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When you need background information about
a community economic development (CED) project
you’re working on – market analysis, design, or
government policy – where do you go to get it? Do
you have Statistics Canada’s Community Profiles
bookmarked? Do you keep a file of newspaper or
magazine clippings? Do you e-mail colleagues for
input, or attend conferences for new ideas and
contacts? Do you drop by a restaurant to chat over
coffee? Do you go over to the public library?

There are plenty of wonderful sources of information for CED
practitioners out there. Still, mere access to information does not
necessarily mean that everyone finds the resources they need or
want. In fact, many don’t know the information is there, how to get
it, or even that they need it.

I’ve been doing a lot of work on how CED practitioners find and
use information. As a Business and Data Services Librarian at Cape
Breton University, I rub shoulders with students in the University’s
MBA-CED program, many of whom are knowledgeable staff
members of CED organizations. Over the years, I have also been
involved with many rural groups that are not well-informed about
CED policy and practice. We have all heard of the“information
inequity” between practitioners and of initiatives that bridge it with
computers and Web access. But this“chasm” is not one that can be
filled by technology alone. We also have to understand the human
variable in the information equation: the context in which people
use information is just as important as the content, or the system
used to find it. Once we understand how experienced CED
practitioners carry out and apply research, I believe we can better
meet the needs of all.

That’s the basis of my research. Since 2007, I’ve surveyed and
interviewed 82 Canadian CED practitioners. I’m trying to discover
how they find and use information in order to discern better
approaches to information provision for all CED
practitioners.

The target population of my surveys included organizations in rural
and urban settings with both community- and population-specific
objectives. Nearly all (90%) are employees of CED organizations,

Information Behaviours

73% hold a university degree, and 61% have been with the
organization more than five years. Most of those surveyed are
with urban organizations (68.2%).

So, my typical survey respondent was a university graduate
and a long-term employee of a CED organization in an urban
setting. It was difficult to identify and contact the smaller
volunteer-based organizations, which speaks to the bigger issue of
the disparity amongst CED groups. Small groups generally lack
the resources to maintain memberships, directory contact
information, organizational e-mail addresses, and so on. This is
unfortunate, for research suggests that CED organizations in
Canada, regardless of size and budget, see themselves as major
infrastructure for innovation and development within their

CED’s Information Gap
A new strategy applies community assets to a problem that technology alone can’t fix
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We have all heard of the “information inequity”
between practitioners & of initiatives that bridge
it with computers & Web access. But this “chasm”
is not one that can be filled by technology alone.
The context in which people use information is
just as important as the content, or the system
used to find it.

communities. CED practitioners in rural and northern
communities often see their groups as the only mechanism for
community-oriented action in their respective towns and villages.
From what I have gathered in interviews and in my own experi-
ence it seems that many volunteer-based organizations may be
“out of the loop” and consequently don’t know about learning
events, CED web resources, etc. That’s a dilemma, given the large
task these groups have set for themselves.

What did the survey respondents tell us? Most indicated that
they trust social contacts more than published sources when
tracking down information. This type of research should not
come as a surprise. First, consider that individuals may not know
that there are external sources of information available. One
survey respondent indicated,“we are in a remote northern
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(photo) What better exemplifies the
integral role of the public library in rural
life than the “bookmobile”? As Branch
Library Head in Baddeck, Cape Breton,
Kate Oland (left) knows not only the
people and issues in her own community,
but the surrounding villages she visits
monthly with the county bookmobile. One
household on her route has been serving
lunch to bookmobile staff for 50 years.
Photo courtesy of Cape Breton Regional
Library.

community so much of the information we need can only be accessed locally/anecdotally
because it does not exist elsewhere.” As well, using social contacts is common in professional
settings. Colleagues, in the same organization or in others, are often easier to find and
approach than published sources and the anonymous resources found in telephone
directories and on websites.

(While preferring social contacts to published sources, however, these same respondents
felt would be more successful if it sought information from external
sources. Individuals tend to be more confident in our own abilities than in those of the
whole organization. As well, if an individual believes the whole organization could perform
better, s/he will go to greater lengths for information that could improve it.)

Internet technology adds a level of comfort and ease to all information gathering. Not
only are contacts readily available through e-mail and social networking sites, there is also
fast, easy access on the web to information that may not otherwise be available. Most
respondents reported that they regularly search on the web for information for their
organization, and that they use government websites and bookmarked CED websites
weekly. Most indicated that they usually search until they“run out of time.” All said they
regularly come across information on the web that is relevant to their organization when
they are not deliberately looking for it.

How interesting, then, that few listed web searching as“an important means of informa-
tion gathering”! Fully 18.2% of respondents did not consider books and magazines to be
reliable sources of information either. (Ironically, the ones most distrustful of magazines
and books were not young people who have grown up with the web; it was respondents
over 40.) Another surprise was that 56.8% of respondents did not consider turning to their
public library to do research.

