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This is a comparative study of the information-seeking strategies of academic and 

popular biographers. Results were gathered via survey and interviews. The study asks the 

question, “When scholarly biographers research their topics, are they searching in the 
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1. Introduction 

In its most general sense, biography is the act of one person recounting the life of 

another. Biography serves as scholarship and popular entertainment. Previous studies of 

the information-seeking behavior of biographers have considered it a subset of historical 

research. Yet the work of the biographer does not always fall into the academic domain, 

as significant numbers of biographies are published for popular consumption. This study 

works toward a better understanding of both the popular and academic realms of 

biography. Through surveys and interviews completed by professional writers of both 

types, one hopes not only to bring attention to this under-analyzed group but also to 

compare the information-seeking approaches of popular and scholarly biographers. The 

comparative analysis will give particular attention to the role of technology, archival 

collections and the social aspects of this type of research. 

2. Literature Review 

There are several general studies that deal in whole or in part with biographic 

information seeking, including Tibbo (2003), Wengraf (2001) and Miller (2005). Of these 

foundational writings, Tibbo focuses on the availability of primary resources for 

historians, including biographers, and considers whether recent technological advances 

have improved access to archival collections. Tibbo also finds that biographers cite a 

wide range of resources, from print to online databases and web searching, and considers 

what this variety implies for archives and virtual repositories. Wengraf has created a 

highly practical manual on proper practices for semi-structured interviews that 

encompasses the entire process, from creating practical questions to behavior in the 

interview setting. Miller’s range of articles on biography represents the last five decades 



of professional and academic description of the practice of biographical research. Miller 

generally considers biography as methodologically homologous to history. 

On the premise of this shared methodology, it was worthwhile to review a 

selection of studies with this broader scholarly context, notably Dalton & Charnigo 

(2004), and Delgadillo & Lynch (1999). Dalton & Charnigo's article investigates which 

resources historians rate as most significant and how they find them. The authors 

emphasize the use of electronic materials but find that print remains most popular and 

electronic resources are most often used to locate and recognize useful sources. 

Delgadillo & Lynch investigate whether graduate students exhibit the same information-

seeking behaviors as established scholars and questions how they use new technologies 

versus reference services at the university library.  

There is considerable literature on historians’ use of informal search strategies in 

archival settings. One predominant method includes searching for materials on a certain 

topic or period with personal names as an access point. Charles Cole, in multiple studies 

(Cole 1998, Cole 2000), focuses on PhD candidates and provides a formal analysis of the 

cognitive benefits of performing searches based on proper names. This strategy is most 

useful when accessing archival collections, a crucial step in obtaining primary sources. 

Duff (2002) suggests that the prevalence of this personal-name strategy may be due to the 

lack of subject or keyword access to most archival collections. Duff’s analysis of 

information seeking in archival collections emphasizes the importance of using these 

names in each stage of her process of orientation to the collection, seeking known 

material, building context and identifying relevant material.  



The less-documented popular and specialized biographers are explored in the 

work of Lee (2009) and Bloom (1980). Lee offers an overview of biographical 

methodology and notably discusses the trend of tell-all biographies that share a 

methodology with investigative and tabloid journalism. Bloom defines “popular” and 

“super-pop” biographies as discrete categories, discussing their different uses and citation 

of sources. A few studies delineate the challenges faced by these biographers. Taylor 

(2008) and Hudson (2009) cover the dearth of resources. Taylor describes how 

biographies of African-American women in the 19th century are "hidden" in traditional 

sources, and must be approached in a different way. Hudson discusses the problems 

encountered when dealing with a controversial subject, on whom traditional information 

is scarce and having to use more unusual, nontraditional sources for research.  

The weight of literature on biographical methodology equates biographical 

research and standard historical research. While some studies have been done strictly on 

the practices of biographers, there has been no formal discussion of the relationship 

between academic biographical research and its more popular counterpart. The study is 

structured to function as an exploration of this correlation. 

3. Methodology  

The study proceeded in several stages. It required the development of an IRB, in 

order to protect the confidentiality of the subjects, as well as surveys and interviews as 

data collection tools. The goal was to provide different perspectives on biographers 

through multiple methods of data collection; nevertheless, a web survey is the most 

convenient, reaches the most people, and does not require the constant presence of the 



researcher, and thus the largest part of the process involved the online survey.  This 

involved the researcher to function as editor.  

