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Information-making-related information needs and the credibility of information

Isto Huvila.

Introduction. Even if trust in the process of how information is made has been acknowledged as a key aspect of the credibility of
information, there is little earlier research on how and if people use or want information on information making when doing credibility
assessments.
Method. Swedish archaeology administrators were interviewed (n=10).
Analysis. Interview transcripts were analysed using close reading and an approach based on the constant comparative method.
Information needs relating to work processes, methods and technologies, context and situation and non-needs (i.e. lack of need) of
information on information making were identified similarly to two types of reputational and four types of non-reputational cues of how
information was made.
Results. Experienced information needs about information making and preferences for reputational and non-reputational cues in credibility
assessments were related to individuals’ epistemic distance to the context where information making took place, and if the interviewees
positioned themselves as insiders or outsiders in that particular context.
Conclusion. To understand the dynamics and interaction of credibility criteria, it can be useful to look at how and what they are used to
justify and what are people’s underpinning epistemic beliefs, instead of merely pointing to the differences in beliefs and enumerating
situation-specific credibility criteria. People’s flexibility in switching between reputational and non-reputational cues, and positioning
themselves as insiders and outsiders, could be seen as an opportunity rather than as a sign of their inferior informational competences.
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Introduction

The influence of assumptions and knowledge of the origins of information has been acknowledged in the
literature (e.g., Francke and Sundin, 2012; ACRL, 2015; Kern and Hienert, 2018) but in comparison to many
other cues people use to assess the credibility of information, there is little systematic research on the
perceived needs and usefulness of knowing how information was created or made. Similarly to credibility
judgments in general, it is conceivable that with assessments based on information-making-related
information, a key question is to understand when people experience a need for reputational and non-
reputational cues, and the choice between relying on one of the two in different situations (cf., Taraborelli,
2008).

Based on an assumption that epistemic beliefs guide the choice of epistemic justifications used in credibility
assessments, the aim of this paper is to explore the mechanisms underpinning (1) information-making-
related information needs (RQ1) and the (2) dynamics of non-reputational and reputational cues and
justifications in credibility assessments (RQ2).

The study builds on an empirical investigation of archaeological heritage administrators’ perceptions of the
assessment of the credibility of field documentation and field archaeologists’ information work. In contrast
to typical contexts of seeking existing information, this particular empirical case allows us to investigate
participants’ experiences of assessing on-going information production and consequently, their preference
for (primarily non-reputational) first-hand, and (often reputational) second-hand cues (cf., Wilson, 1983)
when both are available.

Literature review

Credibility assessment

In broad terms, the criteria for assessing credibility can be divided (Taraborelli, 2008) into reputational, that
is what can be said about information e.g. credibility of information source (De Sordi et al., 2014), media
and cognitive authorities (Savolainen, 2007, Wilson, 1983), producers of information (Miller, 2015;
McKnight et al., 2002), and non-reputational, that is, what can be said of information e.g. its perceived
accuracy (Savolainen, 2011), currency, fairness, impartiality (Rieh and Danielson, 2007). Pertinent factors
are also its specificity, topicality, familiarity, variety, accessibility, affectiveness, reliability, usability and
usefulness, importance, language, novelty, clarity, security and validity (Liu, 2004; Savolainen and Kari,
2006; Savolainen, 2011) in a given situation and how it is related to information users’ personal curiosity
(Savolainen and Kari, 2006). In addition to investigating criteria, a large number of studies have focussed on
explicating strategies used to assess the credibility of information (e.g. Fogg, 2003; Metzger and Flanagin,
2007; Hilligoss and Rieh, 2008; Madden et al., 2012; Metzger and Flanagin, 2013).

Earlier research points to the complexity and contextuality of how credibility is enacted based on personal
knowledge and experience (Rieh, 2010). In the contemporary information landscape, instead of becoming
more comprehensive, turning from authorities to reliability (Lankes, 2008) or showing interest in learning
in depth how information technologies and infrastructures (cf., Haider and Sundin, 2019) or knowing works
(Mason et al., 2011), there is a lot of evidence that people tend to stick to using and repurposing old (quasi-)
formal and cognitive authorities (Wilson, 1983), heuristics and shortcuts to assess information in novel
contexts and ontological categories (Wang et al., 2019) and to a certain extent, develop new ones (Metzger et
al., 2010) to navigate through the abundance of information.