Intrigued, I conducted follow-up in interviews with rural CED practitioners. I learned
that they hesitated to use their library because they did not think it would have appropriate
resources; nor did they feel that library staff would have sufficient expertise to find useful

their organization

Résumé : L’écart
d’information en DÉC

Nous avons tous entendu dire comment
les ordinateurs et l’accès à l’Internet
peuvent fermer l’écart d’information qui
existe entre les praticiens, surtout
urbains et ruraux. Mais la technologie
ne suffit pas. Le contexte dans lequel
les personnes utilisent l’information est
tout aussi important que l’information
elle-même ou le système utilisé pour
l’obtenir.

Laura Syms, une bibliothécaire
des services aux entreprises et des
données à l’Université du Cap Breton
a questionné des praticiens de DÉC
chevronnés afin d’apprendre comment
ils trouvent et utilisent l’information.
Qu’a-t-elle découvert? Lorsqu’ils
cherchent de l’information, la plupart
des répondants font davantage
confiance à des contacts sociaux que
des sources publiées. En fait, peu
considèrent la recherche sur l’Internet
comme « une façon importante de
recueillir de l’information » et plus de
18 % ne se fient pas aux livres et
magasines non plus. Plus de la moitié
n’utiliseraient pas la bibliothèque
publique pour faire de la recherche.

Laura a donc développé Point of
Reference™, un service de référence et
d’orientation pour les groupes de DÉC
des communautés rurales. Il informe les
praticiens par rapport à l’information de
qualité qui leur est disponible à travers
le réseau de bibliothèques publiques et
leurs partenaires, les bibliothèques
scolaires. Point of Reference encourage
aussi les bibliothèques publiques à
comprendre elles-mêmes que le capital
social a un rôle important dans le
développement de la communauté
locale.
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information. Many groups in small communities are comprised of
volunteers. Their organizations usually have few resources. They
are not able to purchase materials and seldom have access to
professional research services. Unlike larger, urban CED organi-
zations, many smaller organizations lack staff with competence in
business and may not even be familiar with business terminology.

This strikes me as a situation in which many CED practitio-
ners literally don’t know what they don’t know. They don’t know
how to navigate the information channels available to them either
through the web, or through one of the most well-resourced and
ubiquitous of community-based assets – the regional system of
public libraries. To top it off, I learned that many libraries have
little awareness of CED organizations either.

unable to supply this information, so the query is sent to CBRL
Headquarters and then on to the CBU Library, if necessary.

The referral aspect of the service ensures an inquirer who may
be skeptical about the expertise of local staff that, ultimately, a
business librarian is available. Arrangements for resource delivery
are made and turnaround times are established. Community
uptake is monitored and success measures instituted.

The primary objective of PoR is to educate CED workers
about the advantages of using quality external information
sources and the need to take an evidence-informed approach. The
secondary goal is to inform community libraries about the work
of CED groups in their area, and create a culture that encourages
public libraries to become engaged in the development of their
local community, with library staff recognized as important social
capital.

We are very optimistic about PoR and believe it can make
rural libraries change agents in their communities. The project is
the result of excellent collaboration between Cape Breton
Regional Library and Cape Breton University Library, formalized
with a memorandum of understanding. This quality of working
relationship between public and academic libraries may not be
easily replicated elsewhere. It does demonstrate what can be
achieved when such a relationship is established, however. As
community assets, rural libraries can help small, isolated
nonprofits connect with a wealth of information resources, and in
turn, can help government and national CED organizations
connect with the grassroots.

This is just one strategy that has resulted from one survey and
a number of interviews. Just imagine what else might be achieved,
if we knew more about how CED practitioners find, use,
manage, and provide information?

LAURA SYMS is the Business and Data Services Librarian at Cape Breton
University. She has been involved in the nonprofit sector on Cape Breton
Island for a number of years and has worked closely with faculty and
students in CBU’s MBA-CED since it was instituted in 1997.

If you have observations about your own or your organization’s “CED
information behaviour,” Laura would be delighted to hear from you.
Please contact her at laura_syms@cbu.ca.

Point of Reference

In light of all this, I have developed an information provision
strategy for rural nonprofit organizations. Point of Reference™
(PoR) is a reference and referral service for CED groups in rural
communities served by Cape Breton Regional Library (CBRL).
Its purpose is to provide quality information to CED groups.

Here’s how PoR works. Branch library staff make presenta-
tions to local community development groups to describe the
magazine databases and links to CED web resources available
through the local library. If the local branch cannot handle a
query, if headquarters cannot provide the required information
and/or resources, the query is referred to Cape Breton University
Library.

Let’s say a community group is considering a community
garden project to engage youth and senior citizens. The local
library provides community demographics, a magazine article
describing a successful community garden project, and some web
resources. In conversation, the library staff person and commu-
nity worker determine that it might be good to have some
research indicating the benefits of intergenerational mentoring
and perhaps some resources on liability issues. The local library is

The primary objective of PoR is to educate CED
workers about the advantages of using quality
external information sources & the need to take
an evidence-informed approach. The secondary
goal is to inform community libraries about the
work of CED groups in their area.




