

accurate representation of general, non-information specialist, academics. As a 

minor, but perhaps interesting side statistic, the survey also revealed that 37 out of 

315 respondents in the general academics group, or 12 %, claimed to work or have 

worked as an information specialist58 at some point, thus excluding them from 

participating in that particular survey. 

One problem inherent in large-scale, uncontrolled surveys such as this one is 

that the total number of possible participants reached is unknown. This makes 

calculating response rates impossible. Web-based surveys are also notoriously 

high in drop-off rates. For the first survey, the one among information specialists, 

a very rough estimate can at least be given, since respondents were partially 

reached directly through e-mail (and partially through intermediaries such as their 

head of department). Approximately 2500 e-mails were sent as direct, personal 

invitations to participate. In addition to this, approximately 100 e-mails were sent 

to heads of department or people in similar positions where they were asked to 

forward the invitation to participate to all suitable members of faculty. In how 

many cases this request was actually acted upon, we cannot know, nor how many 

possible participants were reached through these intermediaries. As mentioned 

previously, a total of 726 responses were registered for this survey, meaning a 

response rate of about 30 % for the ‘known quantity’ of people reached. Taking 

the ‘unknown quantity’ into account, the actual response rate may be closer to 

                                                 
58 The explicit question that respondents were asked to judge their eligibility was: “Are you currently or have 

you ever been employed as an information specialist? (For example, a librarian, information manager or a 

researcher/professor in information science)”. If they answered ‘Yes’, they could not continue with the 

survey. 
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20 %. For a web-based survey, this is not a bad response rate, though it may be 

argued that the targeted nature of the survey (in this case, a survey about 

information overload sent to academic information specialists) should have 

garnered more relative interest, if, indeed, respondents were actually reached. 

Bouncing e-mails, vacations, or lack of sufficient language skills given the 

survey’s international scope are other factors to be taken into account. 

With the second survey, targeted at academics in general, no estimates of 

response rates can be given since all contact was with intermediaries who sent the 

invitation on to their respective students and academic staff. Approximately 200 

heads of department or administrators at universities around the world were e-

mailed with such a request, but how many people were reached by these is 

unknown. What is known is that 367 individual responses were registered for this 

group. A plausible assumption would be that the response rate is even lower for 

this group than the other, since the people reached here would not have an 

inherent interest in the topic the way that the information specialist group might. 

These caveats and possible shortcomings aside, it needs to be stressed that an 

international study of attitudes with this kind of scope is not realistic to perform in 

any other way than through e-mail and uncontrolled populations. 

In the following chapter, all survey questions except those of an 

introductory/eligibility nature will be detailed. All quantitatively measurable 

responses are presented, but for those questions which also allowed freeform, 

written answers, only a representative sample will be presented and discussed. 

The complete surveys, as they were presented to participants, are available in 

appendix A, while the complete response log for written responses is available in 

appendix B. 
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5. Results of the survey 

Survey answers will in this chapter be presented thematically. The survey 

questions have been divided into seven themes so as to provide some structure and 

make results easily readable. These themes are: 

1. Awareness of and general attitude towards information overload 

2. Personal information habits 

3. Perception of the information environment 

4. Perception of self in relation to the information environment 

5. Personal experiences of information overload 

6. Perceived causes of information overload 

7. Perception of the future information environment 

Since the survey was aimed at two separate groups, results will, where 

appropriate, be presented separately for each group. This is especially the case for 

those questions that contain a large number of detailed answer options. However, 

for most of the shorter, more introductory questions, answers from both groups 

will be included side by side, for ease of comparison. Each sub-chapter begins 

with a presentation of the results received from the ‘information specialists’ 

group, followed by those of the ‘general academics’ group. Results between the 

two groups will be compared and analyzed continuously, with a short summary of 

results presented so far after the first four sub-chapters to help the reader keep 

track of things, and again after sub-chapter seven in order to summarize what has 

been said up to that point.  

With these introductory remarks, let us move on to the first sub-chapter of 

survey results. 
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5.1 Awareness of and general attitude towards information 

overload 

The term ‘information overload’ is one quite commonly seen in media over the 

past couple of decades. However, while information specialists will likely have at 

least a passing familiarity with it, one cannot assume that the general public, or 

even people working in academic settings, have given it much thought. Therefore, 

in order to get a grasp of the general level of awareness of this concept in the 

respective group, an introductory question about this was included. 

       

1. Were you familiar with the term ‘information overload’ before this survey? 

 

Yes. 586 95 % 

Yes, vaguely. 29 5 % 

No. 4 0 % 

Table 1. Information specialists’ awareness of information overload. 

As seen in table 1, almost everyone in the information specialist population was 

already familiar with the term. This was to be expected. Information specialists 

may not be a very homogenous group as a whole, and there are many different 

specialties and subfields within the domain of library and information science, but 

clearly there is a widespread familiarity, at least on a basic level, with this concept. 

A mere 4 out of 619 respondents answered that they were not familiar with the 

term. 

 

1. Were you familiar with the term ‘information overload’ before this survey? 

 

Yes. 138 50 % 

Yes, vaguely. 107 38 % 

No. 33 12 % 

Table 2. General academics’ awareness of information overload. 

Looking at the general ‘academic’ group, results show that this is a population that 

is quite aware of at least the term ‘information overload’. Only 12 % were 

unfamiliar with the term, whereas most respondents had at least a vague, but in 

most cases clear familiarity with it. 

Comparing the two groups, it seems that information specialists, 

unsurprisingly, are more likely to have encountered the term before taking this 

survey, but that the gap between the two groups is not as wide as one might have 

expected. The academics group is also generally familiar with information 
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overload, though it cannot be determined from this question alone to what extent 

this is so. 

In order to gauge general pre-dominating attitudes, respondents were asked if 

they consider information overload to be a problem. At this point, no further 

distinctions were made as to whether it was a problem they had experienced 

personally or just a general view of it as such. 

 

2. Do you think information overload is a problem? 

 

Information specialists 

Yes. 430 69 % 

Yes, but only a minor 

one. 

146 24 % 

No. 43 7 % 

 

General academics 

Yes. 142 51 % 

Yes, but only a minor 

one. 

108 39 % 

No. 28 10 % 

Table 3. General attitudes towards information overload. 

Clearly, information specialists generally do regard information overload as a 

problem, with 93 % taking that view. It may not necessarily be a big or serious 

problem however, since one fourth of them deem it ‘minor’.  

Relatively few in both groups consider it not to be a problem at all. Aside 

from those respondents, it does seem that the group of non-information specialists 

is a little more likely to consider information overload as only a ‘minor’ problem 

than are information specialists, with the latter more inclined to think of it as more 

than minor. Still, the differences are not great, and in both groups, the most 

common opinion seems to be that it is, in fact, a problem. It should be noted, 

however, that the question posed is much too general to provide any more than a 

cursory overview of attitudes towards information overload. 

5.2 Personal information habits 

The survey was not intended to paint a complete picture of respondents’ various 

individual information behaviors, so questions of this nature were largely put 

aside. However, in order to provide some context for how information behaviors 
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may relate to the issue of possible overload, a couple questions to that effect were 

included.  

 

3. How do you handle the information flow of modern society? 

 

I filter out any information I do not need. 142 23 % 

I filter out unnecessary information to a certain 

extent, but there is more information than I would 

like still reaching me. 

302 49 % 

I filter out unnecessary information to a certain 

extent, but I do not feel that the remaining excess is 

a problem. 

158 26 % 

I find it difficult to filter out information and am 

rarely able to do this. 

17 3 % 

Table 4. Information specialists and filtering. 

Upon asking how respondents deal with the information flow, it was found that a 

majority in the information specialist population feel that they are able to filter out 

what information they don’t need. This is in no way surprising since this is 

probably the most common kind of cognitive self-preservation we have; our minds 

tend to focus, without much conscious effort, on what information is relevant in 

the here and now. 23 % of respondents in the information specialist group judged 

that they were able to effectively filter out any superfluous information, while 

75 % could only do this “to a certain extent”, meaning that irrelevant or 

superfluous information still reached them. However, in this latter group, opinions 

differed on whether or not the remaining excess actually constituted a problem. 

Most were in fact reached by more information than they would wish, even after 

attempting to filter. Among information specialists, only 3 % judged that they 

were “rarely” able to filter out unwanted information, clearly showing that 

filtering is a common and approachable way of dealing with too much 

information. But is it equally as common among non-information specialists? 
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3. How do you handle the information flow of modern society? 

 

I filter out any information I do not need. 56 20 % 

I filter out unnecessary information to a certain 

extent, but there is more information than I would 

like still reaching me. 

144 52 % 

I filter out unnecessary information to a certain 

extent, but I do not feel that the remaining excess is 

a problem. 

72 26 % 

I find it difficult to filter out information and am 

rarely able to do this. 

6 2 % 

Table 5. General academics and filtering. 

With the population of general academics, results are strikingly similar to those 

collected among information specialists. In fact, the distribution is so similar that 

the only reasonable conclusion is that this is an accurate picture of both groups 

and that there is no noticeable difference between them regarding how filtering is 

used to handle information flow. Further, with these two surveys corroborating 

each other nearly perfectly, some general conclusions may even be drawn about a 

larger population. It seems that there are two main categories that most people fall 

into: 1) those who are able to filter out unnecessary information, but still suffer 

somewhat from an overflow, and 2) those who are able to filter, either completely 

or partially, but in either case are not bothered by any superfluous information. 

Perhaps a little surprisingly, very few people experience so much difficulty in 

filtering out irrelevant information that they feel unable to do so. 

The question itself may be seen as suggesting that “modern society” brings 

with it a certain information flow, one that is increasing in volume. This choice of 

words was intentional, since that seems to be the general perception that most 

discussions of information flow base themselves upon. There is undeniably a large 

amount of information flowing past us every day, though obviously opinions may 

differ on whether that constitutes a problem or is even indicative of having entered 

a new era of history as is commonly thought. Webster, for instance, certainly 

doesn’t think so, saying instead that attentions seem focused too much on 

quantitative measures of a perceived information society or information age, 

which do not necessarily mean that a qualitative shift has as yet occurred, like that 

of other great societal transformations such as the shift from oral to written 

cultures or the industrial revolution.59 

                                                 
59 Webster, F. (2010), ”Information Society”, p. 2621. 
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Before presenting the next question relating to personal information behavior 

that respondents were asked, some historical background information may be 

useful. 

To begin with, let us take a look at the difference in information availability 

between now and the time before the arrival of the information age. In terms of 

actively looking for information on a specific topic, what has changed between 

pre-Internet society and today? Well, for one, today a world of information is 

available at our fingertips because whenever we think of something that we would 

like more information on, and we are able to put what we’re thinking of into 

words or even a sentence, we can then simply do a search through an online search 

engine such as Google. Sometimes this gives us the answer we’re looking for, and 

sometimes it requires several re-phrasings before we get any relevant results. 

However, in the days before Internet search engines, looking for information on a 

specific topic could be a lengthy, cumbersome process. If you were lucky, no more 

information was required than could be found in any standard encyclopedia, which 

many people had at home. Otherwise, you might have to go to the library and 

browse the shelves, search through endless card catalogues, call or write a letter to 

some knowledgeable authority, or otherwise ask around. We certainly haven’t 

stopped “asking around” since the arrival of the Internet, but now most of the 

above is superfluous because so much of the information we want is readily 

available to anyone with basic Internet search skills (or database search skills, for 

the more academically inclined). Information is closer at hand and access to it has 

generally increased. 

It is often noted that with today's proliferation of available information, the 

problem is not always (or indeed not very often at all) that information in itself is 

hard to come by, as has been the case for most of the history of humankind. 

Instead, with the advent of the information revolution, the information society and 

whatever other terms one wants to use to describe it, information of most kinds is 

freely available. With so much information available to choose from, the problem 

has become more one of selection and of finding that very specific piece of 

information that you need, in a sea of vaguely related or somewhat relevant 

information. This situation is most obvious in the case of the Internet, where 

much, much more content is produced every day than a human being could 

possibly process in a lifetime. The catch phrase "surfing the Internet" is a succinct 

reminder of the nature of this new medium: if we do not keep our heads above 

water and surf the tidal wave of information, we may well drown. 'Surfing' the 

Internet was arguably invented as a way of toning down the awesomeness of the 

amount of information available and make the experience a little less intimidating 

for those new to it (which more or less included us all in the 1990s, when 'surfing' 

first began to see widespread use as a way of referring to what you were doing on 

the new and exciting Internet).  
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This state of abundance is true for the everyday information seeking and use 

of the average person, but it is also true in the field of science. The information 

explosion is affecting not just our personal information needs, but those of 

organizations, enterprises and science disciplines, to name but a few. Another 

striking example of the overabundance of information on any given subject is that 

by some reckonings, a research scientist of today may need to spend more time 

trying to find out if an experiment has been done before, than it would take to 

perform the actual experiment itself. Or as Cavanagh puts it, "[…] finding relevant 

materials, even in the best stocked of libraries, is a considerable logistical 

problem", but "the problem of actually getting your hands on the work in question 

is, however, less formidable than finding out that the work exists to begin with."60 

It is becoming increasingly impossible for any one scientist to keep up with 

developments in their own discipline. Science is advancing so fast and in so many 

directions that a “renaissance man” ideal of knowledge is hardly realistic. One 

sign of this is the increased compartmentalization of academic disciplines into 

smaller and narrower fields of specialization. We have to focus our attention on a 

particular subject and become specialists. As noted by P. Wilson: 

Specialization in research is partly a response to, and defense against, overload – i.e., one 
adjusts the size of the field over which one hopes to maintain expertise so that the burden of 
keeping up is manageable.61 

Not only that, but we may have to ignore even pieces of information that could 

have been useful and relevant to us in order to be able to finish whatever task we 

have set before us. Say we’re writing a paper. We cannot educate ourselves on all 

aspects of our subject that our mind creates connections to. One reference leads to 

another which leads to another which leads to another, and there is no end in sight 

unless we force ourselves to focus arbitrarily on one specific train of thought on 

one specific aspect of the subject. Wilson has described how the issue of unused 

relevant information makes most research irrational, strictly speaking, since we 

are hardly ever able to grasp the complete picture and often knowingly ignore 

information that seems useful and relevant simply because we already have too 

much to process as it is. On the other hand, being rational in this sense is not an 

easy feat, since “[…] rationality requires utilization of all available relevant 

information in arriving at theoretical and practical conclusions” (emphasis mine).62 

‘All’ available relevant information is perhaps a difficult concept to fathom, since 

relevance is necessarily subjective. But the basic idea is that information relevant 

to our purposes remains untouched for highly irrational reasons. 