The extensive use of heuristics and shortcuts applies both to experts and non-experts (Lucassen and
Schraagen, 2011). Instead of finding significant differences in the comprehensiveness of credibility
assessments between the two groups, experts have been found to be better in distinguishing relevant and
irrelevant information than non-experts (Miller, 2014). They are also more prone to reject true information
as false whereas non- experts have a tendency to do the opposite (Tseng and Fogg, 1999; Miller, 2014). The
preference for particular cues varies depending on personal (professional or non-professional) subject and
technological expertise (Gao et al., 2015), familiarity with information sources and platforms (Van Der
Heide and Lim, 2016; Francke and Sundin, 2010) and their features (Kim, 2010; Jeon and Rieh, 2014).
Similar factors, including affect (Lloyd, 2004) and reputation (Jamali et al., 2014), underpin epistemic
justifications in both professional and non-professional contexts even if the specific criteria of profession-
related credibility judgements would be primarily, albeit not exclusively, based on professional rather than
personal premises (Kostagiolas et al., 2014). Further, the type (e.g. known authorities, independent
information providers and aggregators of information sources as in Chung et al., 2012) and kind of
information (e.g. factual or subjective/opinions, Metzger et al., 2010; Sundin and Francke, 2009) and
information source (e.g. expertise or official status of sources Rieh et al., 2010; Syn and Kim, 2013) under
evaluation influence the choice similarly to when, where (e.g. depending on situation as in Huvila, 2013, or
social as in Gasser et al., 2012, or cultural context as in Yi et al., 2012) and for what purpose (Rieh et al.,
2010) something is measured.

Credibility and process-related information needs

Even if the importance of understanding practices, rigour and time invested in information creation has
been underlined as a premise of assessing the credibility of information (McDowell, 2002; Fallis, 2008),
especially in educational (e.g. Swanson, 2005; Grafstein, 2017) and scholarly contexts (e.g., Kern and
Hienert, 2018) – and included in the 2015 ACRL Framework for Information Literacy for Higher
Education – there are conspicuously few direct references to information making processes in earlier
empirical credibility research.

This does not mean that information making or other information processes like seeking, sharing and
mediation, would not underpin different criteria used to assess various aspects of credibility (e.g. Rieh and
Belkin, 2000; Savolainen, 2007; Rieh and Hilligoss, 2007; Savolainen, 2011). Direct references to
assumptions or knowledge about the process of information making have been uncommon in earlier studies.
This seems to apply especially to information making (cf., e.g. for studies of information makers, e.g. Van
House, 2002; Mason and Boldrin, 2008; Rieh, 2010) even if the general interest in information making (or
creation) as a distinct information activity has been growing steadily during the last couple of decades
(Gorichanaz, 2019; Huvila, 2011; Trace, 2007). This study refers to the activity of how information is
brought into existence by using the term information making (Huvila, 2018), to underline the temporal
aspect of how information is both made and in making, rather than to turn to such comparable and (quasi-
)synonymous terms as information creation, or information or knowledge production, with somewhat
different connotations and references, respectively to creation and creativity, or production and products.
Similarly, to some other types of information needs, the direct need of understanding processes in the
context of credibility assessment has tended to remain unexpressed (cf. Mniszak et al., 2020) or
unarticulated.

There are, however, exceptions. Some earlier studies have highlighted how information seekers use their
knowledge, assumptions and experiences of search processes and searching (Hargittai et al., 2010; Huvila,
2013), editorial (Goldman, 2010), and information mediation processes (Yang and Rieh, 2013), and how and
where retrieved information was acquired (e.g., Rieh and Belkin, 2000), to assess its credibility. With known
information sources (e.g. Wikipedia or scholarly information), assumptions and knowledge of how
information is produced have been observed to influence credibility assessments (Francke and Sundin,
2012; Goldman, 2010; Cash et al., 2002), even if, for instance, in the Woxland et al. (2017) study, the student
participants had difficulties articulating and identifying aspects of the information creation process
pertinent to the credibility of news videos.

