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Abstract. In conducting their research, scholars are not only information seek-
ers, they are information keepers and managers as well. This paper describes a 
study of seventeen scholars from Education and Health disciplines (College of 
Nursing and Health Science College) in the Public Authority for Applied Edu-
cation and Training (PAAET), Kuwait and their research-related personal in-
formation collections. A model explaining the size, diversity, hybridity and 
fragmentation of these collections to immediate and underlying causes is  
presented.  
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1 Introduction 

Within their research, scholars engage in “searching, collecting, reading, writing and 
collaborating” [25]. As a result of these information practices, they build and then 
have to manage significant Personal Information Collections (PICs) [23], [16]. Such 
materials accumulate over time [17] and collections can grow to be huge in size, di-
verse in nature and format [11]. They include books, published works, and web pages, 
emails and electronic files on a computer’s hard drive [11]. Ensuring that information 
can be re-found when needed and so “exploited” [17], [27] is an information and data 
management challenge [10].  

Investigation of these issues requires a holistic view of what are often separated out 
as different fields of study, i.e. Information Behaviour (IB), Personal Information 
Management (PIM) and Information Practice (IP). Research in this area should link 
information practices to the research process, and include investigation of the man-
agement of research data as well as secondary literature and other information. Stu-
dies often focus either on physical or electronic information collections [5], [15], [1], 
[13], [28] but both should be looked at together.   

The purpose of this paper is to describe a study that was carried out to develop 
such in-depth understanding of scholars’ research-related PICs. The study examined 
how research-related PICs are created, used and managed within the research process. 
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It explored the factors that shape their management and sought to evaluate how suc-
cessful scholars are at achieving the exploitation of information they collect.   

2 Literature Review 

Personal information management (PIM) is about how people “acquire or create, 
store, organize, maintain, retrieve, use, and distribute the information needed to com-
plete tasks (work-related or not)”  [12]. Researchers have investigated PIM in diverse 
ways such as to develop a system for information retrieval to facilitate information re-
use [29] while others investigated information discovery and finding only [6], [7], 
[20], [4].  

Relatively few studies to date have investigated scholars as information keepers 
and managers, rather the focus has tended to be on scholars information seeking be-
havior, in the context of their literature review [6], [24], [22]. One exception is Kaye 
et al. [18] who investigated forty eight scholars in multiple disciplines and ranging in 
seniority from graduate students to professors by touring their offices and conducting 
semi-structured interviews. The study found that academics not only store information 
for the purposes of information retrieval, but also for “creating legacy, sharing re-
sources, confronting fears and anxieties and identity construction” [18]. The main 
uses were similar across disciplines and seniority. A great variety of storage strategies 
were uncovered in the research. Physical collections of information were stored in 
anything from custom-built offices to a mobile solution of bags and boxes stored in 
the back of a car. Digitally, academics developed their own individual way of archiv-
ing digital material rather than using available tools and solutions [18]. This is a rela-
tively unique study. 

Therefore, the aim of this research was to add to such relatively sparse literature by 
examining how research-related PICs are created, used and managed within the re-
search process by answering main questions:  What are personal information collec-
tions of scholars like? How do scholars use their personal information collections in 
their research? It also explored the factors that shaped their Personal Information 
Management (PIM) activities such as discipline, seniority, time pressure and the qual-
ity of support services.  

3 Methodology 

The study adopted an emergent design and an interpretive-qualitative approach based 
on in-depth, face-to-face interviews in order to understand the scholars’ world and life 
[3] as they talk about their experience in their own words [21]. The focus of this paper 
is to present analysis of seventeen interviews of scholars in the Public Authority for 
Applied Education and Training (PAAET), Kuwait, from the disciplines of Education 
and Health preceded by tours of their personal space of information and observation. 

In addition to interviews, photographs of scholars’ personal space of information 
and their information collections were taken and treated as data complementing the 
interviews and achieve more understanding [26]. The interviews were transcribed 
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then analyzed thematically with the photographs to produce a list of codes which were 
then integrated to produce the themes identified in the textual data [19]. Transcripts 
and photographs were sorted into broad categories known as “proto-themes” [8] in 
order to allow themes to emerge from the data by categorizing similar topics together. 
The transcribed interviews were re-read in order to refine the proto-themes into the 
actual themes [3], [8].   

4 Findings 

The study found that scholars’ research information collections are large, diverse, 
hybrid, and fragmented (see figure 3 below). Scholars’ personal space of information 
contained a massive quantity of information related to their research that is stored in 
different places at different stages of the research. The part of a scholar’s desk where 
they were working usually contained an accumulation of information related to re-
search, sometimes merged with non-research material such as for teaching, and man-
agement tasks. Research is an “off-on process” scholars said, so that when they are in 
an active research mood, the amount of the information on their desks is larger than 
when they are less active research mode. Within their working offices, the research 
collection accumulated in different storage places such as open shelves, drawers and 
closed cabinets in the form of piles, files, pile of files and randomly stored piles with-
in a file. Information was stored in huge amounts electronically too. Electronic folders 
were found on scholars’ desktops, external storage devices, and stored virtually in 
personal E-mail or websites of participants that were created in an effort to support 
their own research tools of management.  