                                                 
60 Cavanagh, A. (2007), Sociology in the Age of the Internet, p. 2. 
61 Wilson, P., ”Interdisciplinary research and information overload”, p. 193. 
62 Wilson, P. (1995), ”Unused relevant information in research and development”, p. 45. 
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All this to arrive at the question of to what extent respondents choose to 

ignore certain information even while knowing that it may be relevant to their 

interests: 

 

4. Do you ever ignore certain pieces of information even though they may be 

relevant for you to take into account? 

 

Yes, often. 124 20 % 

Yes, sometimes. 343 55 % 

Yes, but only rarely. 133 21 % 

No, never. 19 3 % 

Table 6. Information specialists’ tendency to ignore relevant information. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, almost everyone does this, and they are also aware of 

themselves doing so. Here, too, the question is somewhat general in nature and 

does not enquire further into the exact circumstances of where and why this 

happens. It does give us a picture of the information behavior that respondents 

exhibit, and while the question does not explicitly state a connection to 

information overload, it provides a suitable backdrop for the more in-depth 

questions that follow. Before continuing however, let’s see if general academics 

are more or less likely to ignore relevant information: 

 

4. Do you ever ignore certain pieces of information even though they may be 

relevant for you to take into account? 

 

Yes, often. 52 19 % 

Yes, sometimes. 150 54 % 

Yes, but only rarely. 64 23 % 

No, never. 12 4 % 

Table 7. General academics’ tendency to ignore relevant information. 

Here, too, the two groups mirror each other very accurately. There seems to be no 

discernible difference whatsoever between information specialists and general 

academics when comparing tendencies to ignore relevant information. One 

conclusion drawn from this may be that theoretical knowledge of information or 

information behavior does not influence actual information practices in a personal 

context. Or put differently: we seem to ignore some relevant information even 

knowing that we are doing so in a sort of meta-perspective. Perhaps it’s even a 

necessary ability to possess to be able to navigate the modern information 

environment at all? 
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5.3 Perception of the information environment 

The questions in this part of the survey detail how respondents view the 

information environment around them, with regard to the general idea of 

abundance in the perceived information society. The first question here ties 

closely in with the last question of the previous chapter about ignoring 

information: 

 

5. How often do you feel that there is more relevant information available on a 

subject than you can reasonably absorb? 

 

Nearly always. 174 28 % 

Often. 259 42 % 

Sometimes. 150 24 % 

Rarely. 33 5 % 

Never. 3 0 % 

Table 8. Information specialists and information abundance. 

If there is more available information than one can absorb, it is tempting to view 

this in itself as synonymous with suffering from information overload. However, it 

should be kept in mind that it is not the amount itself that causes the common 

symptoms of overload such as stress, anxiety and withdrawal. Depending on a 

number of factors, different people will experience these feelings at different 

levels of information load, and some may be able to avoid them altogether thanks 

to personal information management skills or a high degree of information 

literacy. 

How do respondents act when faced with more information than they can 

handle, then? The previous questions about ignoring relevant information may 

reasonably provide at least part of the answer to that question. Ignoring and 

filtering may be seen as two sides of the same coin, whereby some information is 

omitted. However, while this would normally be the case when information is 

irrelevant, the responses to the previous question seem to indicate that this is very 

much true even for relevant information. The reason for this is seen in question 

five; in the context of seeking information on some particular subject, 70 % of 

respondents in the information specialist group often or nearly always consider the 

available information to be so abundant as to make it impossible to absorb it, even 

when their initial impression of said information is that it is relevant to what they 

are looking for. 
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5. How often do you feel that there is more relevant information available on a 

subject than you can reasonably absorb? 

 

Nearly always. 69 25 % 

Often. 133 48 % 

Sometimes. 65 23 % 

Rarely. 9 3 % 

Never. 2 1 % 

Table 9. General academics and information abundance. 

There is no particular reason why non-information specialists would experience 

this differently, which also becomes evident when comparing the distribution of 

replies in the two tables above. They are very similar, with non-information 

specialists just slightly more likely to answer ‘often’ rather than ‘nearly always’ 

compared to information specialists. Overall, the differences are so minor as to 

seem insignificant. 

The main conclusion here is that the vast majority feel themselves unable to 

handle even the strictly relevant information that relates to a given subject or 

topic, simply because there is too much of it. For most people, this happens often 

or nearly always in such situations. 

As has been described previously, the Internet is often targeted as the main culprit 

of an increase in the amounts of information flowing past us in our daily lives. To 

test this popular perception, respondents were asked to judge if information flow 

in their own life has increased because of the Internet. 

 

6. Do you feel that the flow of information in your own life has grown in volume 

since the arrival of the Internet? 

 

Information specialists 

Yes. 600 97 % 

No. 19 3 % 

 

General academics 

Yes. 267 96 % 

No. 11 4 % 

Table 10. Perceptions of information flow in relation to the Internet. 

The answers confirm that this is the feeling of the overwhelming majority. The 

Internet has changed the information environment in many ways. One is through 
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being independent of time and space. When surfing the Internet, we are not 

restricted by opening hours or visiting certain physical addresses. Nor are we 

dependent on other people to give us access to a particular piece of information, 

but can instead browse “the commons”, that is the collective information 

resources equally accessible to all Internet users at our own leisure. Of course, 

such resources may not in practice be quite equally accessible to all Internet users 

because of such things as language barriers, web sites restricted by the 

government, insufficient hardware to display content, or a general lack of 

information literacy skills. 

From a general increased access to information, however, it follows naturally 

that the average person will indeed be exposed to more information than 

previously and that possibly, the conditions for IO to be experienced may be more 

likely to be met. 

To tie the survey in more explicitly with Klapp’s theories about information 

turning into noise, respondents were asked about this so as to see whether or not 

they agree with that perception. 

 

7. Large quantities of unwanted information are sometimes described as ‘noise’, 

because it distracts us from more relevant information. Do you ever feel that the 

large quantity of information that surrounds you makes that information seem 

like noise? 

 

Information specialists 

Yes. 446 72 % 

No. 173 28 % 

 

General academics 

Yes. 201 72 % 

No. 77 28 % 

Table 11. Perceptions of information turning into noise. 

According to Klapp, information turns to noise when it is irrelevant to our current 

agenda or interests, thereby disconnecting otherwise useful information from its 

meaning.63 Since our information processing capacities are so limited, any 

information that doesn’t fit with our previous conceptions will seem noise-like 

and disturb us rather than add any new understanding. In Klapp’s words, this is the 

                                                 
63 Klapp, O. E. (1986), Overload and boredom : essays on the quality of life in the information society, pp. 

81-85. 
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battle between indigenous and exogenous signals, as was explained in the 

“Theoretical framework” chapter. 

The majority in both groups do experience information turning into noise, 

though there is also a significant percentage of respondents who do not. It is 

interesting to note that the perceptions measured here in each group separately 

correspond perfectly to one another. In both groups, 72 % state ‘yes’ and 28 % 

state ‘no’ to the question of whether information sometimes feels like noise, 

giving one the impression that in this instance, the participants should be seen 

rather as one group than as two. Whether this distribution would hold true for an 

even wider population, we cannot know, though it does not appear entirely 

unlikely. 

5.4 Perception of self in relation to the information 

environment 

To provide further context towards understanding the main topic of information 

overload, respondents were asked a number of questions pertaining to how they 

view their own information skills. 

The question of control is often tied to feelings of overload or information 

anxiety: attempting to take in more information than one can handle may lead to a 

sense of loss of control over one’s ‘information situation’, leaving one stressed 

and confused rather than enlightened. Conversely, if you can control your own 

information situation, this should also mean that you are able to avoid being 

overloaded or at least able to avoid the common side effects such as anxiety, stress 

or loss of interest. 

 

8. Do you feel that you’re in control over the flow of information in your life? 

 

Information specialists 

Yes. 422 68 % 

No. 197 32 % 

 

General academics 

Yes. 156 56 % 

No. 122 44 % 

Table 12. Feelings of control over information flow. 

It might perhaps be expected that information specialists would have better 

information skills to help them navigate their information environment than would 

non-information specialists, and would thus feel more confident about their level 
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of control over it. To some extent, the results confirm this hypothesis. 68 % of 

information specialists, versus 56 % of non-information specialists, feel in control 

over the flow of information in their life. 

Another indicator of the level of control one has over an information-intensive 

environment entails how well one can separate high quality information from low 

quality information. This is often mentioned as a problem worsened with the 

arrival of the Internet, since the barrier to publish information material has all but 

disappeared. Anyone can create a web page of their own, and anyone can add to 

web sites like Wikipedia. The possible negative consequences of this are well 

known; sometimes, information is spread that is not factual or referenced, but is 

still perceived as authoritative. It’s not an issue limited to information-seeking and 

use on the Internet, however, since different information sources have differing 

perceptions attached to them about their level of quality. The Encyclopedia 

Britannica, for example, might be seen as more likely to contain well-grounded 

informative statements than would a tabloid newspaper or a novel ‘based on true 

events’. These particular examples may not pose the greatest difficulty in 

determining what is ‘quality information’, but often the case is not so clear. 

Critical evaluation of sources is a key skill for anyone that considers themselves 

information literate, but such evaluation may be made all the more difficult with 

such a profusion of information sources to evaluate. To tie this into a description 

of the perceptions people have of their own information skills, respondents were 

asked the following question: 

 

9. How often do you feel that the quantity of information that surrounds you 

makes it difficult to decide which of it is quality information? 

 

Information specialists 

Often. 101 16 % 

Sometimes. 310 50 % 

Rarely. 190 31 % 

Never. 18 3 % 

 

General academics 

Often. 51 18 % 

Sometimes. 167 60 % 

Rarely. 57 21 % 

Never. 3 1 % 

Table 13. Quantity vs. quality judgements about information. 
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Judging from the answers above, this seems not to be such a big issue for either 

group. Half of the information specialists “sometimes” experience this, but one 

third answered “rarely” or “never”. Obviously, information specialists in general 

should be able to separate the wheat from the chaff, and these results appear to 

confirm that they perceive no great difficulties when attempting to do so. This 

would seem to further indicate a personal perception of control over one’s 

information environment. What’s interesting is that non-information specialists 

seem almost equally good at seeing through large quantities to find the relevant 

information that they need, or at least both groups perceive themselves as being 

able to do so. Information specialists do appear to experience difficulty slightly 

less often than non-information specialists, however, with 34 % stating ‘rarely’ or 

‘never’, compared to 22 % for the non-information specialists. 

 

Finally, respondents were asked directly to rate their own information skills. For 

the sake of clarity the question was split into two: one about information skills in 

general, and one about information technology. The latter question was included 

because the distinction between knowing things about information and knowing 

things about information technology is one not always made, at least not by a non-

information specialist population, one might assume. Through the technical 

advances of the ‘information age’ of the last couple of decades, information 

technology has become such a central aspect of any discussion of the role of 

information in societies and in the lives of their citizens, that it may be difficult to 

separate the technology from its applications. To judge a person’s level of 

information literacy, certainly both must be taken into account, because IT is the 

medium through which transmissions and exchanges of information increasingly 

take place. However, keeping up with developments in the possibilities of how, 

when and where such transmissions can take place is growing increasingly 

impossible the more IT development accelerates, and therefore the most important 

point in information literacy will remain being able to think critically about the 

concept of information regardless of its current technology or popular mediums. 

New technology creates new mediums, which may allow for new understandings 

of the underlying concept, yet it bears repeating that information science is about 

much more than the technologies of information or communication. 
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10. How would you rate your own skill at handling information? (knowing how 

and where to find the information you need, and knowing how to use it) 

 

Information specialists 

Very good. 341 55 % 

Good. 248 40 % 

Average. 29 5 % 

Poor. 1 0 % 

 

General academics 

Very good. 90 32 % 

Good. 142 51 % 

Average. 41 15 % 

Poor. 5 2 % 

Table 14. Opinions of personal information skills. 

The predicted result was that information specialists would be quite confident of 

their abilities, since they are devoted to both theoretical and practical 

understandings of information through their professional role as specialists on the 

topic. This is largely confirmed by the survey, with 55 % considering their skill as 

being ‘very good’, and 40 % at least ‘good’. Looking at the results from the other 

group, it seems that general academics are not quite as confident. Only 32 % 

consider their skill as being ‘very good’, but on the other hand, a whole 51 % at 

least consider it ‘good’. General academics are also more likely to consider their 

skill with information as ‘average’ or ‘poor’, compared to how information 

specialists perceive themselves. Again, this is not very surprising since the latter 

would naturally base much more of their identity, at least on the professional 

level, on being proficient and skillful with information. 

Being proficient with information technology, on the other hand, may not 

necessarily be part of the identity of an ‘information specialist’, since this is more 

often associated with ‘computer specialists’ (and indeed a sphere of knowledge all 

its own). 
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11. How would you rate your own skill at handling IT (information technology)? 

 

Information specialists 

Very good. 291 47 % 

Good. 246 40 % 

Average. 76 12 % 

Poor. 6 1 % 

 

General academics 

Very good. 59 21 % 

Good. 114 41 % 

Average. 94 34 % 

Poor. 11 4 % 

Table 15. Opinions of personal information technology skills. 

It turns out, however, that in this case respondents in the information specialist 

category rate both skill sets, information skills and IT skills, very similarly. 

General information handling skill is only slightly ahead when information 

specialists judge their own skill levels, with 95 % considering their skill level as 

‘good’ or ‘very good’, while the corresponding figure for skill at handling IT is 

87 %. This is interesting, since academic professionals of information science 

might be assumed to have a more theoretical understanding of information, and 

not necessarily be masters of the practical uses of information technology 

(something perhaps more easily associated with systems engineers or information 

architects). Still, it should be noted that handling IT and understanding IT are two 

different things, and that this question says nothing about the latter. Regardless of 

such semantics, information specialists as a group clearly feel that they have 

appropriated the skills to effectively use the information technology available to 

them.  

The general academics or non-information specialists, on the other hand, are 

much more likely to consider their IT skills as just ‘good’ or even ‘average’. Only 

21 % consider them ‘very good’, while the corresponding figure for information 

specialists is 47 %. 

One overall conclusion here is that both groups feel more confident about 

their general information skills than about IT skills, but for non-information 

specialists, this is especially apparent. 
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5.5 Short summary 

Before moving on, let’s briefly summarize what the results have shown so far. 

