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Abstract: Information is ubiquitous in today’s digital world, and the creation and 
application of a personal “crap detector” (Hemingway in Manning, 1965; Rheingold, 
2011) is imperative to be effective in the information universe. The knowledge 
communities for online video games offer a place for studying informal and interest-
driven learning, as well as the development and use of crap detectors. This study 
explores the information literacy practices that take place in the constellation of 
information, which is the in-game and out-of-game information resources, of the 
massively multiplayer online (MMO) game World of Warcraft (WoW). The study 
builds a picture of the information literacy practices from the individual to the 
community and offers a new perspective on how information literacy can be 
employed to create a better-educated populace.  

Introduction 
There is a vast and ever growing web of information available to people with unfettered Internet 
access. The types of information available are almost innumerable from the local to the global, from 
the simple to the complex, and everything in between. The information available requires vetting and 
evaluating to determine validity and applicability for a given situation, this process has been labeled 
information literacy by some and crap detection by others. Historically, information very often seemed 
like isolated and static bits found in news paper or journal articles, but today the Internet allows 
information to be seen and experienced in its connected state. Collaborative and collective activities 
in interest-driven environments, like those surrounding an online game, are commonplace (Black, 
2008; Steinkuehler & Duncan, 2009; Williams, 2006) and present information in a way that shows its 
connectedness and mutability. The interest-driven nature of these spaces allows for the study of 
authentic activities that are undertaken by participants within the space as need arises rather than 
imposed from the outside. Many of the activities engaged in are problems that need to be solved by 
finding information, which requires information literacy abilities (AASL, 1998; ACRL, 2000; Bundy, 
2001). Previous definitions of information literacy focus on traditional forms and settings, like finding 
information in library resources. They do not take into consideration that information literacy in 
collaborative spaces does not look like an individual journey undertaken taken by one person but 
instead uses the collaborative interaction and collective intelligence of a group (Martin & Steinkuehler, 
2010). For this paper information literacy is defined as “the intellectual process of recognizing the 
need for information to solve a problem or issue regardless of setting while working through a process 
that provides information which fulfils the given need to the satisfaction of the seeker” (Martin, in 
progress). This definition is flexible enough to apply to many situations involving the application of 
information literacy practices. 
 
The participants in MMOs and other online interest-driven knowledge communities create a vast 
amount of resources pertaining to their activity or interest. The conglomeration of resources for one of 
these spaces, in WoW’s case all the in-game and out-of-game resources and methods of 
communication, which I have termed the constellation of information (Martin, 2011), building on 
Steinkuehler’s (2007) constellation of literacies. Through this study I will explore and describe 
information literacy in the collaborative online spaces of WoW’s constellation of information by 
examining the research question: What are the forms of information literacy practices engaged by 
participants in by an online affinity space? Specifically: 

 
SubRQ 1. How do players indentify themselves as situated within the constellation of 
information available around their affinity space?  
SubRQ 2. How do the forms of information literacy found in WoW and its resources compare 
to previous information literacy research?  
SubRQ 3. How are information literacy practices used by the community to manage major 
changes in information? 
SubRQ 4. How accurate is the community when using collective intelligence to answer 
information literacy questions?  
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Methods 
This mixed methods study consists of several data collection and analysis methods; all data is related 
to WOW and comes from in-game, out-of-game, and player sources laid out in Table 1. The data 
collection sources and methods include information horizon maps, structured interviews, chat logs 
collected through the GLS Casual Learning Lab, and forum posts collected just before the release of 
the game expansion pack called Cataclysm.  
 

 
Table 1: Alignment of Research Questions, Data, and Analytic Metric 

 
Information horizon maps are a visualization of a player’s conception of how they are connected to 
the information resources in the constellation of information of their game. The participant is asked to 
draw a map or picture of how they are connected with resources that they use for information within 
the constellation of information, which can include wikis, forums, websites, people, etc. The 
participant is then asked to describe the information horizon map including what order or in what 
situations they would use each source. Figure 1 is an example of an information horizon map from a 
participant in the study. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Information Horizon Map for John, who is 14. 
 

