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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to set forth the sense-making methodolo-
gical approach which has been developed since 1972 in a programmatic
research effort specifically focused on developing alternative approaches 10
the study of human use of information and information systems. In terms of
research genres as identified in the current literature, sense-making has been
used to study the needs, images, and satisfactions of users and potential users
of information/communication systems—in short, what users want from
systems, what they get, and what they think about them.'

in the first section of this chapter, the underlying assumptions and
iheoretic foundations of the methodology are set forth. This is followed by a
description of the methodology and its derivative methods. A third seciion
presents exemplars of how the approach has been used in several different
studies of users and potential users of information/communication systems.
in a final section, the approach is positioned in the context of the current
debates in the social sciences generally and specifically in terms of the qualita-
tive-versus-quantitative research distinction. -

Since the focus of this book is on qualitative research, it is important al
this point to note that the approach described in this chapter is a gualitative

* approach. However, it is also a quantitative approach. It can in some senses be
said to stand between methodologicai divisions, in that it cannot be placed at
cithef one end or another of the many polarities that form the current contesis
in the social sciences: for example, qualitative versus guantitative, admin-
istrative versus critical, theorctic versus applicd, structuralist versus
individualist. These matters are discussed in greater detail in the final sect ion
of this chapter.

UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS
AND THEORETIC FOUNDATIONS

The term sense-making has come to be used to refer to a theoretic net, a
set of assumptions and propositions, and a set of methods which have been
developed to study the making of sense that people do in their everyday
experiences. Some people call sense-making a theory, others a set of methods,
athers a methodology, others a body of findings. In the most general sense, it
is ail of these.

it is, first, and foremost, a set of metatheoretic assumptions and
propositions about the nature of information, the nature of human use of
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HReported in Scott Wittet, “Information Needs of Southeast Asian Refugees
in Clinical and Hospital Situations” (Master's thesis, University of
Washington, 1983).

RParticulariy helpful to the author in developing this chapter have been
Richard F. Carter, *Comparative Analysis and Theoty in Communication™
{Paper presented to the International Communication Association, San
Erancisco, 1989); “Ferment in the Field” (special issue), Jowrnal of
Communication 33, no. 3 (Summer 1983); Anthony Giddens, “The Orthodox
Consensus and Emerging Synthesis,” in Dervin et al., Rethinking
Communication 1, 53-65; Stuart Hall, “ldeology and Communication
Theory,” in Dervin et al., Rethinking Communication 1, 40-52.
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