Most participants in the survey were already familiar to some extent with the term 

‘information overload’, and most do perceive it as a problem, though not 

necessarily a very serious one. As for information behavior in potential overload 

situations, most respondents fall into one of two main categories: 1) those who are 

generally able to filter out unnecessary information, but still suffer somewhat from 

an overflow, or 2) those who are able to filter, either completely or partially, but in 

either case are not bothered by any superfluous information. In order to avoid 

overload, information is thus filtered or ignored even though it may be relevant to 

participants’ personal information needs. Relevant information on a given subject 

is usually considered so extensive as to render it impossible to absorb it all, but 

this in itself is no indication of any subjective experiences of information 

overload. Filtering or ignoring seems to go a long way towards alleviating the 

perceived overabundance of information, and as noted in previous literature, a 

number of other strategies exist as well,64 though they are not specifically detailed 

in this study. The survey has also confirmed that information flow has clearly 

grown in volume in participants’ lives since the arrival of the Internet, possibly 

leading to a greater likelihood of experiencing overload than previously. 

Unwanted information is mostly, but not universally, seen as ‘noise’ which 

distracts us from our current information objectives. The abundance of 

information sources available may also make it difficult to determine which of 

them are reliable sources containing ‘quality’ information, though for most people 

this seems to only occasionally be an issue. 

Despite these potential problems, most respondents feel that they are in 

control of the flow of information in their life, though this is especially true with 

the information specialist group. Most are also quite confident of their own 

information skills regarding finding, evaluating and using information, but slightly 

less so of their skill with information technology. Unsurprisingly, information 

specialists are generally more confident about these skill sets than are general 

academics. 

5.6 Personal experiences of information overload 

This chapter details the main focus of the study, which is how and to what extent 

respondents experience information overload. Whereas the previous questions, 

while interesting in their own right, were intended more as a way of providing 

                                                 
64 Tidline, T. J. (2010), ”Information Overload”, p. 2485; Case, D. O. (2007), Looking for information, p. 

104. 
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background and context on the topic, the following section is about asking 

specifically and directly about personal experiences of information overload.  

The first question has a twofold purpose; a) determining whether respondents 

experience information overload at all, and b) when they do, determining in which 

contexts this takes place. As previously described, much of the existing research 

on information overload revolves around the workplace, where too many 

information inputs are seen as increasing decision-making time and lowering 

overall efficiency. By contrast, information overload outside of work settings is 

not as well explored, which makes the distinction all the more relevant to include 

in this and any other surveys on the topic. 

 

12. Do you experience information overload... 

 

At work. 194 31 % 

Outside of work. 16 3 % 

Both at work and outside 

of work. 

350 56 % 

Neither. 59 10 % 

Table 16. Information specialists and experiences of information overload. 

Judging from these responses, the feeling of information overload is indeed a very 

common thing among information specialists. A majority experience it both at and 

outside work, though there is also a significant percentage whose experience of IO 

is limited to only the workplace. One in ten information specialists state that they 

do not experience it neither at nor outside of work, which logically means they do 

not experience it at all. A very small minority only experience it outside of work, 

which suggests that they are more able to control their information environment in 

the workplace than in the world outside. Still, the most common feeling is that IO 

is something that happens in both settings, or, slightly less common, is restricted 

to the workplace. 

 

12. Do you experience information overload... 

 

At work. 82 29 % 

Outside of work. 15 5 % 

Both at work and outside 

of work. 

158 57 % 

Neither. 23 8 % 

Table 17. General academics and experiences of information overload. 
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Among general academics, the distribution of replies looks very similar. Most 

common is to experience information overload both at work and outside of it, or 

just at work. 

Also, perhaps the most important result gleaned from the question above: how 

many in each group experience information overload at all? For information 

specialists, the answer is 90 %, while for general academics, it is 92 %. These 

figures may seem high, leading one to wonder if the phrasing of the question itself 

may have influenced the replies. On the other hand, with a survey of subjective 

opinions or feelings, it is not possible to completely exclude such variables from 

possibly influencing how people reply. If these figures are to be believed, then 

information overload is indeed a very common phenomenon in the academic 

world. 

 

But what is it to experience information overload, then? Different people may 

have different perceptions of what the idea entails and also experience it 

differently. Listing all possible ways in which one may experience information 

overload and letting respondents choose which fit them is impossible, since there 

could be as many ways as there are participants in the survey. One solution would 

be to only allow typed answers, letting respondents themselves express how it is 

experienced. This kind of option has the drawback of making the categorizing of 

answers, and the subsequent analysis, much more difficult. For this reason, a 

combination of these two ways of answering was chosen. Respondents were 

provided with a list of options of some conceivable ways one might experience 

information overload, but for those whose experience did not correspond to any of 

these, it was also possible to describe it in their own words through the ‘other’ 

option. The option to describe it for themselves proved relatively popular, as about 

19 % of information specialists and 14 % of general academics chose to do so. For 

logical reasons, the following question was only posed to those who had answered 

that they did in fact experience information overload in the previous question, 

while those who answered ‘Neither’ there were forwarded to question 15. 

Consequently, the total number of respondents in this particular question is 560, 

and not 619. The percentages in the following table are thus percent of 560. 

 



 53 

 

13. How does information overload manifest itself in your life? 

    

Information specialists 

I find it difficult to make decisions because of 

too many or too conflicting sources of 

information. 

97 17 % 

When I’m looking for information on a 

certain topic, I feel like there’s more relevant 

information available than I either have time, 

am able, or want to digest. 

435 78 % 

The amount of information that I voluntarily 

receive leaves me fatigued or confused. 

134 24 % 

The amount of information that I am 

involuntarily subjected to leaves me fatigued 

or confused. 

158 28 % 

Transforming information into knowledge 

takes too long (for reasons such as: “too many 

sources of information”, or “information 

sources are too spread out”). 

254 45 % 

Information overload manifests itself in 

different ways for me. (Answers detailed 

below). 

106 19 % 

Table 18. Information specialists and manifestations of information overload. 

Respondents were allowed to select any or all statements that applied, including 

the ‘other’ option where the suggested ways of experiencing information overload 

could be complemented with any personal impressions of how this is felt.  

The most common way that this group experiences information overload is in 

active information seeking. This is not surprising, since the sum of human 

knowledge quite naturally results in more available information on a given topic 

than any single individual could easily process in a regular information-seeking 

situation. There are of course different kinds of information seeking situations; 

attempting a quick Google search to find out the meaning of an unknown term is 

not the same as an on-going learning process about a larger issue or field. In the 

first, information is sought only to answer an immediate question but in the latter, 

information seeking may be regarded as more of a continuous process, where 

different pieces of information may build upon each other for a long period of 

time, possibly even a whole life, together creating that person’s knowledge world. 

In such an on-going information process the relationship between the subject and 

the amounts of available information may be more complex, but the point is that 
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for simple information-seeking contexts, especially in the age of easy access by 

way of the Internet, more relevant information will be available than most people 

feel that they can process, as evidenced by the 78 % of information specialist 

respondents who state this as a situation where they experience information 

overload.  

The dichotomy of overload because of active information seeking versus 

overload from passive registration of incoming information is explored further in 

question 14. 

Another common manifestation of information overload seems to be the 

‘transforming’ of information into knowledge. This may depend on factors such as 

information sources being too spread out or simply too many different places to 

look for it. Such a process is usually more straightforward the fewer the sources 

one has to consult. If information is collected in one place and the various pieces 

of information do not contradict one another, this would lead to easier knowledge 

formation than if small pieces have to be collected from a multitude of places 

and/or do not easily fit in with one another. 

Fatigue and confusion are feelings commonly associated with being 

overloaded with information.65 This can naturally result from different kinds of 

information experiences. The distinction made here is between information 

voluntarily received and information one is involuntarily subjected to. The social 

environment of the information society seems to promote the latter kind somewhat 

more than in previous times, since ever-present advertising, spam e-mail, and 

perhaps Facebook status updates are examples of involuntary ‘push-information’, 

things thrust to our attention, if only briefly, before we move on. This kind of 

information is hard to avoid completely, even though various measures can be 

taken to decrease its frequency of appearance. 

The involuntary receiving of information seems to result in information 

overload slightly more often than the receiving of voluntary information, but the 

difference is not as significant as one might have expected. 28 % of affected 

information specialists state that involuntary information tends to leave them 

fatigued and confused, whereas 24 % state this as occurring even when 

information is voluntarily received.  

The least common of the suggested manifestations of information overload is 

the hampering of decision-making because of too many inputs. This is often 

described as a major consequence of information overload, but mostly for studies 

of IO in business settings. 

Now, let us look at how non-information specialists experience information 

overload and whether or not there is any difference between the groups: 

 

                                                 
65 Eppler, M. & Mengis, J. (2004), ”The Concept of Information Overload”, pp. 326-328. 
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13. How does information overload manifest itself in your life? 

    

General academics 

I find it difficult to make decisions because of 

too many or too conflicting sources of 

information. 

66 26 % 

When I’m looking for information on a 

certain topic, I feel like there’s more relevant 

information available than I either have time, 

am able, or want to digest. 

198 78 % 

The amount of information that I voluntarily 

receive leaves me fatigued or confused. 

70 27 % 

The amount of information that I am 

involuntarily subjected to leaves me fatigued 

or confused. 

83 33 % 

Transforming information into knowledge 

takes too long (for reasons such as: “too many 

sources of information”, or “information 

sources are too spread out”). 

120 47 % 

Information overload manifests itself in 

different ways for me. (Answers detailed 

below). 

35 14 % 

Table 19. General academics and manifestations of information overload. 

Overall, it seems that manifestations of information overload do not differ greatly 

between the two examined groups. The most striking similarity here is that 78 % 

of both information specialists and general academics experience IO through the 

fact that there’s more information available on a given subject than can easily be 

digested, making this the most common way to experience overload. The 

differences that can be discerned are a) general academics seem slightly more 

prone to feel fatigued and confused as a result of too much information than 

information specialists, and b) general academics are more likely to have their 

decision-making ability hampered by receiving too much information. These are 

relatively minor differences, however. 

To break the common manifestations of information overload down into a 

more surveyable format, I will here list them by order of frequency of responses. 

This order is the same for both groups. Those first in the list are those most 

commonly experienced: 
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1. When I’m looking for information on a certain topic, I feel like there’s 

more relevant information available than I either have time, am able, or 

want to digest. 

2. Transforming information into knowledge takes too long (for reasons such 

as: “too many sources of information”, or “information sources are too 

spread out”). 

3. The amount of information that I am involuntarily subjected to leaves me 

fatigued or confused. 

4. The amount of information that I voluntarily receive leaves me fatigued or 

confused. 

5. I find it difficult to make decisions because of too many or too conflicting 

sources of information. 

Outside of these options, a large number of respondents also chose to express their 

experiences through their own words by way of the ‘other’ option. 106 

information specialists and 35 general academics offered their personal 

impressions of information overload in this manner. Responses ranged from 

“Email is the main problem” to stressing the “culture of ‘choice’ in modern 

society and everyday life” as being the significant factors of information overload. 

Several respondents also noted how simply knowing about the large amounts of 

information that are out there causes stress: 

“I feel obligated to know more about everything because of the availability of information, but 
don't have time to keep up.” 

“I want to take more in and learn about more in the world, but I don't have enough time. 
Therefore, I feel guilty about not knowing more.” 

“Because I know that there's more info out there than I could ever have time to look at 
properly I worry that I'm missing key items of information.” 

The complete response log for this and other questions which allowed written 

answers is included in the appendix, but they will not all be individually detailed 

in this analysis. 

To get a clearer view of the previously mentioned relationship between active, 

voluntary information experiences and passive or involuntary information 

experiences, respondents were asked specifically to judge which of these tends to 

promote information overload the most. 
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14. Would you say that information overload is more pronounced when... 

 

Information specialists 

You are actively looking 

for information on a 

specific topic yourself. 

319 57 % 

When information that 

you weren’t looking for 

reaches you anyway. 

241 43 % 

 

General academics 

You are actively looking 

for information on a 

specific topic yourself. 

143 56 % 

When information that 

you weren’t looking for 

reaches you anyway. 

112 44 % 

Table 20. Overload and active vs. passive information situations. 

Responses seem to largely confirm the conclusions drawn from the previous 

question; the most prevalent kind of situation where IO takes place is in active 

information seeking, and not in the passive receiving of unwanted information. 

Still, the difference is not great, and a good portion (43-44 %) of respondents feel 

that passive or involuntary information situations are the ones most likely to 

promote a feeling of information overload. There are no noticeable differences 

between the opinions of information specialists and those of general academics in 

this matter. 

5.7 Perceived causes of information overload 

As with personal experiences and manifestations, a number of the more frequently 

mentioned causes suggested in previous IO literature were offered for respondents 

to choose from. These were inspired mainly by Eppler & Mengis (2004a, 2004b)66, 

as well as Tidline (2010)67, but also by a general reading up and contemplation of 

the subject. These factors were suggested mainly for the sake of making possible 

                                                 
66 Eppler, M. & Mengis, J. (2004), ”Side-effects of the E-Society: The Causes of Information Overload and 

Possible Countermeasures”; Eppler, M. & Mengis, J. (2004), ”The Concept of Information Overload”. 
67 Tidline, T. J. (2010), ”Information Overload”. 
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some structure and categorization of survey results, but here, too, there was an 

‘other’ option where respondents could more freely express their own view and 

add additional possible causes not offered by the pre-determined answer options. 

However, the question was phrased so as to determine which of the offered causes 

was the most important. A general assumption would be that the same person 

might consider several of these options to contribute strongly to information 

overload, but here the intention was to attempt to determine which, if any, was the 

dominant factor as perceived by each group. 

 

15. Which of the following do you believe is the single most important factor in 

creating information overload? 

 

Information specialists 

The ease with which new information can be 

published and spread by way of the Internet. 

113 18 % 

The increasing number of channels through 

which information is transmitted (TV, radio, 

telephone, newspapers, magazines, Internet 

forums, instant messaging, social networks, 

news sites, other people, etc.). 

176 28 % 

The afflicted individual’s own inability to 

effectively handle the flow of information. 

65 11 % 

The fact that the amount of available 

information keeps increasing, while our own 

ability to process information does not increase 

at the same pace. 

215 35 % 

Other. 50 8 % 

Table 21. Information specialists and perceptions of the most important causes of information 
overload. 

As can be seen the spread of responses was fairly even, and no option is very 

clearly ahead of all the others. The option that received the largest number of 

votes was the perception that the sheer amount of information increases far more 

quickly than our own information-processing abilities do. This is a common idea 

in overload literature: Buse, for one, notes that information dissemination has 

become a simple matter with today’s technology, whereas processing information 

into knowledge still requires as much time and effort as it ever did.68 Similarly, 

Bjorner states that “human information processing cannot catch up with the speed 

                                                 
68 Buse, J. (1997), ”För mycket information? - om begreppet Information Overload”. 
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of mechanical information production.”69 Blair, however, suggests that “what we 

take to be innate human capacities, say, of memory and recollection, change over 

time under the impact both of cultural expectations and of the technologies with 

which we operate”.70 This is an interesting notion, but not yet well explored at this 

point. Whether the human information processing capacity has increased, or is 

increasing at all from the onset of the ‘information age’ is of course a matter open 

for debate. There might be an adaptive change going on either culturally or 

individually, but this is not the place to explore that particular question. The idea 

that the quantity of available information is increasing faster than individual 

human information processing abilities can keep up is perhaps not so much a 

subject of debate, but whether this is what lies behind any actual overload is 

another question. Results show that 35 % of information specialists do perceive 

this as the main factor that causes information overload. 