Some challenges were encountered in creating the survey. To reflect the research 

goals in every question, irrelevant questions were removed, and new elements added. For 

example, the late addition of the participant’s affiliation gave a greater sense of his or her 

professional standing (Appendix 9.2). The survey was pared to about 10-15 minutes, to 

respect time constraints. The greatest difficulty was striking a balance between open 

ended and "option-selecting" questions. It was recognized that open-ended questions may 

generate the most spontaneous and textual responses, but they take more time, and are 

often given short shrift by participants. Additionally, they cannot be cross-referenced and 

tabulated by the Survey Monkey program.  

Nevertheless, an initial question was left open ended, to determine into which 

group to place the respondent: “What do you consider your primary readership?”(P2Q3). 

This also gives a greater sense of the range of responses, and the perspective of the 

biographers on their audience. A filter was created that accurately singled out the 

academics using the terms “scholars,” “academics” and “historians.” Then, the results 

were downloaded for easier separation of data. The survey was left open online for a 

period of three weeks. Finally, a contact box was included at the end of the survey for 

participants who would be open to interviews. 

Since the interviews were intended to complement and parallel the survey, while 

being relatively brief, the two templates were essentially the same, with all questions 

phrased as open-ended. Demographic information was only requested for those who did 

not take the online survey. The method used to record the data was transcription. The 



methodology of interviewing was more adaptive than that of the surveys, due to the 

choice to engage in spontaneous dialogue generated by different responses. For example, 

in response to the survey question on format of publication (P2Q3), the first respondent 

misunderstood the meaning, although she had answered this appropriately on the online 

survey. This led to a clarified phrasing of the question in the second interview. In general, 

in the second interview, a looser approach, rather than a rigid question-and-answer 

format, prevailed. Since the second subject was much more voluble than the first, this 

generated new questions. Introducing questions facilitated transition back to the template. 

The methodology adopted for analyzing the interview was to put the transcriptions of 

both interviews into a spreadsheet, so that the texts of template responses could be 

viewed simultaneously. The two interview subjects were known and marked throughout 

as Int1 and Int2. Another column for comments was left on the right (See appendix 9.6).  

3. Data Collection 

Data collection began with a pilot survey, a standardized invitation letter, and 

various methods of contacting participants. The online pilot survey was given to six 

subjects, who confirmed our estimate of ten to fifteen minutes as the length. In 

developing an invitation letter, I  took care to disclose their identity, while assuring 

participants that their own would be kept confidential. The theme of the study offered a 

professional incentive, providing a valuable and critical contribution to the academic 

study of biography. Yet without any material incentive to offer, there was a dearth of 

participants. For academic biographers, list-servs of universities were useful, but it was 

more difficult to contact popular biographers. One successful method was to write to 

known biographers or look up new ones on Amazon. The vehicle of contact was often 



Facebook, or personal websites with direct emails.  Another effective tactic employed 

was to ask personal acquaintances who were biographers or knew them. Altogether, there 

were fourteen online survey takers, and two interviews. 

4. Data Analysis 

Based on the intended-audience question, it was possible to break down the 

respondents to seven popular biographers, two children’s biographers and five 

academic/scholarly. Children’s biographers were included in the academic category on 

the reasoning that biography written for children has an inherently educational purpose, 

even if it is not for the university. This had the added benefit of balancing the two 

categories numerically (seven each). The two sets of data were then laid out in simple 

spreadsheets, with written responses included, allowing for side-by-side comparison. A 

spreadsheet of this data, as well as illustrative charts, is available in Appendix 9.5. 

In terms of goals, the survey shows that the academic biographers have a greater 

variety of modes of transmission. In addition to the 85% who plan to publish in book 

form, there are also several different modes used by a minority (14%), such as journal 

articles, theses, instruction, and even websites. Conversely, popular biographers think 

primarily of monograph publication, with a small percentage (28%) aiming to publish in 

magazines. The overall predominance of book publication is significant. 

When asked about how they typically began research, one of the greatest 

commonalities among both groups was the tendency to search for preexisting 

publications on the topic. Both also start with web searching. In addition, both have an 

equally low inclination to search for audiovisual materials or, least of all, to talk to a 

librarian. A marked difference was noted between the two groups in their discussion with 



colleagues about their topics. A great majority of the academic group, while only a small 

minority of the popular, places great value on collegial discourse. While the variety of 

methods used to locate relevant collections was great, they likewise centered around 

different types of web searching and talking to colleagues and personal connections. 