The chatlogs were collected from WoW using the text command “/chatlog” will record chat on all 
channels to which the players have access. These chat logs were collected during lifeguarding 

Research Question Data  Analytic Metric 

SubRQ 1 
Players perception of 

information literacy in context 

Information Horizon Maps & 
Structured Interviews 

Analysis of Maps and structured 
interviews, using method based 
on Sonnenwald (1999) 

SubRQ2 
Comparison of information 

literacy practices to previous 
research 

Chatlogs coded with an earlier 
scheme (Martin & Steinkuehler, 
2010) 

Data will be coded with 
analytical framework detailed in 
the analysis section below 

SubRQ 3 
Information literacy practices 

during major information 
change 

Forum posts from just before 
Cataclysm release 

Coded using analytic framework 

SubRQ 4 
Degree of accuracy of 
information when using 
collective intelligence of 

community 

Chatlog and forum posts  Compare to Wikis to check 
degree of accuracy information 
given in real time  
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sessions over eight months of data collection in an afterschool lab of adolescent males (Steinkuehler 
& King, 2009). All chat channels from these chat logs will be considered in analysis because all 
parties agreed to be recorded or the chat is from public channels. The reason for inclusion of these 
previously collected chat logs is because they have been coded for information literacy practices 
previously and analyzed in Martin and Steinkuehler (2010) to create a framework for information 
literacy. The inclusion of this data will allow for comparative analysis, which will be described in the 
next section. 
 
Forum posts have been collected for this study, as well. The WoW forum of Reddit, located at 
http://www.reddit.com/r/WoW/, was chosen for the data collection because the posts are voted on by 
those who participate and therefore questions chosen as worthwhile by the participants in the 
community come to the top of the list. It attracts a wide range of participants in both experience and 
skill. The forum posts were collected over a period of two weeks using purposive sampling. The range 
of time coincided with the period just before the release of the WoW expansion pack Cataclysm. This 
time period was chosen because the affinity space’s participant created information resources were 
on the verge of becoming obsolete due to the upcoming major changes to the game. During this time 
period the participants were in the process of triaging what was going to change and how. Capturing 
this data gives a perspective on what the rebuilding process of information resources for an 
established community looks like.  

Data Analysis and Findings 
The overall analytic framework for this study is being referred to as analytic description. Analytic 
description1 is a mixed methods analysis that illustrates transforming qualitative data into numbers 
and coupling that with qualitative description. The transformation of qualitative data into numeric form 
has been referred to by Chi (1997) as quantifying qualitative analysis. Analytic description is a 
quantifying of qualitative data; the processes use methods like counting codes to create numeric 
values, which can be used to create percentages or graphs and charts. The numbers are just 
descriptions of the qualitative data used to represent the data in a more understandable way, and are 
usually used to give a more broad scale view of the qualitative data set. For some parts of this study 
analysis is ongoing, in those situations initial findings are presented.  

Information Horizon Maps 
Analysis of information horizon maps was carried out to look for patterns across participants maps. Of 
course, each information horizon map was unique. Each participant located himself, all participants 
were adolescent males, on the map and then drew the information horizon around this location, or in 
any orientation he saw fit. To analyze the maps, a matrix was created (Sonnenwald, 2005). The 
matrix consisted of the participants functioning as the columns and the information resources the 
participants include in their maps as the rows. The identification and inclusion of all information 
resources was important for the analysis. Then the matrix was populated by numbers denoting the 
order in which the participant would use the sources on their individual map. If necessary, categories 
could be created to handle types of individual resources. For example, a category named forums 
could be created and include all mentions of forums instead of including the individual forum names.  
 

 
 

Table 2: Aggregated resources by participant (pseudonyms have been used) 
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 A master map was constructed from the table. The master map is a conglomeration of the resources 
and the connections between them, and can be seen in figure 2. 
 

 
 

Figure 2: The master map of the information horizon maps 
 

The participant is, of course, connected to all of these resources but is not included visually on the 
map because it creates visual clutter. As can be seen in the master map and the aggregated 
resources table, knowledge compendiums, like wikis, are the resource that the participants in this 
group turned to most frequently and were the only group of resources that every single participant 
drew in their map. As can be seen by table 2 half of the participants listed this as their first information 
resource consulted. Viewing people as information resources varied from participant to participant, 
with some considering other people as a source to find needed information. The younger participants 
were more likely to ask family or friends when they were stuck and needed information, whereas, the 
older participants varied and usually asked other people only after trying to find the information 
themselves. Neil, who is an expert player, specifically mentions the fact that he only uses his own 
guild as a last resort for finding information because he does not like to interact with people directly 
and prefers asynchronous sources in which he can feel more removed. These variations in asking for 
information as opposed to finding it oneself show a variations in identity, just as in the example of 
Neil, he identifies as a very independent player and therefore tries to avoid making his information 
needs known to others. 