The second most widely believed cause of information overload is the number 

of channels through which information is transmitted today. These are almost 

exclusively technological in nature, the only ‘natural’ channel being oral 

communication through speech (though to what extent speech is ‘natural’ can 

certainly be discussed). Other channels, such as the telephone, TV, radio and 

perhaps most of all, the multifarious ways of information transmission through the 

Internet, have all been developed and become commonplace in a very short period 

of time compared to the length of human history. Keeping track of information 

coming through an increasingly large number of channels might certainly 

contribute to a feeling of overload, as the infrastructure of information 

transmission itself becomes part of the problem the more it requires active 

attention. 

The third most voted factor is the ease with which new information can be 

published and spread by way of the Internet. As previously noted, one common 

perception is that this ease of publication leads to a great number of inaccurate or 

poorly written sources of online information. 18 % of information specialists feel 

that this is the main culprit behind information overload. 

Relatively few respondents consider individual lack of ability as the main 

cause of IO. This kind of view might entail the concept of ‘information literacy’ as 

a way of avoiding information overload, which is a topic explored further in 

question 16. 

As for the ‘other’ option, only 8 % of respondents in this group chose to 

express their own view in this way, which may be taken as a sign that the 

suggested answer options managed to cover the most commonly held beliefs about 

what creates information overload. One salient point raised by several respondents 

                                                 
69 Bjorner, S. (1998), ”The empty glass and too much water.”. 
70 Blair, A. M. (2010), Too Much to Know, p. 3. 
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was that it may not so much be the amounts of information that are to blame, but 

rather the increased awareness that the information is out there as well as usually 

having easy access to it: 

“It's not the increase in info, it's the increased awareness of its existence.” 

“I don't think that information is increasing, but our access to it is increasing. If we don't 
control our access (our appetite) to information, we feel that we have an overload of 
information.” 

Another common perception is that inaccurate, irrelevant or repetitive information 

are the main factors in creating information overload: 

“irelevant, misinformation creates a waste of time” 

“That the same information is published over and over again. Either exactly copied (as articles 
in newspapers which are almost all based on the same source) or e.g. in academia where the 
need to publish leads to many publications which sometimes contain only slight changes to 
earlier publications.” 

“There are an increasing number of venues through which information is transmitted, but the 
biggest problem to information overload for me is the inaccurate information that abounds 
everywhere. It no only distracts me from relevant information, it also leads to mounting levels 
of frustration that may detract from my work.” 

Several respondents complained that the survey was biased towards considering 

information overload as an actual problem or a valid term at all: 

“this question assumes that everyone believes in Info Overload and is not a good question.” 

“The survey has an inherent bias and belief in information overload and that information 
somehow needs to be 'controlled'” 

I would like to take this opportunity to meet this criticism with the following: The 

author of the survey believes in information overload inasmuch as considering it a 

real issue only because it is generally perceived as such. What’s important here is 

not whether or not the term itself is accurate or could be expressed better, but that 

it is a concept commonly being used in a general information age or information 

society discourse and for that reason alone is worth thinking seriously about. This 

study does not intend to determine the ‘realness’ of information overload, only 

how it is perceived by those groups of people participating in the survey. In fact, 

much consideration was put towards constructing the survey so as not to appear 

biased one way or the other, though these efforts seem not to have quite sufficed. 

Another thought expressed in the ‘other’ category is that IO is mostly a 

question of time and attention: 

“It's not an "affliction": it's a time management issue.” 
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“Our limitations in attention and time as the two precious resources necessary for dealing with 
large amounts of information.” 

This kind of view seems to coincide with the concept of a personal “attention 

economy” as explained by Herbert Simon:  

[…] in an information-rich world, the wealth of information means a dearth of something else: 
a scarcity of whatever it is that information consumes. What information consumes is rather 
obvious: it consumes the attention of its recipients. Hence a wealth of information creates a 
poverty of attention and a need to allocate that attention efficiently among the overabundance 
of information sources that might consume it.71 

The idea of attention being a primary factor of information overload will be 

returned to in the final discussion chapter. 

In the other group, the distribution of results looks as follows: 

 

15. Which of the following do you believe is the single most important factor in 

creating information overload? 

 

General academics 

The ease with which new information can be 

published and spread by way of the Internet. 

83 30 % 

The increasing number of channels through 

which information is transmitted (TV, radio, 

telephone, newspapers, magazines, Internet 

forums, instant messaging, social networks, 

news sites, other people, etc.). 

69 25 % 

The afflicted individual’s own inability to 

effectively handle the flow of information. 

35 13 % 

The fact that the amount of available 

information keeps increasing, while our own 

ability to process information does not increase 

at the same pace. 

74 27 % 

Other. 17 6 % 

Table 22. General academics and perceptions of the most important causes of information 
overload. 

The top three factors remain the same in both groups. However, it’s interesting to 

note that non-information specialists seem to put the Internet at the top of the list 

of culprits, whereas for information specialists, this was only the third most voted 

                                                 
71 Simon, H. A. (1971), ”Designing Organizations for an Information-Rich World”, pp. 40-41. 
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factor. Perhaps this is an indication that the latter have developed better digital 

literacy than the former, and are thus able to navigate the web more easily? 

The least voted option in both groups was “the afflicted individual’s own inability 

to effectively handle the flow of information” as the main thing behind the feeling 

of being overloaded with information. This option was included as part of trying 

to determine how common the view is that information overload is mostly a 

question of lack of personal information literacy, which was discussed briefly in 

the background chapter of this thesis. Since this perception seems fairly common 

in IO literature, it was put to another test in question 16. Here, the idea was to 

determine to what extent the targeted groups feel that IO should be seen as more 

of a problem for the individual to solve or for society to deal with: 

 

16. Do you think information overload has more to do with… 

 

Information specialists 

The individual’s lack of knowledge in how to 

deal with the increasing flow of information. 

(Focus on the individual) 

244 39 % 

Societal changes of a larger scope which 

cannot be resolved solely at the individual 

level. (Focus on society) 

375 61 % 

 

General academics 

The individual’s lack of knowledge in how to 

deal with the increasing flow of information. 

(Focus on the individual) 

96 35 % 

Societal changes of a larger scope which 

cannot be resolved solely at the individual 

level. (Focus on society) 

182 65 % 

Table 23. Individual information skills vs. societal changes in relation to information overload. 

Judging from these figures, three out of five information specialists consider 

information overload to extend beyond the individual’s information skills into 

larger societal issues, while two out of five feel that it mostly has to do with a lack 

of information literacy.  

For non-information specialists, the figures are similar, but it seems that this 

group is just a little more likely to believe that information overload mainly 

depends upon larger societal changes than upon the individual’s skills. With that 

said, the ‘societal changes view’ is clearly ahead in both groups. 
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The former kind of view, about lack of information skills, ties into Badke’s 

conclusion that if information overload is a problem, then teaching people to be 

information literate is the solution.72 This seems logical enough but disregards the 

larger structural changes that the information society is bringing to our lives. Our 

pace of life as well as changing expectations of what we should know or keep up 

with needs to be taken into account. On the other hand, information overload can 

be regarded as a purely subjective experience, in which case it would not be 

inaccurate to think of it as a personal lack of knowledge in how to deal with 

situations of overload. The question as it is posed may sound like it is pitting one 

perspective against the other, whereas IO may well be a far more complex 

equation than that. It’s not surprising that we lack the knowledge required to deal 

with situations new to us (such as an overabundance of information), since every 

major change throughout history naturally involves a period of adjustment, and in 

this case, our period of adjustment may have only just begun. Even so, modern 

society seems to empower us to attempt to steer developments where we want 

them to a greater extent than in previous times, when such changes may have been 

of a more unplanned and incidental character. We know more about the world and 

about ourselves, both as collective and individual knowledge. Knowing why we 

feel overloaded may allow us to think more critically about developments that 

give us more choices and ever more to do in ever less time. 

5.8 Perception of the future information environment 

To conclude the survey, respondents were asked how they see things progressing 

from here on in terms of the so-called information society and its subsequent 

situations of possible information overload. The intention here was to provide an 

overview of the most common scenarios envisaged by the two groups, as well as 

what ‘solutions’ might be applicable, for those who perceive IO as a problem. 

 

                                                 
72 Badke, W. (2010), ”Information Overload? Maybe Not”. 
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17. How do you believe the information environment will change in the future? 

 

Information specialists 

It will become easier to avoid 

experiencing information overload. 

 

81 13 % 

It will become harder to avoid 

experiencing information overload. 

 

280 45 % 

It will probably remain about the 

same within the foreseeable future. 

 

212 34 % 

Other. 46 7 % 

 

General academics 

It will become easier to avoid 

experiencing information overload. 

 

27 10 % 

It will become harder to avoid 

experiencing information overload. 

 

157 56 % 

It will probably remain about the 

same within the foreseeable future. 

 

82 29 % 

Other. 12 4 % 

Table 24. Information overload in the future information environment. 

Results show that both of these groups are largely in agreement. Most respondents 

believe that situations of information overload are going to become more common 

in the future. Particularly among non-information specialists, this is the dominant 

viewpoint. Among those who do not see information overload as becoming harder 

to avoid, most feel that the general information atmosphere will remain the same. 

Comparatively few, 13 % and 10 % respectively, foresee that information 

overload will become easier to avoid.  

There was also a wide range of replies in the ‘other’ category. Some of the 

sentiments that appear in more than one response are described below, but because 

of the number of responses, not all will be individually detailed here but can 

instead be found in the appendix. Further, any typos or grammatical mistakes have 

been left as is in order not to disrupt the reading of these quotes with too many 

[sic] remarks. 
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Some respondents point out that on a sociological level, information 

overabundance may lead to people not connecting more and more, but rather 

withdrawing and keeping things familiar so as not to suffer the stresses of having 

too many options, too many sources, or too much information to deal with 

generally: 

“Some people will seek to disenge with intrusive media and channels” 

“Not sure-people may withdraw more into environments & circles of people that seem familar 
& trustworthy to them via technologies like Facebook. That will be problematic because they 
won't necessarily hear/read other points of view & ideas.” 

A number of respondents feel that the amount of noise in the information 

environment will keep increasing:  

“there will be an increrase in low quality information (junk, blogs, advertising, distorted 
information” 

“its noise will increase” 

“The actual information will disappear in a sea of noise” 

If noise will continue to increase, this will make it all the more important to be 

able to filter out irrelevant bits of information. Some put their trust in technology 

to help us manage things: 

“I expect/hope that we will figure our how to filter and process relevant information thorugh 
technology” 

“again, a difficult question to answer. technology will enable individuals to become better at 
filtering.” 

Finally, several respondents believe that better information literacy will alleviate 

the problem and that active teaching of information skills will necessarily become 

commonplace: 

“information literacy will increase and make it easier to absorve and select a large amount of 
information” 

“I think it will be nessesary to teach people, how to handle with such an amount of 
information” 

“[…] training people will be the order of the future and therefore the low level issue of 
information increasing will be quashed by the high level real solution of teaching people 
knowledge to deal with the information” 

Also, as one respondent points out: 
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“People will have no choice but to learn how to communicate more effectively and efficiently, 
choosing the right channel and medium. The current over-relieance on text-based media will 
subside.” 

We often take for granted that information should mainly be transmitted through 

text-based media, since so many of our channels have lent themselves primarily to 

that purpose: books, magazines, newspapers, and, since its’ inception, the Internet. 

The Internet of today, however, lends itself more and more easily to all sorts of 

visual and auditory information transmission. Beyond the information conveyed 

by regular images, videos or audio files, there is also the emerging field of 

‘information visualization’ on the Internet, in which tools are being developed to 

present information in alternative, visual ways. One example of such visualized 

information sources is Visual Thesaurus73, where the connections between words 

are displayed graphically to provide the user a quicker overview and broader 

context of what relates to what. In a thesis exploring the usefulness of a number of 

such visualization tools, Charles Tate comes to the conclusion that they hold great 

potential for reducing the kind of information overload that often results from 

common text searches in online search engines.74 So it may be that we will 

increasingly see previously text-based information presented in alternative, 

perhaps more intuitive ways. 

In order to explore how the respondents think information overload could be 

‘solved’ or at least alleviated, they were asked to choose from a number of 

conceivable ways of dealing with it on the societal level. Of course, for those who 

do not see it as a problem, or as an overhyped ‘buzzword’ of the information 

society, no solution is required. 

 

                                                 
73 Visual Thesaurus, http://www.visualthesaurus.com [2011-05-02]. 
74 Tate, C. C. (2009), ”Using visualization tools to mitigate Information Overload on the internet”, p. 80. 
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18. Which of the following do you think will be most important in solving the 

problem of information overload? 

 

Information specialists 

Developing better information technology. 

 

83 13 % 

Teaching everyone the skills they need to find, 

evaluate and use information well (also known 

as ‘information literacy’). 

 

310 50 % 

Societal and cultural changes in how we deal 

with information. 

 

146 24 % 

We will not be able to solve it no matter what 

we do. 

 

70 11 % 

There is no problem of information overload. 

 

10 2 % 

Table 25. Information specialists’ beliefs about possible solutions to information overload. 

Among information specialists, the most popular response is the teaching of 

information literacy. As described in the chapter on previous research on IO, this 

seems to be a quite common view among those who have written on the subject, 

and these results clearly confirm it as the approach most widely believed to be a 

solution to information overload. Part of the explanation for this may lie in the 

fact that aforementioned information specialists would probably greatly benefit as 

a group from an increased societal focus on teaching information literacy. It would 

raise the value of their special competence and knowledge in the eyes of the public 

and decision-makers, as well as provide ample job opportunities for those with the 

mentioned skills. This may, of course, seem cynic, and is certainly not the only 

reason why the information literacy view seems so popular.  

Aside from this option, one fourth of respondents believe it can only be solved 

by “societal and cultural changes in how we deal with information”. This phrasing 

is necessarily vague, since such changes are so difficult to predict specifically. In 

this context, it should perhaps be seen as a catch-all for any changes that do not 

depend specifically upon either information technology or the active teaching of 

information literacy. 
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18. Which of the following do you think will be most important in solving the 

problem of information overload? 

 

General academics 

Developing better information technology. 

 

29 10 % 

Teaching everyone the skills they need to find, 

evaluate and use information well (also known 

as ‘information literacy’). 