Moving on to the materials most important to biographers, there is a sizable 

contrast in the use of published monographs, academics choosing them twice as much as 

the popular. On the other hand, more popular than academics use unpublished materials 

and artifacts.  The strongest correlation is in the use of personal interviews, strengthened 

by additional comments. As one respondent added:  “Interviews are the very best. I also 

like to use films, records, pictures. Letters and emails forwarded by people I interview are 

very good.” 

The range of methods of academics seems to be slightly wider than that of 

popular biographers. The strongest common tendency for both is “talking to personal 

contacts and colleagues. The sharpest difference was in the use of online library catalogs, 

with all the academic participants and only 28% of the popular saying they are most 

useful. Also, library and archival websites are used heavily by academics, but hardly by 

“populars.” Conversely, “populars” use commercial search engines twice as much as 

academics. 

As for the biggest obstacles in completing research, academics emphasized the 

problems with identifying relevant archival collections and the materials therein, while 

the popular biographers had more trouble with human participants. Among the scholars, 

all seem to be regular users of technology, but only one scholar suggested that he sought 

out and used digital materials. A possible reason for this could be that materials are not 



digitized or not easily findable.  One participant laments sources often “are in private 

collections, not catalogized, [sic] or simply have never been written down” (Appendix 

9.5). Of the suggested categories, there is equality between the groups on the issue of 

time constraints, and neither group answered at all under “information unavailable,” 

except for one remark in the “other” category that mentions it. Legal constraints appear to 

be more of a problem for the popular group. Faulty information, on the other hand, is a 

greater issue for the academics. One future consideration is that this question should have 

had the option to select more than one answer, to account for a range of problems. Unlike 

other questions in the survey, the “other” garnered the majority of responses. 

4.1 Interview Analysis 

Some of the responses to the same interview questions were completely parallel, 

others divergent, and some reflect a range of correlations. The interview template 

questions are given an overview here, with analysis of points of conjunction and 

difference. 

To determine whether a writer was “academic” or “popular,” the same question 

about readership was asked as on our survey (Appendix 9.6). Int1 has a looser approach 

to biography, as intermingled with memoir and literary criticism, whereas Int2 is a 

biographer in the classical sense, focused on the story of the subject as “an historian.” 

Ultimately, both fall into the academic category, although they consider the general 

public a potential audience. When asked what inspired them to choose their topic, they 

responded in the same vein. Int1 chose her subject as a literary exercise that combined 

her love of literary lives with the genre of memoir. Int2 got “hooked” by a fascinating 

story that appeared as a “feminist challenge” (App. 9.6). 



In terms of initial research search strategies, Int1 relies heavily on existing 

monographs as a guide, and then the bibliographies of these in turn. Int2 clearly holds 

primary sources as pivotal, and must see if these suffice for an original project. Int1 

asserted that “It’s seeing what’s out there,” while Int. 2 described it as “putting out a 

fishing line and seeing what you get.” (Appendix 9.6). While these are not fundamentally 

different, Int2 is more active than Int1, who prefers a more receptive approach. There is a 

great diversity in the formats Int2 uses as a biographer (P1Q3): talks, articles, book 

chapters, books, even dictionary entries in the the Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography. This is consistent with the tendency identified in the survey for academic 

biographers to use more diverse formats.  

A contrast between active and passive approaches appears again in the context of 

behavior changed by the Internet.  Both writers discuss what has happened with their 

work before and after the advent of the web, which perhaps reflects their similar age. 

Whereas Int1 used to travel to search archives, now she is not willing to go too far. She 

calls herself “lazy” as a result of her reliance on the Internet. Int2 also believes that web 

searching has made “a whole new research world,” but has not dampened her search for 

primary sources. She is cautious about the fallibility of the Internet. Both identify 

negative values in the Internet, Int1 as generating passivity, and Int2 as giving leads that 

can go astray. 

The interviewees had similar experiences with useful materials and primary 

problems. In identifying the most useful resources, both reflect upon the importance of 

one’s approach.  Both used their existing knowledge of their subjects to find 

interviewees, then relied on colleagues and primary source material. In general, the most 



useful materials are adaptive; an excellent model of this process voiced by Int2 is: “wider 

and wider concentric circles of searching” (Appendix 9.6), suggesting her process 

changes with new information. The interviewed biographers faced similar problems to 

those surveyed. Largely, legal and time constraints (Int2 relates an example citing both: a 

short life-span of a subject that ended up preventing publication). Faulty information and 

issues with archives were other key issues, though Int1 mentions a more imaginative 

problem: understanding the psychology and motivation of her subject, finding her 

“voice.”   

