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Abstract

Brenda Dervin presented a paper in 1983 titled “An Overview of Sense-Making
Research: Concepts, Methods and Results to Date” at a conference. She
presented the “Sense-Making Methodology (SMM)” in the 1983 paper with
the introduction of its core concepts, methods, and applications. SMM is a
user-centered theory for methodology and has been widely applied to a wide
range of fields. The findings of this study show that the 1983 paper has a long-
term influence on other research articles and its influence has expanded into
more disciplines and topics over time. Most of 283 articles citing the 1983
paper were information behavior articles published in journals of library
and information science. This study contributes to confirm that the primary
influence of this 1983 paper was established by a few concepts related to
SMM. Not all three basic concepts constructing the SMM, “gaps”, “situations”,
and “uses”, were the most influential concepts in terms of number of citation
contexts. “Gaps” was the most frequently cited concept related to SMM (17.5%),
closely followed by “sense-making/nonsense-making (17.3%)”. However, “SMM”
was the most influential concept in terms of number of research topics of citing
articles.

Keywords: Sense-Making Methodology, Citation context, Bibliometrics,
Research influence

SUMMARY

This study used citation context analysis to explore the scholarly influence
of Dervin’s first paper on Sense-Making Methodology (SMM), which was
presented at a conference in 1983. SMM is a representative user-centered theory
of information behavior appeared in an early period when information behavior
research began to emphasize the importance of information users around 1970s.
Dervin introduced the SMM with a conference paper titled “An overview of
sense-making research: Concepts, methods and results.” The assumptions,

methods, and results of studies using the Sense-Making approach were detailed in
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the 1983 paper. After 1983, Dervin continued to advance the SMM and published
several papers related to SMM. This indicates that the 1983 paper established a
foundation of SMM. The original SMM paper has to be explored while tracking
the evolution of SMM and its influence on other studies. Thus, this study only
focused Dervin’s 1983 paper.

SMM is an approach to research, consisting of several concepts. To confirm
how this 1983 paper demonstrated its scholarly influence on other researchers
and their research, the method of citation context analysis was used to identify
what content cited by other researchers and their reasons. Conducting the citation
context analysis highly relies on the understanding of researchers’ understanding
of SMM. The findings of this study help us understand the research value of
this 1983 paper. Moreover, we can verify how various concepts of SMM were
used by other studies and whether the SMM concepts are the main reason that
generated the scholarly influence of this 1983 paper. The citation context analysis
was conducted by reading the texts surrounding the in-text citations citing the
1983 SMM paper and then identifying the influential concepts embedded in a
cited paper. The relationship between citing articles and the 1983 SMM paper can
be investigated through citation context analysis. In addition, we observed the
changes in citation contexts over times.

A total of 457 in-text citations found in 283 articles citing Dervin’s 1983
paper on SMM were analyzed in this study. Two interdisciplinary citation index
databases, Web of Science and Scopus, were used to search citing articles that
were published in English and before 2019. After examining the reference list
and in-text citations of each citing article, 457 in-text citations were marked for
analyzing the cited contents and cited reasons. Typically, one in-text citation
represent one citation context if it cites a single concept. Based on data analyzed
in this study, the number of citation contexts ranged between one and 11. The
average citation context of a citing article was 1.6. Most citing articles (68.9%)
were found to cite the 1983 paper once with one citation context.

The results of this study show that the 1983 paper has an interdisciplinary
influence, supported by the fact that 283 citing articles were published in journals
across 19 disciplines. The discipline attribute of a citing article was determined
by referring to the subject category of the journal assigned by Journal Citation
Reports. For journals with two or more subject categories, their disciplinary
attributes were decided by referring to the classification numbers of the journals
recorded in the database Ulrichsweb. The 1983 paper was highly influential in the
field of library and information (LIS). 73.9% of citing articles were published in
the LIS journals. Two disciplines with the same second largest number of citing
articles were computer science, and business and economics, which accounted
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for only 4.2% of citing articles individually. To confirm what research topics
of studies were influenced by the 1983 paper, we determined the single main
research topic for individual citing article by examining the titles, keywords,
and abstracts. Over half of citing articles (54.4%) were related to information
behavior, followed by information retrieval (13.4%). This study confirmed that
the 1983 SMM paper has the greatest influence on Information behavior articles
published in LIS journals, 64.6% of the 209 LIS articles citing the 1983 paper.
This meets our assumption because the 1983 paper focused on the topic of
information behavior. Moreover, a trend of increasing proportion of citing articles
on information behavior was observed.

Four hundred and fifty-seven in-text citations collected from 283 citing
articles were analyzed with regards to specific influential concepts embedded
in the 1983 paper. Except for six in-text citations, each in-text citation was
associated with one citation context and presented a specific concept citing
from the 1983 paper. Each of the six in-text citations was observed to cite two
categories of concepts from the 1983 paper. Thus, a total of 463 citation contexts
were analyzed and counted for reporting the findings of cited concepts. Among
15 categories of the cited concepts linking to the 1983 paper, the concept “gaps”,
which referred to information needs, was cited most (17.5% of all citation
contexts). The “sense-making/non-sense making” concept was a close second
most cited concept (17.3%). For the three essential aspects of SMM, “gaps”,
“situations”, and “uses”, “situations” and “uses” were not cited as frequently as
“gaps” was. “Situations” was the fourth most cited concept, referred to the time-
space contexts at which sense in constructed or unconstructed. “Uses” was the
eighth most cited concept (5.6%), referred to the helpful or blocking information.
In addition, comparing the changes in proportions of each cited concepts over
time, the top one cited concept “gaps” revealed an increasing trend.

For the analysis of cited reasons based on the 457 in-text citations, this study
adopted the 10 categories of cited reasons used by a previous study. “Related
studies” was the most common cited reason and had been the number one cited
reason over time because the “literature review” was one requirement for an
academic article, accounted for 36.5% of 463 citation contexts. Eight out of the
15 cited concepts were cited frequently for the reason of “related studies”. The
second most common cited reason was “term” (13.0%) for which the authors of
most citing articles only mentioned the term “SMM” or “SMM is an information
behavior theory” without further statement. The findings also showed that the
cited concepts were cited for various reasons. Three concepts (“gaps”, “sense-
making/non-sense making”, and “introduction of SMM”) were cited by nine
possible reasons except the “research method” Reason. To improve the precision



212 Journal of Educational Media & Library Sciences 57 : 2 (2020)

level of a specific cited reason, the location of a citation context where an in-text
citation was placed was also analyzed due to the connection between the locations
and the cited reasons. For example, “related studies” were frequently stated in
the Introduction section or Literature Review section. Among the 10 locations in
various sections of a scholarly paper, “literature review” was confirmed to be the
number one location with the largest number of in-text citations.

This study confirmed that all cited concepts were related to SMM, which
indicated that the 1983 paper is an essential paper on SMM. In addition, although
the concept of sense-making approach was not the most influential one with the
largest number of citation contexts, it was observed to be applied by citing articles
published by non-LIS disciplines the most. The citing articles were only collected
from two databases. This means that the scholarly influence of the 1983 paper on
SMM is underestimated. Additionally, only the 1983 paper was the focus in this
study, and Dervin has published other publications on SMM. The influence of
SMM can be reflected in other publications related to SMM. Therefore, this study
suggests expanding the studies of the influence of SMM by adding other SMM
publications by Dervin. The differences in influence between various publications
related to SMM can be compared.
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