 

145 52 % 

Societal and cultural changes in how we deal 

with information. 

 

59 21 % 

We will not be able to solve it no matter what 

we do. 

 

38 14 % 

There is no problem of information overload. 

 

7 3 % 

Table 26. General academics’ beliefs about possible solutions to information overload. 

For general academics, results show a similar distribution of responses. 

Information literacy is even more popular here, which would perhaps seem to 

negate the argument made above about information specialists having a specific 

interest in promoting IL. General academics are also a little less likely to believe 

in ‘better IT’ or ‘societal and cultural changes’ as things that will help solve 

information overload. On the other hand, they are a little more likely than 

information specialists to feel it’s something that cannot be solved no matter what 

happens, or that there is no problem of information overload to begin with. 

However, these differences are minor. 

Looking at both groups, it seems that a majority of respondents believe in 

information literacy as the primary way of lessening information overload. This is 

in line with much of the previous research on the topic: see Königer & Janowitz 

(1995), Eppler & Mengis (2004b), Badke (2010) and Tidline (2010) for some 

examples of similar thinking.75 Edmunds & Morris (2000), referring to Etzel 

(1995), note how Personal Information Management, or PIM, may prove to be 

                                                 
75 Königer, P. & Janowitz, K. (1995), ”Drowning in information, but thirsty for knowledge”, p. 16; Eppler, 

M. & Mengis, J. (2004), ”The Concept of Information Overload”, pp. 334-335; Badke, W. (2010), 

”Information Overload? Maybe Not”; Tidline, T. J. (2010), ”Information Overload”, p. 2491. 
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key in solving the problem on an individual level.76 Information literacy can easily 

be viewed as a constituent part of PIM, or at least a very closely related concept. 

5.9 Short summary 

Before moving on to the analysis, a brief summary of the results obtained from 

questions 12 through 18 may be helpful. 

Information overload is widely experienced by both groups, with about 9 out 

of 10 participants stating that they do experience it. Most commonly it is 

something felt both in and outside of work settings rather than being limited to 

just the workplace. The most common manifestation of information overload is in 

active searching of information on a specific topic, where most participants feel 

that there is an overabundance of relevant information to take in. The second most 

common manifestation of IO is experienced as a difficulty of ‘transforming’ 

information into knowledge, where ‘too many different sources’ may be one of the 

causes. About 1 in 4 respondents state that they experience fatigue and confusion 

as a result of excessive unwanted information reaching them. Generally, however, 

IO is more common in active information seeking than when passively receiving 

information, though the latter situation is more likely to cause fatigue and 

confusion, at least if the information is unwanted. 

The perceived causes of information overload differ somewhat between the 

two groups. Relatively common in both groups is a perception that the general 

amount of information around us is increasing without a corresponding increase in 

our innate ability to handle information, thus causing overload to happen. Another 

widespread perception is that the steadily increasing number of channels through 

which information reaches us may be to blame. Especially common among 

general academics, but less so among information specialists, is the idea that the 

Internet, with its ease of creating and spreading new information content, is the 

major cause of information overload. 

No single cause was agreed upon by a significant majority, however. Votes 

were generally spread evenly over the various response options, thus proposing 

that there is no particular consensus on what the underlying causes behind 

information overload may be. A majority in both groups believe it has more to do 

with larger societal developments than with individual lack of information 

literacy. 

As for visions of the future information environment, about half of the 

respondents think it’s going to become more difficult to avoid being overloaded 

                                                 
76 Edmunds, A. & Morris, A. (2000), ”The problem of information overload in business organisations”, p. 24; 

Etzel, B. (1995), ”New strategy and techniques to cope with information overload”. 
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by information, while about one third think the situation will remain the same as it 

is now. Only 1 of 10 respondents believe that it will become easier to avoid 

information overload, possible reasons being an increased level of information 

literacy or better filtering technology. 

Solving or alleviating IO is best achieved, according to the survey 

participants, through an increased focus on teaching information literacy to the 

masses. The second most popular perspective is believing in ‘societal or cultural 

changes in how we deal with information’, outside of the sphere of either 

information literacy or information technology, to help us cope with information 

overload. 
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6. Analysis 

In this chapter, the results from the survey will be analyzed according to the 

questions the thesis set out to answer in the chapter titled “Main research 

questions” (page 29). Each question will be analyzed one by one, starting with: 

 How does the respective group view information overload? Is it a 

problem? What causes it? 

Information specialists and general academics both widely perceive information 

overload as a problem, generally speaking. For both groups, about 9 out of 10 

people surveyed feel this way. Information specialists are a little more prone than 

general academics to consider it as a serious problem, however. The main causes 

of information overload, as perceived by these groups, are:  

A) amounts of available information increasing without a corresponding increase 

in human uptake or processing capacity (common for both groups but especially 

popular among information specialists)  

B) increasing number of channels through which information reaches us (common 

for both groups) 

C) the ease with which new information can nowadays be produced and presented 

to a large audience by way of the Internet (especially popular among general 

academics) 

 

A majority in both groups consider IO to have more to do with larger societal 

developments than with individual inability to properly handle information. This 

leads to the next question to be answered, which was: 

 

 Does information overload even exist (in the minds of the 

respondents)? Or is it more a question of (lack of) information 

literacy? 
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Here, the results are a little inconclusive. As previously mentioned, 9 out of 10 

people feel that IO constitutes a problem, which would presuppose that it does, in 

fact, exist. It’s interesting to note that roughly the same percentage applies to how 

many regularly experience information overload versus those who do not; 9 out of 

10 respondents state that they do, while 1 in 10 does not. It would almost seem as 

if personally experiencing IO is a requirement for recognizing it as a problem, 

though this may be jumping to conclusions too easily. The percentages do match 

very well, however. 

Elsewhere in the survey, in question 18, results indicate that only 2-3 % of 

respondents feel that “there is no problem of information overload”. There is a 

minor contradiction here, compared to question 2, where 10 %, not 2-3 %, stated 

that IO is not a problem. 

As for the secondary question, concerning information literacy, this was tested 

indirectly through several questions. Overall, respondents do not seem to consider 

lack of information literacy as being a major cause of information overload, 

though 2 out of 5 information specialists and 1 out of 3 general academics do see 

IO as having more to do with the individual’s own deficiencies than with society 

at large. 

When looking at how respondents believe information overload should be 

‘solved’, the vastly most popular option, at 50 %, was that the solution lies in 

active IL instruction. Judging solely from this, it would certainly seem that lack of 

information literacy must be a prime reason why information overload occurs, 

though as noted, the responses given on some other questions seem to contradict 

the idea of information literacy as such a major factor of information overload. To 

conclude, it must be said that the findings are not entirely conclusive. 

Another interesting thing learned, though not an explicit objective of this 

study, is how members of these groups view their own information skills. The 

answer is that overall, they are quite confident, with information specialists quite 

naturally being most so. Having good information skills should mean that 

respondents are, in fact, quite ‘information literate’, which ties in to the next 

question: 

 

 Does information overload manifest itself in respondents’ own 

personal life? If so, how? 

The results have shown that information overload is indeed a widely experienced 

phenomenon in these groups. 9 out of 10 respondents in both groups state that 

they do experience it, most commonly both in the work setting and outside of it. 

Work seems to perhaps be the primary setting where IO is likely to occur, 

however, since 1 out of 3 of those who do experience information overload do so 

only in this setting and not in the rest of their life. Very few, on the other hand, 

experience IO solely outside of the work setting. Therefore it seems reasonable to 
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state that work, which often involves deadlines and issues of time and attention 

management, provides a primary context for information overload to take place. 

Much of the previous research has, as already noted, been focused largely around 

IO as a potential workplace problem. Clearly, however, it is not limited to the 

workplace context. In light of the previous focus of research in this field, this 

seems an important point to emphasize. Few studies have been performed 

concerning information overload in “everyday contexts”, a notable exception, 

though fairly small in scope, being Savolainen’s study of how people monitor and 

keep up with news in their leisure time, as well as to what extent information 

overload is a problem in these situations.77 

So we have seen that these groups do experience information overload. How 

is this felt, then? How does IO manifest itself in their lives? The most common 

way seems to be in active information seeking, where respondents feel there is 

simply too much information available to process. This may be unsurprising, 

considering the excess of at least ‘simple’, encyclopedic types of information that 

the Internet has brought to our everyday lives. Want to know more about the 

history of Ghana? Sure you could look it up on Wikipedia and get several pages 

worth of information, but you could also do a search on your favorite search 

engine and get thousands of relevant results, including many alternate online 

encyclopedias or even websites specifically about Ghana and its history. More 

complex types of information, such as “the causes of the current political unrest in 

Ghana”, on the other hand, are perhaps not as much a source of information 

overload in themselves, though attempting to understand such issues may result in 

a feeling of overload because of the number and complexity of the factors 

involved. 

As a possible consequence of “too much available information”, there is the 

perception that the ‘transforming’ of information into knowledge takes too long 

with increased amounts of subject information. Almost half of respondents state 

this as being part of their information overload experience. Judging from the 

results gained here, being overloaded with information does not necessarily entail 

feelings of confusion or fatigue, since only about one fourth of respondents 

experience these emotions when faced with more information than can effectively 

be handled, whereas the majority seemingly do not. Further, such feelings are only 

marginally more likely to occur from involuntary, “push” information than from 

information voluntarily sought or received. This is interesting in light of previous 

research, where e-mail, often thought of as a “push” system, has been cited as one 

of the main culprits behind information overload.78 

 

                                                 
77 Savolainen, R. (2007), ”Filtering and withdrawing”. 
78 Bawden, D. & Robinson, L. (2009), ”The dark side of information”, p. 185; Eppler, M. & Mengis, J. 

(2004), ”The Concept of Information Overload”, p. 331. 
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 Does information overload manifest itself in society as a whole? If so, 

how? 

 

Clearly, respondents in both groups widely feel that the information environment, 

both in a personal and wider societal sense, is larger and more complex today than 

it was before the arrival of the Internet. The ‘infosphere’ is growing, as was 

described previously in the theoretical framework chapter. Partly, this has to do 

with the Internet but certainly there are also other on-going changes in society that 

play a role in this. Globalization and the increased ‘networkedness’ of society as 

described by Manuel Castells79 may be some of the more significant contributing 

factors to this expanded information space. 

Information overload is believed by a majority to have more to do with on-

going societal changes than with personal information literacy. This study has not 

delved deeper into which societal changes this might concern more specifically, 

however. More information is available for more people, certainly. But some 

respondents note how it is not the question of increased amounts of information 

that leads to a feeling of overload, but rather just the awareness of said 

information’s existence, coupled with its easy accessibility. Perhaps there is a 

connection here to Klapp’s idea of meaning lag, whereby the increased quantity of 

information not directly related to our own personal everyday affairs and goals 

may act like noise, interrupting our attentions and making it more difficult to put 

the relevant things together and form a coherent world-view. 

Overall, this particular question seems difficult to answer from the responses 

gained in the survey. Additional, perhaps more specific questions would need to 

be asked in order to really expand how information overload might manifest itself 

in society according to these groups. From the general information gained here, 

however, and when considering that the experiences of the individual should, in 

all likelihood, be seen as a reflection of the society in which they dwell, it seems 

that information overload is a pervasive societal phenomenon, though possibly not 

a correctly labeled or understood one. More information to take in means more 

things to divide one’s time and attention between, which in turn may lead to our 

attention spans becoming shorter and shorter. The idea of increased absent-

mindedness resulting from “new media” such as television or the Internet is hardly 

a new one. Studies specifically targeted at revealing the relationships between 

information overload, attention, stress and the societal consequences that follow 

might address these questions better than this thesis has been able to. 

 

 What futures are we looking at in terms of the information society? 

Where will things go from here? 

                                                 
79 Castells, M. (2010), The rise of the network society. 
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Both groups feel that the information environment will either stay roughly the 

same as it is now, or, a little more likely, that it will continue to develop in a 

direction where situations of information overload will become even more 

commonplace. Very few respondents envisage a future where information 

overload becomes easier to avoid than it is now. For some, the scenario is that 

relevant information will increasingly drown out in a sea of ‘noise’ information, 

much as predicted by Klapp.80 Others point towards people willingly 

disconnecting with ‘intrusive media’ in order to lessen the load, or that technology 

will necessarily develop tools to help mitigate such problems to a greater extent 

than they do at present. 

As for general strategies to combat overload, the most common response by 

far is that improved and strengthened information literacy instruction will be key. 

Half of all respondents vote this as the primary way information overload might 

be alleviated. Aside from IL instruction, about one in five respondents believe that 

the solution lies in some deeper ‘societal and cultural changes in how we deal with 

information’. Perhaps we do not need to partake in as much information as we do 

today? Perhaps the demands on the citizen of today’s society to be informed and 

up-to-date could be loosened? The survey did not enquire specifically about what 

such changes might entail, since they are so hard to predict. A separate survey, or 

perhaps rather a more qualitative type of study, would have to be conducted in 

order to truly explore in-depth how the future information environment might be 

envisaged. 

Now, for the final question this survey set out to answer: 

 

 What differences (if any) can be discerned between the two groups? 

 

The habits and opinions of academic ‘information specialists’ versus those of 

‘general academics’ regarding information overload have been investigated. 

Largely, it must be said that the perceptions and behaviors displayed by these two 

groups do not differ greatly. 

Information specialists, unsurprisingly, are more likely to have encountered 

the term ‘information overload’ before taking this survey. The gap between the 

two groups is not as large as one might have expected, however. While both 

groups widely see IO as a problem, general academics are a little more likely to 

consider information overload as only a ‘minor’ problem than are information 

specialists, with the latter more inclined to think of it as more than minor. Of 

course, if information overload is a real problem, then this validates and gives 

credence to the whole discipline of information science, as well as the special 
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knowledge and competence possessed by these information specialists. It seems 

common sense that people would argue more strongly the seriousness of 

something that falls under their area of interest and expertise. No wonder then that 

there is a certain difference; rather, the difference seems surprisingly low. This is 

not to state that the information specialists would act purely through self-interest 

when judging such a concept, but rather that they may be a little partial, even 

though they are probably more knowledgeable about it than general academics and 

would therefore be more likely to be able to judge the issue accurately. 

Further, information specialists are more likely than general academics to feel 

in control over the flow of information in their life, which, once again, is hardly 

surprising. They are also more confident about both their information skills and 

their IT skills, likely since being proficient in these areas is a large part of their 

professional identity. Confidence aside, both groups seem largely equal in how 

they deal with information. There are some minor differences, such as information 

specialists experiencing slightly less difficulty with separating high quality 

information from low quality information, and general academics being slightly 

more likely to suffer fatigue and confusion, or having their ability to make 

decisions hampered from too much information. In each of these cases, any 

differences detected are minor ones. 