4.2 Conclusion: Interviews 

Int1 discusses her reluctance to immerse herself fully in one person’s life, 

whereas Int2 seems wholeheartedly devoted to it. Speculation, persistence and occasional 

luck seem to be a good recipe for biography for Int2, whereas Int1 prefers reflection and 

browsing of cross-disciplinary literature. Int1 tends to dwell on secondary sources, and 

Int2 primary, although they both judge primary, unpublished documents the most 

valuable. Both like to use interview subjects for the psychological insights and new leads 

they can provide. They recognize the profound difference modern communication 

technologies have has made to research, and they can draw contrasts from “before” and 

“after” the Internet. Although neither count librarians among their most important 

sources, they do each mention an important interaction with an information professional. 

Both state a need to find their subject’s “voice” and to use imagination and empathy as 

well as traditional research methodologies. 

5. Results 



Throughout the entire survey, human interaction was an important part of the 

research process with technological resources just behind. “Talking to personal contacts 

and colleagues” was noted as an important method for discovering relevant resources, but 

the popular group on placed significantly less importance on this as an initial strategy. 

This gives a picture of academics conferring every step of the way. Perhaps the popular 

biographers have a greater need for confidentiality at the beginning of the search, or work 

alone more at the start, whereas academics confer with each other more to scope out 

potential projects. Also reflective of variable strategies at different stages of research was 

the propensity to speak with archivists and to use OPACs at later stages while few speak 

to information professionals at the start of their research. These responses are informative 

in that they reveal processes that exist in the dialogs of academics, typically outside the 

territory of librarians.  

Overall, academics find more different types of sources useful than “populars,” 

with monographs being the most striking example. Perhaps the preference of academics 

for monographs stems from their need to cite exhaustively.  

6. Discussion and Conclusions 

6.1 Limitations 

Our study was not without its limitations. As a parallel with almost 30% of our 

respondents, time was the single most pressing limitation of our research. Ideally, our 

data collection stage would have lasted longer to encourage more participation, and more 

time to spend analyzing our data would have been preferable. More time would have 

allowed more dynamic means of gathering information. While two interviews were 

conducted, one was not from the survey respondent group (80% did not wish to be 



contacted again). This suggested that after compiling data, more useful information 

would have been attained by a focus group. Having a dialogue between biographers about 

biography, rather than a one-on-one conversation or survey, would have been an effective 

method to learn more about their search techniques and interpersonal interactions. The 

second biggest limitation was locating willing participants, and identifying ways to find 

willing participants. Ultimately, many list-servs were not helpful in finding people, and 

the majority of our participants were selected and emailed directly. As such, our sample 

is smaller than preferable and likely not representative of the field on the whole.  

6.2 Practical Implications 

This study has several practical implications for the biography community and 

nonfiction writers at large. The single most important resource for a biographer has to be 

a strong interpersonal network of colleagues and friends to be used as primary resources. 

By and large, it shows that the information most valuable to these researchers cannot 

necessarily be found in a library, but rather comes from interpersonal communication. 

Biographers are much more attracted to information from personal sources, and 

maintaining a strong network is absolutely vital to their livelihoods.  

Further, most of these researchers search for material (either in print, online, or 

via colleagues) without the assistance of a librarian or information professional. It is 

worth investigating, then, whether the standard collections and services of libraries are 

meeting the needs of these groups. Since most researchers are reliant on digital 

information sources, more research may be necessary in order to determine the reliability 

of this information and how biographers determine the accuracy of this information.  

6. 3 Conclusions  



Most biographers are eager to publish and this goal motivates their work, across 

both groups. The methodology is similar between the groups and they both prefer, by and 

large, to speak to people directly, relying on personal information then moving to 

technological resources after all interviews and personal contacts are exhausted. The 

reliance on colleagues, interviews and even forwarded emails is interesting: most 

biographers are not even thinking about libraries, except perhaps as future shelf space for 

their work. Many of the difficulties faced were shared by both groups of biographers, 

largely time constraints and the inability to obtain information as they would like (for 

instance, “not being able to travel to England” or “balky family members”). Still, 

biographers are evidently resourceful, as many have worked in the field for decades 

(median tenure: 10 years; average: 25), and thus, with or without plane tickets to 

England, this work is getting done, sometimes through alternative or less reliable sources 

than what was originally desired. As use of technology in this field increases, hopefully 

some of these problems (specifically travel related dilemmas) will be minimized and  

more doors will be opened to communication and research. Further, many biographers 

had problems accessing archival material. It seems necessary, then, to make these 

collections more findable and searchable via the web, whether or not collections are 

digitized. By and large, travel is not much of an issue for biographers anymore; the 

archival problem is now based around not knowing what exists and how to access them, 

not an inability to get there.  