 

   

Fig. 1. Pile and files of diverse papers stored physically in different ways in the main setting 
working space  

 

Fig. 2. Electronically stored diverse research related information collections 
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The research-related PIC was found to be typically diverse in type, including four 
main categories of material, namely: sources gathered for the literature review,  
research data, publications and administrative papers. 

Even after publishing a paper, literature review sources were kept by many scho-
lars. They said that they thought they would need the material in future research in the 
same subject. It was also kept to share with colleagues in their local network within 
the department or anywhere across Kuwait. The second type of information was re-
search data. It was found that the original paper questionnaires, for example, were 
kept together with processed results. Electronic versions were stored on their personal 
computers. Some scholars found it enough to keep the summary of the data in SPSS 
or Excel tables, but others preferred keeping the data as originally collected in the 
form of paper questionnaires. Research publications were also part of the collection, 
again occurring in both traditional and electronic formats. The final category of ma-
terial in the collection was paperwork related to the research project.  

In addition to its size and diversity, the scholars’ collection was hybrid in formats 
including a complex mix of physical and electronic content, and located in multiple 
locations that change at different research stages. There was typically no clear strate-
gy of keeping print or electronic or even both. All what was found is a random mix of 
both with a large amount of redundancy. All four types forming the diverse collection 
were found in both print and electronic form. Some scholars prefer reading printed 
versions while others prefer reading electronic. Some would tend to start with one 
version and continue reading in the other.  

The collection is also fragmented. Enormous piles of papers and files were stored in 
multiple spaces whether in the main or secondary setting, in addition to abundant exter-
nal storage devices for saving electronic versions such as flash memory and hard disks. 
Working in different locations necessitated the existence of the collection in each of the 
locations either by carrying the collection between locations by a mobility solution or 
like in some case keeping multiple copies here and there. Scholars tried to build an iden-
tical copy of the collection in each location, however hard that was to achieve.     

The causes for these collection features can be divided into two main categories 
namely immediate and underlying causes.  

The immediate causes found were the need for research, time pressure, quality of 
space, technology opportunity, support services, English resources and display. Scho-
lars were obliged to conduct research for their career development. Conducting mul-
tiple research projects at the same time, along with poor support services, created time 
pressure and affected the research collection size, hybridity and fragmentation. In 
order to overcome the time pressure, and accomplish their tasks, scholars tried to 
manage their time by taking uncompleted tasks to a secondary setting (usually home) 
rather than conducting all research activities at the workplace. The quality of personal 
space triggered the failure of management of the research collection. Shared or poor 
quality offices forced scholars to find different working spaces which encouraged 
information hybridity and fragmentation. Technology opportunities such as the facili-
ties of internet and ease of tools with the currency of applications were also effective-
ly challenging scholars to maintain control. Such opportunities helped create the  
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Fig. 3. Features and causes of research-related personal information collections 
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deluge of information. When participants were asked about the services offered to 
them by PAAET libraries, all talked about their dissatisfaction about the type and 
quality of services offered to support their research tasks. Scholars expected more 
support to aid their information finding, keeping and re-finding tasks. As some of  
the modules they teach have to be taught in Arabic language, English resources were 
one of the factors that shaped the features of the scholar’s research collections. The 
research collections were displayed in the working spaces by some scholars for a 
number of reasons. The displayed collections were not limited to books and research 
output, but included awards and certificates. Such items were used for several  
purposes not for just sharing, and confronting fear of loss, but were displayed for 
remembering, constructing identity and creating legacy as well.  

The immediate causes were driven by a number of underlying causes, namely Age, 
Gender, Nationality, Seniority, Discipline, and the Place PhD obtained. The age of the 
scholar affected the extent to which scholars took technological opportunities and 
English resources. Their need of Arabic resources also was affected by the place PhD 
obtained, as scholars who had graduated from UK and USA had no problem of using 
English resources, while those who graduated from Arabic universities struggled find-
ing Arabic resources and translating material. It was found that female scholars were 
more eager to display their research related collections as well as their certificates and 
awards. Nationality affected the research and time pressure, as non Kuwaiti scholars 
were working under more pressure to conduct their research in order to renew their 
contracts. Seniority affected time pressure, quality of space, and support services. 
Whereas, the discipline affected the quality of space, technology opportunity, support 
services and English resources.  

5 Discussion and Conclusion 

This research explored the research-related personal information collections of scho-
lars in a novel context, Kuwait. A model was produced capturing the main factors 
shaping the collection, and its size, diversity, hybridity and fragmentation. It identifies 
that such collections are typically made up of four types of information content. The 
model offers an analysis of both the immediate and underlying causes of this charac-
ter. Although many of these factors (such as language and support related issues) are 
relatively unique to the Kuwaiti context, most of the features of PICs in terms of 
scale, fragmentation and hybridity as well as how the collections are used mirror find-
ings from previous studies e.g. Kaye et al. [18].  

If judged by the ability to re-find information scholars’ research-related PICs were 
in many respects a failure. Analysis of the immediate and underlying causes of the 
character of the collection point to a range of beneficial interventions from improved 
space, technology support through to training in IM principles. 
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