Regarding causes behind information overload, the two groups mostly agree, 

though general academics seem to be more likely to name the Internet and its’ 

ease of publishing of new information as a significant factor of information 

overload compared to information specialists. Most respondents in both groups 

believe that situations of information overload are going to become more common 

in the future, but this view seems especially common among general academics. 

Overall, the differences displayed are very minor. Clearly these groups have 

more things in common than things that separate them, with both falling under the 

larger umbrella demographic of ‘active academics’ of one sort or another. Being 

what was here termed an ‘information specialist’ did not turn out to be indicative 

of having a very separate perspective on information overload from that of an 

academically active person in general. Nor do information habits seem to differ 

much, if at all, depending on whether one has a professional expertise in the 

information sciences or not. 
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7. Discussion 

This thesis set out to answer a number of questions regarding how the idea of 

information overload is perceived among certain groups. These questions have 

largely been answered, though one in particular proved troublesome; namely, how 

information overload manifests itself and acts in society. This as opposed to the 

traditional focus on the individual, or more specifically, on the individual in the 

workplace setting. Information overload is clearly a much larger issue than that, 

though it may not necessarily be termed correctly. While the thesis did not include 

‘defining IO’ as one of its objectives, it did, naturally, intend to contribute to a 

deeper understanding of the problem by illuminating how others view it. Through 

reading what others had to say, my own understanding of these issues has grown. 

Particularly, it dawned on me that what we normally call ‘information overload’ is 

very similar to the much more accepted idea of ‘stress’. What is the difference, 

really? We feel overloaded because we are trying to do too much in too little time. 

Each activity that we undertake in life requires some degree of intake and 

processing of information. Some (like say, writing a thesis) more than others (like 

deciding what to buy in the grocery store). When too much happens at once, we 

find ourselves unable to keep up with new information inputs and respond by 

either ignoring, queuing, or simplifying things so we can make sense of them. It 

needs to be noted that the human mind is very good at these things. Our brains 

quite naturally select what is relevant at a given point in time and allow us to 

focus on listening to a speaker even in a din of voices, for example. In other 

words, most of the time, in most situations, information overload is not a problem. 

Nor is stress, in itself, a problem. Rather, it is part of how we function. However, 

as levels of stress increase beyond a certain point, our performance starts to 

deteriorate. To borrow terms from the IO literature, the information-processing 

requirements (IPR) of a given situation begin to exceed our information-

processing capacity (IPC).81 When this happens, we attempt to cope by one of the 

methods above (ignoring, queuing, or simplifying), but obviously, none of these is 

ideal, since they may cause us to omit relevant and/or important information, or to 

simplify it to the point where it suits us and fits into our preconceptions, but is no 

longer an accurate representation of what was really there. In a worst case 
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scenario, none of these coping methods work for us, instead leaving us with 

considerable anxiety, confusion or discomfort at not knowing what to do with all 

the information coming at us. So information overload can be understood as a 

form of stress, or stress can be understood as depending, mainly, on being 

overloaded with information (i.e., to try to take too many things into account or to 

try to do too many things in too short a time). 

An alternative, but perhaps even more useful way of looking at it, is to focus 

instead on what information consumes, as pointed out by Herbert Simon: it 

consumes our attention.82 The more separate pieces of information we are trying to 

process, the more we have to divide our attention between them. In an increasingly 

complex and informationally saturated world, how we manage our attention is 

becoming more and more important. Attention management is gaining ground as a 

new buzzword for how to survive the modern information environment. Much 

like information literacy, it is about developing a set of skills in order to better be 

able to handle the increasing flow of information that the information age is 

bringing about. The problem, as I see it, with both of these terms, as well as others 

like them, is that they suggest that this issue is best solved at the level of the 

individual, for whom a larger information load may be causing feelings of stress 

or of not having time to process all that one should. When we look at stress, or 

information overload, as things that should be solved individually by those 

suffering from it, we are disregarding the root of the problem. Why develop new 

skills to combat newfound problems, instead of trying to mend things, or at least 

mitigate them, at the source? Being good at paying attention to the right things has 

always been a useful quality to possess. Being able to use and evaluate available 

information, equally so. 

What is the source, then? Where does information overload come from? As 

pointed out by many scholars of the subject, it is a mistake to think that this is a 

new phenomenon. People have always experienced information overload in one 

form or another. Certain historical developments, like the printing press and 

subsequent mass production of new scholarly literature, had especially profound 

consequences for certain parts of society, i.e. the scholarly community, for whom 

it became impossible to ‘keep up’. However, this was rarely a problem for the 

larger populace until the recent development of personal computers and the 

Internet in the past couple of decades. I’m not so sure it is even a problem now, 

for most people. But we are getting there. Not just because of the mass of 

information available on the Internet, but probably moreso because of society’s 

diversification in the modern age. Societal demands, if we want to fit in and be 

deemed as cultured individuals, seem to be steadily growing. We are expected to 

take part of a mass variety of cultural expressions unparalleled in previous 
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societies. We should read the paper, watch the news, keep up with both local and 

global events and developments, read books, magazines, keep up with music, 

films, stay on top of new technology and new Internet applications, socialize and 

keep up with what everyone we know does through social networks like 

Facebook. In short, we need to do everything and be everything. We constantly 

need to consume new cultural expressions in order to keep up with our peers. 

Contemporary society seems to shape us into thinking we need to be a kind of 

'renaissance man', constantly up-to-date and with an interest and opinion on just 

about everything. This is, I believe, a somewhat over-looked and yet very 

significant part of the reason why people may be more inclined to feel overloaded 

and stressed today than a hundred years ago. We expect more from ourselves. The 

mass availability of information is often blamed for causing overload but that is 

not so much the problem, I think. A rapidly changing social, cultural and 

professional climate may be a more relevant explanation. 

Returning to the survey that has formed the basis of this thesis, its main 

contribution to IO research would probably lie in having provided some up-to-date 

figures of the subjective dimension of information overload. This is an important 

distinction that bears repeating; the fact that the survey has not measured ‘actual’ 

overload (as it did not intend to do so), but instead subjective experiences and 

perspectives of information overload. Measurements of ‘actual’ overload require 

much more in the way of operationalization of terms and concepts, and are more 

likely to fall under the realm of psychology or sociology and, at least in 

psychology, to be performed in a laboratory test environment. To my mind, 

however, measuring subjective opinions of a psychological (and sociological) 

phenomenon seems equally relevant as attempting to measure the actual limits of 

people’s cognitive information-processing abilities. 

Further, this thesis has necessarily been 'heavy on numbers', since it is, after 

all, a quantitative study with the ambition of providing at least some form of 

useful empirical findings that future research might build upon. With that said, 

numbers matter little without contemplating their meaning, which I have 

attempted to do throughout presenting the percentages and figures resulting from 

this survey. The survey has revealed how and to what extent the respondents have 

personally experienced information overload, what they believe causes it, and 

where they think things might be going in the future information environment. A 

context for these answers has been provided by also asking about their own 

information skills, habits and opinions on the wider information sphere as it 

pertains to overload. 

The consequences of information overload are both obvious and diffuse, 

depending on one’s perspective. For some parts of society, the major 

consequences are easily identified. This is especially the case with those perhaps 

most likely to suffer from an overload situation; scholars and researchers in 

academic settings, who compose both of the groups examined in the survey, albeit 
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here further divided into information specialists and non-information specialists. 

Patrick Wilson has written an insightful account of the many ways in which 

information is ignored or put on the backburner even though it may well be 

relevant to the research of a particular researcher.83 We postpone reading things, 

causing articles and books to pile up, creating a backlog that we will never have 

time to catch up on. As also noted by Wilson, scholarly specialization is the 

primary way of lessening this problem in recent times. By necessity, research 

fields grow ever smaller and narrower, and researchers become ever more 

specialized in their own very specific sub-field. However, ”one cannot simply say 

that research and development successfully copes with overload through 

specialization”.84 In Wilson's view, science is necessarily composed of bits of 

partial or incomplete information, of knowledge built up without taking into 

account all relevant information available to the researcher. Our minds simply 

cannot cope with such a deluge. We have to focus on the very specific, and it may 

well be that we have to ignore certain obviously relevant information in order to 

reach any conclusions at all about the world. Wilson's essay, however, is clearly 

directed at discussing overload in a research and development context. The more 

general, everyday problem of being overloaded is less understood, yet no less 

important. Too often, it is simplified to fit for a general readership outside of 

academia, or explained simply as “a fact of living in the information age”. Equally 

common is to see writings on how much new data is being produced on the 

Internet, usually measured in some awe-inspiring unit like petabytes or exabytes, 

and denoting this as the natural and adequate explanation to why we feel 

overloaded. 

For future research on information overload, it would therefore be interesting 

to see more studies aimed at uncovering the workings of this phenomenon outside 

of business or work settings, i.e. in everyday contexts. In order to be able to more 

clearly see societal developments over time, recurring, longitudinal studies, 

perhaps most easily in the form of a survey directed at a specific group, would be 

highly useful. Such a survey could be repeated every five years, though it would 

need to ask the same questions each time, and to the same target demographic, in 

order to reliably show how attitudes change over time. 

Further, studies with the explicit intent of exploring the relationship between 

information overload and stress would probably yield some interesting results, as 

would studies linking information overload and information behavior with 

attention as a central concept. Such studies could focus on either the perspective 

of the individual or that of society, though it seems that the societal perspective is 

the one least explored at this point. How does information overload manifest itself 
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in society, and what consequences follow for a society whose individual members 

regularly experience an overabundance of information? 

It is vitally important, however, that information overload research as a whole 

leave belief and conjecture behind, and focus instead on empirical evidence of any 

relationships being proposed. Much that is often taken for granted remains to be 

empirically proven, and much of the more recent writings on the subject base 

themselves upon the early, empirical studies of a few key overload researchers in 

the 1950s and 1960s, without adding any new findings or theories to substantiate 

their claims. Nevertheless, information overload appears to be a real issue that 

deserves to be taken seriously if only because it is so widely perceived as a 

problem symptomatic of our times.  
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8. Summary 

The purpose of this thesis was to investigate the phenomenon of information 

overload as it appears and is perceived in society today. More specifically, the idea 

was to examine how it is seen in the academic world, based on a study of two 

groups: firstly, information specialists active in academic settings, and secondly, 

“general” academics. The criteria for belonging to the first group was, in this 

context, being an active researcher, professor, lecturer or doctoral student in 

library and information science, while for the second group, any professor, 

researcher, lecturer or student of any academic discipline qualifies for 

membership. The method employed was a quantitative study in the shape of an 

international survey of the attitudes and experiences of these two groups. A 

number of questions were asked, together forming a picture of how information 

overload is perceived, whether it constitutes a problem at all, and to what extent it 

is experienced by members of the participating groups. 

The results have shown that information overload is widely perceived as a 

problem by both groups. There are several important factors believed to cause this 

phenomenon, some of the most common being that the amounts of information 

that surround us keep increasing faster than we can learn to adapt, and that 

information reaches us through an ever increasing number of channels, 

multiplying the number of media to keep track of. A clear majority of participants 

regularly experience information overload, most commonly at work but also quite 

commonly in everyday life, outside of the work setting. The main way in which 

this phenomenon manifests itself is in active information seeking, where 

participants feel there is simply too much information available on any given 

subject of interest to be able to process it all in reasonable time. Particularly, this 

is perceived as making it difficult to transform mere information into the more 

useful commodity of knowledge. 

As for ways of preventing or alleviating situations of overload, most 

participants believe the answer lies in actively teaching information literacy to 

those affected. Overall, however, participants believe that situations of 

information overload depend more upon ongoing societal changes than on 

individual lack of information skills. 

The main contribution of this study is to offer up some hard numbers on 

perceptions and experiences of overload, with a specific focus on the academic 
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world. With these statistical results in mind, some relevant research directions 

have been proposed in order to further advance current understandings of 

information overload, its inner workings and its possible implications for society. 
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Appendix A: The Survey 

Hello! 

 

The following is an international survey of attitudes and opinions towards the 

concept of ‘information overload’. Results will be published as part of a master's 

thesis in library and information science. Participants will remain anonymous, 

however. 

 

What is information overload, then? I will borrow a definition supplied by 

information scientists David Bawden and Lyn Robinson: 

 

“Information overload occurs when information received becomes a hindrance 

rather than a help, even though the information is potentially useful.” (Bawden & 

Robinson, 2009) 

 

This can be felt in several ways: 

 

 You may be actively looking for information on a particular subject, 

and you end up with more information than you think you can handle. 

 

 You may involuntarily receive more information than you wish, for 

example from co-workers, e-mail, newspapers, social networks, 

advertising or friends, possibly causing you to feel burdened by the 

abundance of information waiting for your attention. 

 

The goal of this survey is to compare the attitudes of information specialists and 

non-information specialists on the topic of information overload. Results will be 

published as part of a master thesis in library and information science at Uppsala 

University, Sweden. 

 

The survey consists of 18 questions, is completely anonymous, and will take about 

five minutes to fill out. 

 

Thank you very much for your time, and on to the survey! 
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Eligibility question: 

 

Are you currently or have you ever been employed as an information specialist? 

(For example, a librarian, information manager or a researcher/professor in 

information science) 

 

Yes  

No 
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How often do you feel that there is more relevant information available on a 

subject than you can reasonably absorb? 

 

Nearly always.  

Often.  

Sometimes.  

Rarely.  

Never.  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Were you familiar with the term ‘information overload’ before this survey? 

 

Yes.  

Yes, vaguely.  

No.  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Do you think information overload is a problem? 

 

Yes.  

Yes, but only a minor one.  

No. 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Modern society, and especially the advances of the internet during the past 20 

years, are often named as factors contributing to an excess of available 

information for the individual. Do you feel that the flow of information in your 

own life has grown in volume since the arrival of the internet? 

 

Yes  

No  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

How do you handle the information flow of modern society? 

 

I filter out any information I do not need.  

 

I filter out unnecessary information to a certain extent, but there is more 

information than I would like still reaching me. 
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I filter out unnecessary information to a certain extent, but I do not feel that 

the remaining excess is a problem.  

 

I find it difficult to filter out information and am rarely able to do this.  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Do you ever ignore certain pieces of information even though they may be 

relevant for you to take into account?  

 

Yes, often.  

Yes, sometimes.  

Yes, but only rarely.  

No, never.  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Do you feel that you’re in control over the flow of information in your life? 

 

Yes  

No  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Do you experience information overload... 

 

At work.  

Outside of work.  

Both at work and outside work.  

Neither.  

__________________________________________________________________ 
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How does information overload manifest itself in your life? (Please note you can 

select more than one of the following alternatives.) 