Coding 
Coding was a major component of the data analysis. Both a priori and emergent coding were 
undertaken within the data set (Saldana, 2009; Chi, 1997). Turn of talk was the chosen unit of 
analysis for both the forum and the chatlog data. NVIVO was used as the qualitative analysis 
software. The coding scheme was developed based on a framework developed from previous 
research (Author, in progress). This framework was developed through an analysis of existing 
information literacy definitions, to build a larger model that covered the information literacy process. 
The non-linear interconnectedness of the framework is based on my past work (Martin & 
Steinkuehler, 2010) that demonstrated that the process of information literacy varies depending on 
the situation and a linear model does not address this. This framework produced an a priori coding 
scheme of ten codes. The codes and their definitions can be seen in table 3.  
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Code Definition 
Recognize information need To recognize needed information for a particular problem 
Identify information needed To identity information and resources that are necessary to 

fulfill the information need 
Construct strategy To construct a strategy in order to locate and access needed 

information to fulfill the information need 
Determine extent of need To determine the extent of information needed to fulfill the 

information need 
Organize Information To organize retrieved resources and information for later use 
Disseminate information To disseminate information to others who have an information 

need or as a way of sharing results of the information literacy 
process 

Construct New Concepts To apply prior and new information to construct new concepts 
or understanding 

Evaluate information and 
source 

To evaluate information both for its applicability to fulfill the 
information need and the reliability of the source itself 

Access needed information To access needed information  
Use information effectively To use information effectively to fulfill the information need 

 
Table 3: A Priori Codes 

 
This coding scheme is being used to code chat logs gathered in the afterschool lab. The reason for 
applying this coding scheme is to allow for cross comparison between two information literacy 
frameworks. The data was originally coded using a framework based on the Catts & Lau (2008) 
definition of information literacy used by Martin & Steinkuehler (2010) in their article Collective 
information literacy in massively multiplayer online games. The coding scheme applied by Martin & 
Steinkuehler can be seen in table 4. The purpose in recoding this data is to allow for a comparative 
analysis between the two sets of codes. Intercoder reliability is at 99% for 10% of the total data 
corpus. So far in this analysis disseminate information and recognize information need are highly 
used codes, just as seeking information and disseminating information were in the Martin and 
Steinkuehler study.  

Hatha: What exactly are the daily quests? –Recognize Information Need 
Deathndoum: quests u do evrey day at lvl 70 for gold – Disseminate Information  
Hatha: Mkay. 
Hatha: Just gold? –Recognize Information Need 
Deathndoum: mhm – Disseminate Information 
Hatha: Nice 

A new code, casual information, was also necessary as coding has progressed. This code captures 
interactions of being players that do not require in depth information seeking and problem solving. 
Moments like asking another player what are they doing that night in the game, or asking another 
player about day to day out of game things (e.g., is it snowing where you live?). Although these are 
questions and they do require information to answer them they do not have the substance of an 
actual information need. So far the ‘code organize’ information has not been coded at all, which was 
expected and the code will be removed from future iterations of the coding scheme if this remains 
true. 
 

Code Definition 
Seeking Info To locate relevant information for the task at hand. 
Evaluating Info 
 

To evaluate the reliability and credibility of different information 
resources. 

Interpreting Info 
 

To identify significant information from less significant 
information, determine or infer its meaning, and draw 
appropriate and meaningful conclusions from it. 

Synthesizing Info 
 

To combine information from multiple resources into a 
coherent whole. 

Disseminating Info 
 

To seek out and use appropriate distribution channels for 
one’s own info production. 

 
Table 4: Coding scheme from Martin & Steinkuehler (2010) 
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The collected forum posts are another part of the data that is being coded with the analytic framework 
discussed above. Emergent coding is utilized here because of the context in which the forum posts 
were captured. So far in the analysis of the forum posts disseminate information and recognize 
information need are both prominent codes. However, evaluate information and source is also a very 
frequent code, in the context of forum posts this manifests itself through those participating in the 
discussion evaluating the information provided by previous participants. In this data set the emergent 
code, unrequested information, has been employed to track situations where information that is 
outside the scope of the question is named as such by others in the conversation. An example of this 
would be a person asking a question as to whether Affliction or Destruction is the best spec for a 
Warlock. The question garnered a variety of answers, which are coded for Disseminate Information, 
including this one: 
 

For leveling, go with affliction to start with; once you hit thirty and can dual spec, you can pick 
up destro. I went with demon for the off-spec, because I found the utility of being able to 
easily solo elites with metamorphosis useful while leveling through BC (the 10% spellpower 
buff was also nice.) You've mentioned that you'd prefer not to go that route, but you should do 
well as afflic/destro. Just use afflic to quest and go destro to wreck elites in instances. 