6.4 Future work 

As this study was essentially a survey of biographical methodology, it reveals the 

need for more detailed research. For instance, there was a reasonably high response from 



children’s nonfiction writers (14% of respondents); this group has been underserved by 

information-behavior research in the past and it would be interesting to examine their 

behaviors more completely, to see if their needs in writing for children require different 

accommodations from library staff than those who write primarily for adults. While there 

are several studies that chronicle the behavior of graduate-level history students’ 

information-seeking behavior, they are out of date and an update to these studies would 

be a welcome addition to the information-seeking canon.   

Similarly, there was a proportionally high number of respondents who were 

primarily biographers of musicians, another underserved population in the current 

literature. This group would seem to benefit more from audiovisual materials or 

ephemera collections, and while many respondents look to materials online for their 

research, more analysis is needed to see exactly how this group is finding, using and 

verifying this online information. As digital materials become more prevalent and 

accessible, it seems likely more biographers will begin adding sources other than primary 

texts or journals, such as audiovisual material, to their research catalog, and studying 

these behavior changes could be particularly useful. Many biographers are not rating 

these or other ephemeral materials as particularly important at the moment, but as their 

online presence increases and they become more accessible, there is potential for a rise in 

their use. Even digitizing such artifacts as personal correspondence into image files 

available on the web will have a profound impact on the search behaviors of many 

biographers, and it will be important to note how digitization efforts will affect the 

profession.  
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9 Appendices: 

9.1. IRB 

9.2. Copy of SurveyMonkey survey 

9.3 Interview questions 

9.4 Invitation Letter 

9.5 Survey Analysis Spreadsheet 

9.6 Interview Analysis Spreadsheet 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
9.1 IRB 
Date: 10/25/2010                  
Sponsor Protocol Number (if applicable):_______________________ 
 
          HUMAN SUBJECT RESEARCH REVIEW FORM 
            PRATT INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
 
Name: Caitlin Arndt, Emily Fairey, Lauren Orso 
PRATT Address: SILS 
Department:: SILS 
 
E-mail Address: c.e.felicity.arndt@gmail.com, efairey@pratt.edu, 
lauren.orso@gmail.com 
 
PRATT Affiliation (Check all that apply) 
 Faculty  ___________   Research Associate______ 
 Undergraduate Student ___________  Doctoral Candidate________ 
 Graduate Student         ______X_____  Post Doctoral ___________ 
 Other   ___________ 
 
*Note students and doctoral candidate applying for IRB approval must submit written 
documentation from their faculty advisors documenting that research is being conducted 
under their supervision. 



 
Project Title: Academic and Popular Biographers’ Information Seeking Behavior  
 
This project will be conducted: 
 On Campus  ____________  Off Campus ____________ 
 Both   _______X_____ 
 
Anticipated Sponsor (s) of this project: 
 PRATT   _______X_____  Government 
 ______ 
 Foundation  ____________  Federal  ______ 
 Organization  ____________    State                    ______ 
 
Starting Date of Project: 10/20/2010              Closing Date of Project: 12/13/2010 
 
Number of Subjects: ~15 
 
NOTE:  All principal investigators, faculty, and students who will be interfacing with 
human subjects in this study must complete an online training course in the protection of 
human subjects.  This course can be accessed by going to the US Department of Health 
and Human Services’ Office for Human Research Protection website 
(http://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/) and clicking on “Education.”  At the bottom of this page, you 
will see the tutorial for the training module for assurances.  All certificates indicating 
course completion must be submitted with this application. 
To Principal Investigator:  In addition to the questions below, please furnish copies of 
any questionnaires interview formats, testing instruments or other documents necessary 
to carry out the research. 
 
The completed forms should be sent to, 

Chair, IRB 
Pratt Institute 
200 Willoughby Ave. 