 

I find it difficult to make decisions because of too many or too conflicting 

sources of information.  

 

When I’m looking for information on a certain topic, I feel like there’s more 

relevant information available than I either have time, am able, or want to digest.  

 

The amount of information that I voluntarily receive leaves me fatigued or 

confused. 

  

The amount of information that I am involuntarily subjected to leaves me 

fatigued or confused. 

 

Transforming information into knowledge takes too long (for reasons such as: 

“too many sources of information”, or “information sources are too spread out”). 

 

Information overload manifests itself in different ways for me (please explain) 

 

  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Would you say that information overload is more pronounced when... 

 

You are actively looking for information on a specific topic yourself.  

When information that you weren’t looking for reaches you anyway.  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Large quantities of unwanted information are sometimes described as ‘noise’, 

because it distracts us from more relevant information. Do you ever feel that the 

large quantity of information that surrounds you makes that information seem like 

noise? 

 

Yes  

No  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

How often do you feel that the quantity of information that surrounds you makes it 

difficult to decide which of it is quality information? 
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Often.  

Sometimes.  

Rarely.  

Never.  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

How would you rate your own skill at handling information? (knowing how and 

where to find the information you need, and knowing how to use it) 

 

Very good.  

Good.  

Average.  

Poor.  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

How would you rate your own skill at handling IT (information technology)? 

 

Very good.  

Good.  

Average.  

Poor.  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Which of the following do you believe is the single most important factor in 

creating information overload? 

 

The ease with which new information can be published and spread by way of 

the internet. 

 

The increasing number of channels through which information is transmitted 

(TV, radio, telephone, newspapers, magazines, internet forums, instant messaging, 

social networks, news sites, other people, etc.). 

 

The afflicted individual’s own inability to effectively handle the flow of 

information. 

 

The fact that the amount of available information keeps increasing, while our 

own ability to process information does not increase at the same pace. 

 

Other (please explain)  
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__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Do you think information overload has more to do with… 

 

The individual’s lack of knowledge in how to deal with the increasing flow of 

information. (Focus on the individual)  

 

Societal changes of a larger scope which cannot be resolved solely at the 

individual level. (Focus on society)  

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

How do you believe the information environment will change in the future? 

 

It will become easier to avoid experiencing information overload.  

It will become harder to avoid experiencing information overload.  

It will probably remain about the same within the foreseeable future.  

Other (please explain)  

 

 

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Which of the following do you think will be most important in solving the 

problem of information overload? 

 

Developing better information technology.  

 

Teaching everyone the skills they need to find, evaluate and use information 

well (also known as ‘information literacy’).  

 

Societal and cultural changes in how we deal with information. 

 

We will not be able to solve it no matter what we do. 

 

There is no problem of information overload.  
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Appendix B: The Written Response Table 

Here, all freeform, written responses will be presented. Only those three questions 

which allowed a freeform response will be listed here. Please note that these 

should in each case be seen as a complement to the quantitative results that were 

presented in the ‘Results of the survey’ chapter of the thesis. The main reasons 

these are presented separately in this appendix are to reduce clutter and make the 

quantitative results easily readable. In question 13, it was possible to both select a 

pre-defined response option and type in a written response.  

The freeform responses are not the focus of the study, but they are interesting 

as a complement to the numbers and percentages already discussed elsewhere in 

the thesis. Further, it should be noted that no corrections of spelling or 

grammatical mistakes will be made here. Instead, responses will be presented 

exactly as they were received. 

 

13. How does information overload manifest itself in your life? (information 

specialists) 

49 Confusion & frustration 

59 The hardest and most time consuming is to process information and synthesize it 
into knowledge to digest. 

83 often I feel dizzy - physical manifestation of the information overload in my head 

85 to long letters from bureaucrats 

88 I wouldn't say I felt confused as per other choices. However, there is often info 
overload re: various topics - and to manage this, it is necessary to choose *when* to absorb 
the info and the *level of detail* about a topic necessary to absorb. 

103 the real problem is to identify the relevant information 

111 unnecessay emails, forwarded messages, news, advertiseents, papers by my 
colleagues and students, postings to newsgroups 

113 I feel this information overload mainly in my life as citizen, my social life - mainly 
through the mass media and the ads. I have reached the point of considering all that as false 
information, propaganda , rubbish etc. 
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116 too may papers written on the same subject from too many aspects 

139 Email is the main problem 

143 none of the above 

167 required me to learn new filtering and analysis techniques 

173 I purposely do not involve myself in certain information channels -- Twitter is the 
best example. No twittering for me. 

182 ir just takes longer to review and decide what is useful 

196 It requires time to sort though the information that I am involuntary sbjected to, I 
would like to be able to filter more of that information out.. e.g. advertisement/marketing 

199 too much paper piles up in my home and office 

200 I'm a skeptic, like Montaigne 

208 My email has taken over my life and I cannot understand how people find time to 
participate in social media - both email and social media seem to have addictive properties. 

218 I often feel that there is more useful information than I have found, but the noise 
from the information overload will not let me see it 

219 I sometimes miss something crucial. 

226 I sometimes hesitate to delete something and then my files become overwhelming. 

231 keeping track of it all, keeping it found 

248 it depends on the project i am woking on. i know that there is or should be much 
more info out there. one needs to know when to draw the line and stop the info seeking stage 
in order to move on to the info processing stage in order to accomplish the task. 

251 More choices, more inspirations 

265 Mostly, when seeking relevant information on a tpic, irrelevant information is 
received and I must analyse and decide whether it is relevant, taking extra time. 

266 Transforming information into knowledge sometimes (not always) takes a long 
time. The trick is to develop skills and tools to help yourself (or others who you are 
responsible for helping find information/knowledge prioritize aspects of the problem/question 
and filter results accordingly. It's hard, but it can be done. There will always be more 
information than we can handle.... 

270 Each case is different, so it is difficult for me to generalise 

288 exhasperation and impatience 
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289 Primarily information overload comes to me via email. 

293 I believe that it can be 'point in time'--with many conflicting demands at work-- 

298 As a researcher and writer in the field I know that I can never cover the amount of 
material in a field that might be ideal. On the other hand, this problem has long existed and 
pre-dates the internet, clearly. 

299 I know the right information is out there but there is so much of it that I can't find 
the best information. 

300 I am sometimes irritated by the amount of information I to which I both 
involuntarily subjected and I voluntarily receive; however, I wouldn't consider myself 
"fatigued or confused" by this overload. 

302 too much irrelevant information 

303 getting too much on the same topic. so i have learned to filter these bits into useful 
or not useful for my current needs 

305 I have to make choices as to what information to attend to. In setting priorities, I 
often never return to the information I originally placed on lower priority. 

311 For sanity's sake, I use digest form for some listservs & do not subscribe to some 
others 

316 I occasionally ignore sources or put them aside to review "later." 

317 e.g., online news events 

318 There's a lot of information that comes across my "desk" that I might want to read 
or might want to ignore, and it's not clear which to do. Sometimes, random pieces of 
information are very valuable. Sometimes, it's hard to find information later when you realize 
you need it. And there are just too many topics I'm interested in. :) 

339 Just takes longer to filter, assimilate and rationlise 

347 The fact that I have so much tasks to undertake and each task has so much 
information to look at before a decision is taken in a time constrained environment is a big 
challenge. 

351 I feel that there is a bias to the information reaching me - the challenge is not to 
filter it, but to build awareness of what lies out of reach. 

357 I can´t absorb the information from all fields, I have to choose just one or two. 

358 Information searchers on topics then filtering to get relevant information 

360 this question is very problematic. there is no n/a or any other option than regarding 
information (i.e., positive or even neutral response to information inflow). I cannot answer it. 

371 takes more time to filter what is needed from the incoming stream 
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372 The big issue is developing skills for managing, sorting, filtering, and using large 
amounts of information. We need to start teaching such skills at the primary school level. 

375 Email overload of legitimate (non-spam) emails; great number of relevant search 
results for many Web searches; large academic literature in my field of specialization (HCI) 
that I'm unable to read all of. 

386 I must spend time "translating" concepts, behaviors, norms, and expectations of 
sister disciplines into that which I can examine in my own frame of reference. Layered on top 
of that process is the need to evaluate the strength of all that info in the different formats of 
each discipline. Are faculty blogs intelligent in field X when presented from Y theoretical 
perspective? It's the high scatter/low scatter problem faced by any field so cross disciplinary 
as ours -- just magnified -- Marvelous problem to have though 

391 media, overload of emails, time constrains 

393 I'm more concerned about receiving misinformation than large amounts of relevant 
information. The latter I can evaluate to fit my needs. 

402 Work generates massive amounts of information that overflows my email account 
and makes it difficult to stay on top of; as a result, I try to prioritize as quickly as possible and 
then find that I've missed something later. When I look for information on a topic and retrieve 
loads of relevant information I am excited at the prospect of learning and depressed at the 
thought of having too little time to absorb it all; once again, a system of prioritization is 
necessary but that does make me feel that I may miss something important. 

406 It's all about time...time constraints force one to make choices between what 
information sources are pursued or bypassed, or to what depth they are explored or connected 
to already identified and used sources. There is not enough time to do the information justice, 
so I just use what I can and have to let the rest go by. 

420 Too many channels to monitor. Too much info which when examined is inaccurate 
or too trivial. Monitoring Facebook in particular is like being drowned in a sea of mush, but I 
still need to keep up on some things which are best found via FB 

422 I get over 500 emails per day with half of these personal requests that I must attend 
to. These are not a great problem but they are somewhat of a burden. 

423 heightened expectations in workplace regarding time frames--everything is 
supposed to be "instant" 

429 Basically it is the time involved that irritates 

439 Prevalence of media technologies in the workplace, on the street, and at home, 
make me yearn for a quiet space outdoors. 

441 long working hours and use of multiple mobile devices. 

442 I do sometimes feel depressed that there is a lot of relevant information that I don't 
have time to look at and understand, on the other hand I find the wealth of information 
exciting 

445 I often take several days "off" from email, and have quit subscribing to several 
professional listservs because it's too much to keep up with, although professionally relevant 
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446 Irrelevant information (via email and meetings) fatigues and frustraes me. 

452 Usually when I am shopping for a product 

455 It is not a major problem in my life. 

456 if it is "information overload" it is not "information" rather it is "data" and "noise" 
-- information is tailored to need in terms of topic, time, place, quality, and quantity 

465 Information is a distractration, always tugging at attention and undermining the 
sustained thought necessary for creating knowledge 

476 I find it easier to manage research related information, but other types of 
information are harder to manage 

488 I believe that the media bombards individuals with irrelevant information (such as 
advertisements) and individuals are quick to disregard the information (filter it out by simply 
forgetting the message that they have read). Because of this happening on a constant basis, I 
suspect that we might be automatically geared to forgetting information (even relevant) 
because we have set ourselves in a habit of filtering out information. 

494 I have quality controls for information 

496 Frustration at not being able to read as much as I want on some topics 

498 I am both PhD candidate AND head of department of professional literature in 
public library. I manage the information overload quite well at work, but I can´t quite keep up 
with new information concerning my thesis. But this may be because of the popularity of it´s 
topic (information literacy). 

505 When my life is busy, I pay less attention to information that could be important 
for me. 

511 The culture of "choice" in modern society and everyday life is more stressful than 
information overload in work situations 

538 inability to trust the reliability of information sources in order to make informed 
decisions 

541 As a doctoral student it is sometimes difficult to handle all wellmeant readingtips - 
there's a great ambiguity in handeling that kind of overflow, not least as both your time and 
previous experience is limited. This makes the filtering process a bit frustrating. 

542 Reliability of information, especially via the internet is reduced and viewpoints 
and contradictory information require triangulation, ie. more information 

551 increasing expectations on fast replies on text-based communication; people 
inappropriately choosing text communication over dialogue which takes much unneccessary 
time 

561 too many emails from listservs 

562 It depends on the issue. It is not general. 
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564 an ever filling email inbox 

565 I am too easily distracted from the task at hand by extraneous (but often 
interesting) information presented. 

587 The amount of times people ask me to find something out for them because they 
don't have the skills / ability to find it for themselves. 

588 having access to such vast repositories of information can immoblize me. For 
example, I may search and search and never act upon the information harvested. The NEED 
TO ACT seems to be supplanted by the very act of searching. 

590 it is difficult to ascertain if better "relevant" documents or information exists 

592 too many similar sources, aggregators; for prof life too many descriptors 

606 It is easier to ignore and/or filter sources of information outside my research 
concerns. Information overload is a bigger problem when it comes to constant institutional 
communications. 

610 Steals of my time 

628 mushroom effect 

629 Info. overload is not a problem when the quality is good. Problem comes with 
noise not with excess. 

632 too much excitement about options slows down decision making 

636 i dont feel like looking too much for inofrmation 

643 occasional unwanted overload. Take time to stop and filter, then pick up again. Try 
not to let information rule me, my actions, and my attention. 

665 I cannot opt out of campus spam, I am expected to 'pull' relevant workflow data to 
my desktop, but it's in at leat cmapus systems, and I am never EVER offline. I have no time to 
do anything but respond to the demands of others and hit the delete key all day long. 

669 I study information overload, so I am keenly aware of it. But, I am also still a 
victim of info literacy. 

676 it can be difficult to assess when an information task is completed 

682 Vague sense that there's always more out there. 

683 Too many emails or listserv posts. 

688 Information overload is a problem when I am not able to delegate enough 
information related tasks (search, summarization) to the right people. 
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699 Due to my nature of being an information junkie I need information to stop anxiety 
and therefore have a spiralling problem of needing the information to feel secure but 
becoming overwhelmed by the amour 

700 To clarify on my answer here; sometimes I know there are relevant sources 
available to me, but the information I already have serves my needs. That is, I weight the cost 
of not retrieving the other information in light of my needs. 

706 distraction by new information from processing information alreay 
received/available 

709 So many devices, never a break from it all 

723 Requirement to stay current in the field 

726 impacts my self-esteem because I feel inadequate in synthesizing info amaking 
good decisions 

729 there is more information than I can absorb because of time, however, I want the 
information available. 

 

13. How does information overload manifest itself in your life? (general 

academics) 

11 Excessive email 

24 too many events going on in life and we get bombarded with "go to this concert" 
or "go to this lecture" and i end up doing none of it because it is hard to make a decision of 
what to do 

25 I often receive information through social media that I did not want or need 

28 Information overload in other people's lives (esp. at work) not rarely results in 
them not processing relevant information passed on by me. 

46 Especial problem is reporting and accounting processes (not just financial) which 
involve multiple streams of information, procedures, etc. 

50 Constant ned to assess sources for reliability, very extensive 
scamming/falsehoods/attempts to deceive even in professional academic circles. 