 
However with the helpful answers there were also people who kept suggesting Demonology despite 
the fact that the person asking the question said that he was not interested in Demonology. This was 
unwanted information and the person who had originally asked the question repeatedly said to those 
offering Demonology as the best option that he was not interested in this path. However, after one 
person gave a very detailed and specific reason why they preferred Demonology the person who 
posed the question showed interest and asked for further explanation. The asynchronous nature of 
forums offers a different communication pattern than that of synchronous in-game chat.  

Collective Intelligence Analysis 
Analysis of the effectiveness of collective intelligence was conducted on the forum posts. The forum 
threads were coded for the type of statement that each post was. The codes include Answer, 
Incorrect Answer, Acknowledgement, Agreement, Subversive, Superfluous, and Question. In the first 
15 forum threads 263 answers were given to 31 different questions, multiple questions were 
sometimes asked in a single thread.  Only four of those answers were incorrect and all were corrected 
by the community. Answers to questions were the majority of the 394 posts. However, there were 70 
posts that were completely superfluous to the conversation. This was vastly more than posts that 
were intentionally subversive; only two posts were coded as Subversive from the first 15 threads. This 
means information literacy is being applied at the group level, evaluating each post to determine 
validity. It also takes information literacy skills at the individual level to determine what information is 
superfluous or subversive and therefore of no real value. The collective intelligence of the WoW 
community is proving to be accurate and efficient at self-correcting when information is given that is 
incorrect. This makes the collective intelligence of those interested in WoW an accurate and useful 
resource for others in need of information on the same subject.  

Conclusions 
Overall this study will develop the analytical framework for information literacy practices in online 
affinity spaces. Beyond this, this study will help to describe the information literacy practices of the 
WoW community. The analysis demonstrates that players in the WoW community use a variety of 
information literacy practices in order to solve problems and answer questions about their game play. 
The level of complexity of the information literacy practices used depends greatly upon context in 
which the question is asked. If asked in a synchronous format, players are usually looking for 
information that has come up spur of the moment and can be answered in a succinct way. If asked in 
an asynchronous format, players have the luxury of asking more in depth questions that require 
longer answers and that utilize a more complex information literacy practice. The individual player 
matters as well in how and where they will ask for help. As seen from the information horizon maps, a 
player’s identity influences what they consider to be resources available to them and how they 
approach those resources. Finally, the collective intelligence of the WoW community offers a high 
degree of accuracy and self-correction making it a reliable source for information. Together these four 
sub-research questions help to illuminate the forms of information literacy in an online affinity space 
like WoW as well as to fill a gap in information literacy research on what types of practices are 
engaged in by participants in these online communities. Using this research as a foundation for 
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change, a process that guides people to become lifelong learners and better informed citizens can be 
built that takes into account people’s natural practices and the work communities like WoW already 
achieve. 
 
This study offers a hitherto unseen look into information literacy practices in a natural and leisure 
setting. The significance of this work beyond studying information literacy in a new setting is that it is 
trying to determine the practices that people actual employ related to information literacy. The study 
offers the chance to work through a framework based on existing literature to determine its 
applicability, since many of the previous standards and frameworks have been created top down. 
From this study corrections to the framework will be made, honing the terms based on the practices. 
The framework as a part of this larger model of information literacy when fully developed will help to 
predict the information literacy practices of participants in affinity spaces and eventually beyond. The 
more affinity spaces like the WoW community which are studied, the more stable the framework 
should become, eventually leading to a larger predictive model, in which a change in parameters will 
result in a predictive change in outcomes. This framework differs from some of the previous models of 
information literacy moving use of information to the culmination of the process; this presents a 
chance to see a process ending in information use. A major implication of this study is that it does not 
present information literacy as a scarcity model. It is based on the assumption that information literacy 
practices are enacted by people all the time, people with sophisticated information literacy practices 
can detect crap. As well as the assumption that people can have individualized information literacy 
practices, a personalized crap detector, that they use to help them successfully fulfill their information 
needs. This change in perspective is a departure from the idea that everyone needs to be taught to 
utilize the same strict structure of information literacy. Over time, this research can influence the way 
information literacy is utilized as a building block of education. 

Endnotes 
(1) Analytic description is a method of analysis that Constance Steinkuehler uses to describe her analysis 

method when presenting her work and was suggested to me by her. The term does not appear in any of her 
publications to date, so this footnote is being used as a method of citation.   
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