     Brooklyn, NY 11205 

1.  Project Title: Academic and Popular Biographers’ Information Seeking Behavior  
 
2.  Principal Investigator: Emily Fairey 
 



3. The goal of this research is to determine if specialized biographers use the same 
information seeking techniques and behaviors as historical biographers. Possible 
participants will be asked to complete a brief online survey that aims to identify 
their information seeking behaviors. Since the results may be qualitative, some 
respondents may be asked to participate in a follow up interview depending on 
their answers to the survey, for clarification purposes or for more information.   

 
4.  Principal investigators (Faire) is an MLIS student at Pratt SILS, under the 

supervision of Dr. Pattueli. 
 
5.  Any special training for investigator will come from coursework related to LIS 

608, Human Information Behavior, and from direct mentorship of Dr. Pattueli. 
 
6.  Age of subjects will vary, but all will be 18 or older. They will be recruited 

voluntarily via online list-servs and message boards catering to writers, 
biographers and historians. Should there be an overwhelming response to the 
study, approximately 20 respondents will be chosen at random. 

 
7. There are no known risks to participating in this study. 
 
8. Evaluate the risks presented in 7. 
 a. Is it more that would normally be encountered in daily life? N/A 
 b. Do your procedures follow established and accepted methods in your 

field? Yes. 
 
9. There is no known risk involved in participating in this study. Participants’ 

information will be kept confidential to ensure privacy. Subjects will be debriefed 
after the survey by explanatory e-mail. 

 
10. There are no known benefits to participants for taking part in this research, but 

one hopes to elucidate the different types of information seeking behavior seen in 
types of biographers. By doing so, one hopes to provide information professionals 
with more information in order to aid the information seeking of biographers, and 
to provide biographers with enough information about their own behavior to 
streamline their own processes. 

 
11. Subjects will be informed of their right to participate, not participate or withdraw 

via an informed consent form available at the site of the online survey. Consent 
form is attached. 

 



12.  Complete the attached copy of the Consent Form and the Institutional Review 
Board will make a determination if your subjects will be at risk. (attached below.) 

 
13. Furnish copies of questionnaires, interview formats, testing instruments or other 

documents to carry out the research. (Preliminary questionnaire is attached 
below.) 

 
14. If the subjects will be minor children, complete Consent Form as prescribed in 

paragraph 12 for signature by parent or guardian.  If the project is approved 
(regardless of the Board’s determination concerning risk), it will be necessary that 
a Consent Form be secured for every minor child. 

 
15. Attach copy of permission of facility to conduct the proposed research (if other 

that PRATT). 
 

Complete a Consent Form Using the Model Below: 
Pratt Institute 
200 Willoughby Avenue 
Brooklyn, NY 11205 
 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 

 

TITLE OF STUDY: Academic and Popular Biographers’ Information Seeking Behavior  
 
RESEARCH STUDY: 

I,__________________________________________, have been asked to 
participate in a research study under the direction of  Caitlin Arndt, Emily Fairey, 
and Lauren Orso.                                              
Other professional persons who work with them as study staff may assist to act 
for them. 

 

PURPOSE:  
The purpose of this study is to learn about the information seeking behavior of 

popular biographers to   determine if it is different than the information 
seeking behavior of academic biographers. 
 
DURATION: 



 My participation in this study will last for about 10 minutes for the survey, and up 
to 1 hour if I am asked   to participate in the follow-up interview. 
 
PROCEDURES: 
 I have been told that, during the course of this study, the following will occur: I 
will be asked to take a brief online survey and may be asked to perform a brief follow up 
interview. 
 
PARTICIPANTS: 
 I will be one of about 15 participants to participate in this trial. 
 
EXCLUSIONS: 
 I will inform the researcher if any of the following apply to me: None applicable. 
 
RISK/DISCOMFORTS: 
 I have been told that the study described above may involve the following risks 
and/or discomforts: 
 There are no known risks or discomforts involved with participating in this study. 

There also may be risks and discomforts that are not yet known. 
I fully recognize that there are risks that I may be exposed to by volunteering in 
this study which are inherent in participating in any study; I understand that I am 
not covered by PRATT’s insurance policy for any injury or loss I might sustain in 
the course of participating in the study. 
There are no direct benefits to you by participating in the study. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY: 
Every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of my study records.  
Officials of PRATT will be allowed to inspect sections of my research records 
related to this study.  If the findings from the study are published, I will not be 
identified by name.  My identity will remain confidential unless disclosure is 
required by law. 