93 I get annoyed with the amount of personal information people put on social 
websites like Facebook. I do not nee dto know about the stuff you do with your kids and how 
many cups of coffee you had last night! It is basically a frustration at the amount of this 
information that is now available, not necessarily anything to do with specific information. 

97 organisation hard to maintain 

104 I become very dull and listless 

111 The huge number of emails which have to be dealt with daily prevents me from 
completing other important tasks 
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120 I cut off from it and ignore 

183 I'm not confused about the amount of information, in a way, just the fact that 
"false" information is equally spred out and often difficult to tell from the "right" sources, and 
to me, that has a great input in the "information overload". 

188 Because there is so much information on so many topics, and to do a "good job" 
on learning about something new, I sometimes do not even try to start. 

199 Sometimes (but not always) I say to myself: now stop, you have all the information 
you need for the moment (for the decision) although I might feel that I do not have all the 
information. This “stopping” I have learned to do to protect myself (and my next night’s 
sleep). 

204 I simply don't read material that is addressed to me. E-mail gets piling up. 
Currently I have 820 unread e-mail messages, accumulated over about one year. 

212 email overload 

224 With so much information coming at me, I sometimes consciously "shut down" by 
not logging onto the internet or email, watching TV, answering the phone, etc. and just let 
everything slip by so as not to become overwhelmed 

228 snail mail and advertisements 

234 anxiety, depression, sleeplessness 

255 I have always felt that I don't have all the answers and therefor cannot thoroughly 
answer many questions. I felt this way before the internet! 

258 I want to take more in and learn about more in the world, but I don't have enough 
time. Therefore, I feel guilty about not knowing more. 

267 I find that I must sift through a lot of irrevlevant information in order to find 
relevant information 

271 I feel obligated to know more about everything because of the availability of 
information, but don't have time to keep up. 

279 information on the web is known always a known quality 

282 Stress, Fatigue and eventually total shut-down 

286 Because I know that there's more info out there than I could ever have time to look 
at properly I worry that I'm missing key items of information. 

304 None of these alternatives fit me - I am able to manage information, although it 
takes effort 

313 the abundance of information on something often conceals the absence of factual 
knowledge 
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321 i tend to let it fall as it comes and respond to the stuff that is necessary now or 
sufficient 

323 I would add anxiety (about having incomplete information) to fatigue and 
confusion. 

324 it doesnt but have to answer the question to continue. There should be a none of 
these option. 

325 sometimes missing relevant information 

330 I will only experience this with impending deadlines for assessments; I gain 
weekly 'alters' from a search engine I am collating to use in hermenutic analysis, but this only 
becomes an information overload when other dealines clash with the time required to filter the 
alert messages. 

342 leads to procrastination 

348 Find the relevant amongst the irrelevant 

 

15. Which of the following do you believe is the single most important factor in 

creating information overload? (information specialists) 

28 the presentation of search results which aren't designed to ease the management of 
the retrieved information 

32 For me I believe it's a combination of option b and option d: The increasing 
number of channels plus the increase in the amount of available information while our own 
ability to process information does not increase at the same pace. 

34 university administration 

78 Lacks in learning theories that are relevant to understand growing and handling of 
information, however this is not a problem of information sciencies, it is a problem of the 
general skills and education, bad education of theories results in bad understanding of the 
world and the relevant practices and how to understand information and how to handle with a 
lot of information or what are the releant information to solve or to understand a problem. 

85 automatic text production 

103 the amount of non-information, unnecessary communication, useless mobile phone 
conversations, noise in the social web 

111 The ease with which new information can be published and spread by way of the 
internet 

173 All of the above 

189 this question assumes that everyone believes in Info Overload and is not a good 
question. 

195 Poor education 
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222 It's not an "affliction": it's a time management issue. Your next question seems to 
invite a biased response, by the way: why no "other" option? 

230 The survey has an inherent bias and belief in information overload and that 
information somehow needs to be 'controlled' 

239 poorly designed systems for using information + people not having been taught 
appropriate skills 

250 The congruence of all of the above factors. 

261 irelevant, misinformation creates a waste of time 

266 I know you want us to choose *one* factor, but with this question and the one that 
follows, I think info overload is more of a combination of issues, and its causes are more a 
continuum/scale than binary. We do have an increasing number of channels through which 
info is transmitted - so overall, the sense of info overload is increasing throughout society - as 
a collective. But individually, there are also problems. People who haven't been helped (either 
through education or tools) to manage the flow are going to feel it - whether it's one channel 
or multiple. So - it can't really be one over the other. 

271 People's lack of information literacy 

307 Answers 3 and 4 

311 Some people are not aware of distinctions between the various channels of 
information & don't know how to think critically about information sources 

335 All of the above except the number of the channels 

337 papers inflation 

358 Non relevant information dowloaded during literature searches - note search 
engines not ideal to get relevant specific information 

372 All of these may be pertinent in any given instance. The inability of those 
COMMUNICATING information to do so in a sensible manner -- a manner that makes sense 
-- is also a critical factor that is not on this list. 

375 Our limitations in attention and time as the two precious resources necessary for 
dealing with large amounts of information. 

408 perception - people believe it's a problem 

441 a balance of your four options. 

449 It's not the increase in info, it's the increased awareness of its existence. 

452 Both the ease of publishing and spreading new information via the Internet, and 
the increasing venues of transmitted information 

455 All of the above. 



 104 

456 information is still poorly tailored to specific need 

488 I feel both the second and fourth options apply. 

511 ideological togehter with the ease with which information is produced and 
disseminated 

532 badly organisation, and the individuals knowledge on the topic the information is 
dealing with 

541 From my point of view, it's my work role (as doctoral student and teacher within 
LIS) that brings along certain norms and expectations concerning academic information 
practices. I find it somewhat stressful trying to be "a good doctoral student". 

549 no one dominant factor, all of the above. 

559 Ineffective personal information handling skills 

562 A combination of several of your alternatives: 1, 2, 4 

564 peoples rising expectations of what we can and should do 

585 lacking a solid educational foundation 

589 email 

592 Aggregators collecting, publishing same stuff; lack of precision in descriptors 

599 I do not feel overloaded at all. I can decide what I need and when to information is 
sufficient. I do this by focussing on the relevant and current literature only 

629 There is usually not a single source that one would find useful, nevertheless if you 
pick one that's good enough you can just "keep going". If you are not able to achieve this, you 
would not be overloaded, but overwhelmed. 

632 we now live in an information society; info is the main, unlimited, commodity 

643 I don't think that information is increasing, but our access to it is increasing. If we 
don't control our access (our appetite) to information, we feel that we have an overload of 
information. 

649 na 

687 That the same information is published over and over again. Either exactly copied 
(as articles in newspapers which are almost all based on the same source) or e.g. in academia 
where the need to publish leads to many publications which sometimes contain only slight 
changes to earlier publications. 

704 Not presenting information in a manner that is appropriate and digestible. 

711 The difficulty to determine authoratative sources. 
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718 There are an increasing number of venues through which information is 
transmitted, but the biggest problem to information overload for me is the inaccurate 
information that abounds everywhere. It no only distracts me from relevant information, it 
also leads to mounting levels of frustration that may detract from my work. 

 

15. Which of the following do you believe is the single most important factor in 

creating information overload? (general academics) 

1 all of the above 

36 living in a city one cannot escape the information overload in everyday life. Eg. 
just sitting in a bus you're bombarded with advertisements, info screens, radio, people talking 
etc.. 

51 the fact that there is a commercial interest in overloading us all 

92 Poor ability to filter information on the part of the people doing the informing 

95 The quantity of information vs the lack of indept focus in the medias 

136 differentiating trustworthy and untrustworthy sources 

145 1+2 

188 The ease of distributing information via the internet has resulted in "lazy" practices 
by information providers, who do not always make their information clear or easy to find. 
"Just look on the website" has replaced making an actual answer. 

216 all of the above 

217 Abuse of trust (News Media as an example) 

224 A combination of an increasing number of channels AND the fact that the amount 
of what seems UNIMPORTANT information increasing, like who wore what where and what 
they said and what they ate. 

234 the answer above, exacebated by increasing age and slower brfain 

252 In addition to the general increase of information that can rapidly be spread on the 
internet is the problem of the quality of the information -- unreliable sources can share 
"information" much more rapidly now than in the past 

276 I agree that information keeps increasing, but I felt overloaded with information at 
times back in the early 90s (in college). The most stressful info overload happens for me when 
there are multiple incompletely overlapping, conflicting sources of information. This happens 
all the time in areas of science that are under active investigation. It also frequently happens 
with health information so recently I found situations of overload in trying to understand 
topics related to having a new baby (when to feed solids, when to take to hospital for a bad 
cold, etc). So I think overload is most pronounced when there is conflict in the information. 
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330 For myself, it depends on what my priorities are, I always get the filtering done, 
but the longer it remains unflitered the greater the 'pressure' feels for that information to be 
attended too, it seems to almost be a sense of responsibility to respond to new information. 

343 Inability to easily distinguish the quality of the information. Decipher the 'signal' 
from the 'noise' 

368 Impossibility of verifying accuracy of information 

 

17. How do you believe the information environment will change in the future? 

(information specialists) 

27 If conditions remain the same so will information availability and flow 

37 more intelligente 

63 No idea. 

78 there ist a strong tendency against enlightenment in policy, education and 
universities 

92 Don't know 

109 Depends on how "information literature" people evolve to be, and how those 
responsible for organizing and disseminating information will be more effective 

116 information literacy will increase and make it easier to absorve and select a large 
amount of information 

152 social behaviors change for people to seek information 

161 there will be an increrase in low quality information (junk, blogs, advertising, 
distorted information 

170 Some people will seek to disenge with intrusive media and channels 

189 info overload is an old concept. your questions imply that it is new. 

196 hard to say 

208 The escalation cannot continue indefinitely. Human life is pretty much saturated 
and there will have to be some kind of rationalization. 

222 More information, more familiarity with how to cope 

230 possible paradigm shift in our view of information and information flow 

242 Tough to predict the co-evolution of IT and social production of information 

261 its noise will increase 
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265 I fear increasing corruption of information channels by affluent interested 
stakeholderx with specific agendas who will use corrupted or misinformation to buttress their 
advantages. 

305 Individuals with the resources to do so will adopt ways to prioritze information. 
This is already happening, but channeling and customizing information delivery will become 
more sophisticated. People without these resources, such as college students, will rely on 
"smarter" retrieval systems and social networking. Both of these solutions are vulnerable to 
losing important information. 

311 Not sure-people may withdraw more into environments & circles of people that 
seem familar & trustworthy to them via technologies like Facebook. That will be problematic 
because they won't necessarily hear/read other points of view & ideas. 

334 I see students of information studies having a problem where to search and also 
with the decision process of what is relevant. So my answer would be based on this: Overall it 
will probably remain the same, but for some who are willing it will become easier (with 
abundance of tools, databases,...) and for some it will become harder because the amount of 
possibilities will widen and their skills stay the same. 

348 information overload will not be a problem 

351 it will become easier to avoid for some - the gap between the ones who manage to 
handle the information overload and those who dont, will widen. 

360 again, a difficult question to answer. technology will enable individuals to become 
better at filtering. 

383 more tools will be developed to deal with information overload 

386 For me, as a scholar, it'll stay roughly the same in that the scholarly perspective is 
self-correcting. We're a relatively small world and, therefore, create our own filters and guide 
our own interests on a long-term basis. For individuals in Savolainen's "everyday life 
information seeking" mode, IO will get worse but feel better. The complex, rich components 
of life will get overly simplified (witness Fox News) while the small-task resources will get 
easier (witness TripAdvisor). The crisis-driven complex situations, well outside the ELIS 
context, will find temporary cohesion through tight filters on information (witness Egypt -- 
tight and effective focus on the revolution's immediate actions). 

408 first cited info overload was in the 1300's! it's a matter of perception. if people 
don't change, perception won't change... 

409 More attention will be focused on the need to fully evaluate and use information 

429 It will be easier for young people as they enter the work force; but no better for me 
toward the end of my career (in IT). 

442 It will change, in that I think that various media sites, search engines will aim to 
improve the filtering of information (as Google has been doing, "customising" searches), so 
when using these channels it may seem like the information is easier to manage. However, the 
amount of information is still increasing, with more channels emerging (e.g. augmented 
reality) so I think, on balanace IO will become more of a problem 

451 'information overload' fundamentally is NOT a problem. Proper framing is we are 
blessed to be in an era of information abundance. 
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452 People will become desensitized to information overload. This may have a 
detrimental effect as important sources may be disregarded. 

456 We cannot knoe the answer to the question 

465 The actual information will disappear in a sea of noise 

474 I don't know 

538 I expect/hope that we will figure our how to filter and process relevant information 
thorugh technology 

551 People will have no choice but to learn how to communicate more effectively and 
efficiently, choosing the right channel and medium. The current over-relieance on text-based 
media will subside. 

577 I think it will be nessesary to teach people, how to handle with such an amount of 
information 

589 Don't know 

590 predicting the future is never a good idea 

599 There will be more information on the web easily accessible and the trick is not to 
get intimidated just embrace it 

622 It is unsettled at this point. 

632 the wealthy will pay for filters; the poor will have to search while hampered by ads 
and poor results 

665 It will be easier for adspammers to penetrate firewalls and affect my productivity, 
especially as campus info is now going OFF campus to ukse 3rd party insesure data-mined 
software applications. 

699 Information I always going to increase I believe that IT solutions will become 
more suited to certain individuals in order to feasibly help withe the problem. However in 
order to fully appreciate and solve the problem information managent will babe to be held at 
all levels of knowledge. Therefore training people will be the order of the future and therefore 
the low level issue of information increasing will be quashed by the high level real solution of 
teaching people knowledge to deal with the information 

 

17. How do you believe the information environment will change in the future? 

(general academics) 

50 It is impossible to predict because both the medium of transmission changes as 
well as the content and the volume of information 

51 it depends on market forces 

92 People will find it harder to distinguish between information of good and poor 
quality 
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106 technologies for filtering and using artificial intelligence will make information 
flow more meaningful 

120 people will take less care and detail with information 

188 I do not see the volume of information going down, but I do see an increased 
empahsis on providing quality information as part of one's professional role. 

218 Easier, due to more advanced search options. Search engines should start getting 
smarter eventually. 

258 Perhaps better tools will be developed to deal with so much information, and some 
avenues will be filtered out? 

283 It will be there when were given tasks to do which require vast amounts of 
information. 

313 factually it will get worse but people will get used to it 

327 Removal of noise i.e. more targeted information transfer 

330 Personally I believe I will still manage, but the amount of information I recieve 
will be decided solely by myself – prioritization 

 

// End of Appendix B: The Written Response Table 

 