 

PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION: 
I have been told that I will receive $NO compensation for my participation in this 
study. 

 

RIGHT TO REFUSE OR WITHDRAW: 



 I understand that my participation is voluntary and I may refuse to participate, or 
may discontinue my participation at any time with no adverse consequence.  I also 
understand that the investigator has the right to withdraw me from the study at any time. 
 
INDIVIDUAL TO CONTACT: 

If I have any questions about my treatment or research procedures that I discuss 
them with the principal investigator. If I have any addition questions about my 
rights as a research subject, I may contact: 

 

 ________________ Chair, IRB (718) _____ 
 
SIGNATURE OF PARTICIPANT 

I have read this entire form, or it has been read to me, and I understand it 
completely.  All of my questions regarding this form or this study have been 
answered to my complete satisfaction.  I agree to participate in this research 
study. 
Subject Name:____________________   
Signature:__________________________ 
Date:_________                                                                                                                                                   

 
SIGNATURE OF READER/TRANSLATOR IF THE PARTICIPANT DOES NOT 
READ ENGLISH WELL 

The person who has signed above, 
______________________________________, does not read English well, I read 
English well and am fluent in (name of the language) 
______________________________________, a language the subject understands well.  
I have translated for the subject the entire content of this form.  To the best of my 
knowledge, the participant understands the content of this form and has had an 
opportunity to ask questions regarding the consent form and the study, and these 
questions have been answered to the complete satisfaction of the participant (his/her 
parent/legal guardian). 

Reader/Translator Name:_____________________________________________  
Signature:_________________________________________________________ 
Date:________________                                                                                                                                              

 
SIGNATURE OF INVESTIGATOR OR RESPONSIBLE INDIVIDUAL 

To the best of my knowledge, the participant, 
______________________________, has understood the entire content of the 



above consent form, and comprehends the study.  The participants and those of 
his/her parent/legal guardian have been accurately answered to his/her/their 
complete satisfaction. 

 Investigator’s Name:____________________      
   Signature:_______________________ 
 Date:______________ 



9.2 Survey 

 



 

 



 

 



 



9.3 Interview Template Questions 
○ Q1: What sorts of subjects do you usually write about? 

○ Q2: Can you talk a bit about your latest biographic subject? 

○ Q3: Who do you think is most interested in reading your work? 

○ Q4: What do feel is the goal of your research? 

○ Q5: What inspires you to choose a biographic topic? 

○ Q6: What are the best ways to begin doing research on a topic? 

○ Q7: What are the best ways to locate the materials you need for your 

work? 

○ Q8: What sorts of materials are the most useful for your research? 

○ Q9: Which types of resources have been most useful to you in finding 

relevant materials? 

○ Q10: What is the most difficult part of the research process for you as a 

biographer? 

○ Q11: Is there anything more you would like us to know about your 

research habits or experience? 

9.4 Invitation Letter 
Dear _______ , 
 
I am a graduate student from Pratt Institute’s Information and Library Science Program 
conducting a study on the methodology of biographical research. 
I hope you can take some time out of your schedule to complete a short, anonymous 
survey (roughly 10 to 15 minutes) about your research habits. Your disciplinary 
perspective is critical for our work and I would be very grateful for your participation. 
 
The survey can be accessed online here: 

>>http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/YV7N2JK<< 
If you have any further questions or comments or would be interested in a brief follow-up 
interview please feel free to drop us a line at PrattBiographers@gmail.com.  



 
Thank you so much for your help! 
Emily Fairey  
PrattBiographers@gmail.com 
 
9.5 Survey Analysis Spreadsheets 
 

P1/Q3: Goal of 
research (Format?)	  

popular	   academic	  

Publication 
(Book, chapter in 
a book, etc.)	  

5/7	   6/7	  

Publication in a 
periodical or 
magazine	  

2/7	   1/7	  

Instruction	   0/7	   1/7	  

Other (please 
elaborate)	  

0/7	   Dissertation -- PhD Film and Media Studies	  
 
I taught a course on biography and autobiography that 
doubles as material for a cross-over (academic/general) 
book I'm in the process of writing on select nineteenth 
and twentieth-century English novelists 
 
web site 
 
PhD thesis 

	  

P2Q1 : Once you have 
chosen your topic, how 
do you begin your 
research?	  

popular	   academic	  

Converse with colleagues	   1/7 (14%)	   6/7 (86%)	  



Speak with a 
librarian/information 
professional	  

1/7 (14%)	   1/7 (14%)	  

Search the web (Google, 
etc.)	  

4/7 (57%)	   5/7 (71%)	  

Search for publications 
(books, journal articles, 
etc.) on the topic	  

5/7 (71%)	   6/7 (86%)	  

Search for Audiovisual 
materials	  

2 (29%)	   2/7 (29%)	  

Other	   As I was involved in this event, 
I first go through my own 
notes. Than I make my 
research throughout the news 
medias at that time, than 10 
years later and than I put 
everything together and see if 
it does make the story.	  
 
Locate interview subjects. 

I began research by 
looking for publications 
on Meyer and working 
through his 
filmography. I also 
spoke with film 
professors.	  
 
I do all of the above in 
no set order 
 
interview people who 
know or have known 
some of the 
personalities I am 
writing about 

	  
 

P3Q1: Which of the 
following material types 
are most useful for you 
in conducting 
biographical research?	  

popular	   academic	  

Published monographs 3/7	   7/7	  



 	  

Published serials 
(journals, periodicals, 
etc.)	  

4/7	   4/7	  

Unpublished materials	   6/7	   4/7	  

Digital materials	   3/7	   3/7	  

Film, video or audio 
recordings 	  

4/7	   3/7	  

Physical artifacts	   4/7	   2/7	  

Government documents	   1/7	   2/7	  

Personal Interviews	   5/7	   5/7	  

Other	   Interviews are the very 
best. I also like to use 
films, records, pictures. 
Letters and emails 
forwarded by people I 
interview are very good.	  
 
 
 
Internet 

To elaborate on interviews -- 
getting in touch with 
colleagues and other 
biographers of the director was 
crucial	  
 
I am writing an ecclectic book 
that is about select writers but 
also about reading their works-
-hence the inclusion of 
personal interviews with 
readers of the novels. 

	  

P3Q2: In your previous research 
experience, which types of resources 
have been most useful to you in finding 
relevant materials?	  

popular	   academic	  

Print Bibliographies 	   2/7	   4/7	  



Online Bibliographies 	   2/7	   3/7	  

Print archival finding aids	   1/7	   1/7	  

Online archival finding aids 	   2/7	   3/7	  

Online databases	   0/7	   2/7	  

Online library catalogs	   2/7	   7/7	  

Library or Archival websites	   1/7	   5/7	  

Commercial search engines	   4/7	   2/7	  

Talking to an archivist or other 
information professional	  

3/7	   4/7	  

Talking to personal contacts or 
colleagues	  

6/7	   5/7	  

Other	   personal interviews are by far 
the most effective resource in 
pointing me to the next step.	  
 
Besides asking fellow 
investigators, the internet is the 
best way to find things out 
nowadays. 

0/7	  

	  

P4Q1 : What is the 
most difficult part of 
the research process 
for you as a 
biographer? 	  

popular	   academic	  

Not enough 
information	  

0/7	   1/7	  

Information 0/7	   0/7	  



unavailable	  

Time constraints
 	  

2/7	   2/7	  

Faulty Information
 	  

0/7	   2/7	  

Legal Constraints
 	  

2/7	   0/7	  

Other	   3/7	  
Unwillingness of subjects to 
be interviewed. 
 
traveling to England to 
research archives 
 
most major constraints are vis 
a vis other human beings--
balky family members, 
friends, et al., whom i 
desperately need to interview 
in a candid way. 

2/7	  
This is "Information 
unavailable" I guess but I 
had a lot of difficulty finding 
relevant archival collections, 
which would have been 
really helpful. 
 
 
 
Often sources are in private 
collections, not catalogized, 
or simply have never been 
written down 

	  
 

(P5Q1-4)Demographics	   popular	   academic	  

Age (Mean)	   51	   54	  

Age (mode)	   35-64	   27-75	  

Gender	   5/7 male, 2/7 F	   6/7 Female 1/7 male	  

Email check: 3 or less	   2/7	   0/7	  

Email check: 4-10	   0/7	   5/7	  



11-15	   1/7	   1/7	  

16 plus	   4/7	   2/7	  

	  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
--- 
9.6 Interview Analysis 
For the transcription of the interviews and analysis, see document 
LIS608Biographers_Interview_Analysis.pdf. 
 
	  