The findings of Mansour and Francke (2017) of the similarity of lifestyles as a cue for assessing the
credibility of information in social media, suggest the importance of familiarity of the processes within
which information emanates. Jamali et al. (2014) found that the researchers who are in the centre of their
field are more likely to value process related (e.g. peer-review, data, argumentation) credibility cues than
authority and reputation. The perceived greater usefulness and authority of contextually close and
personally shared information, rather than codified information in information and knowledge management
(Thompson and Walsham, 2004; Hertzum, 2002; Van House, 2002) and information sharing (e.g. Du et al.,
2013) literature point similarly to the higher credibility of information known or assumed to have local,
familiar and epistemically similar roots. In contrast, moving from a community to another can decrease the
perceived credibility of information and increase the effort needed to establish it (Van House, 2002). There
is evidence that the same could apply to assessments within disparate communities. Fry and Talja (2004)
suggest, based on Whitley (1984), that the degree of the predictability, visibility and clarity of task outcomes
and research processes (described as task uncertainty) in relation to general goals in scholarly disciplines,
affect knowledge of work procedures, problem definitions and theoretical goals of scholarly work. The
observations of Rieh et al. (2010) that credibility assessments of factual information lead to fewer credibility
interactions than with exploratory information suggests the same and could indicate that a higher perceived
ambiguity of information decreases its perceived credibility and can lead to an articulation of an expressed
(cf., Mniszak et al., 2020) information need. In Wersig’s (1973) terms, it is, however, unclear to what extent
these particular needs are subjective (what people think they need), objective (factual needs people can
become aware of), and/or potential (needs people can become aware of), and to what extent the same need
to establish the credibility of information can be satisfied by other means.

Theoretical considerations

As outcomes of epistemic practices (Choo, 2007) taking places within epistemic communities (Haas, 1992),
the criteria of good and credible information are (similarly to interpreting information in general) epistemic
questions (cf. Hjørland, 2002). As such, they are conditional on epistemic beliefs and justifications. In a
non-objectivist (cf. Alston, 1989) sense of epistemic pluralism (Coliva and Pedersen, 2017), credibility
assessment is about valuing epistemic justifications (Kelly, 2019) of the goodness of that activity. In a
somewhat rough sense, according to a division of accounts of epistemological justification, reputation-based
justifications of credibility can be described as primarily coherentist (Kelly, 2019; Moser, 1985) because they
rely on the credibility of other beliefs within a particular epistemic system of beliefs. Similarly, non-
reputational justifications can be described as primarily foundationalist (or, quasi-foundationalist as they
are seldom foundationalist in a strong meaning) in the sense that they are often based on an assumption that
the information is credible according to a criterion, presumed to be (at least close to) an objective fact, rather
than a belief (Kelly, 2019; Moser, 1985).

Figure 1: Relations of epistemic justifications, epistemic beliefs and credibility cues in the
making of the credibility of information

While the credibility of someone or something (e.g. information or person) can be framed as a question of
epistemic justifications, the articulated and unarticulated needs of information about information making
for credibility evaluation can be traced back to epistemic beliefs (Kelly, 2019) of the legitimacy (and to an
explicit information need) of particular cues to support specific epistemic justifications (visualised in Fig. 1).
Some of these cues are reputational, some non-reputational. The discussion of epistemological justification
in the context of information science and behaviour research has been somewhat sporadic (see e.g. Kelly,
2019; Choo, 2007; Martínez-Ávila and Budd, 2017) and the question of justification has been treated often in
terms of subjective rationale rather than as a true warrant (e.g. Martínez-Ávila and Budd, 2017; Matthews,
2015). In contrast to the earlier tendencies to investigate epistemic beliefs as direct antecedents of how
information is assessed, valued and acted upon (Huvila, 2015; Kelly, 2019; Ståhl, 2019;), this study is
consciously taking a step back and unpacking epistemic justifications and their underpinning epistemic
beliefs to understand how assumptions of the appropriateness, choice and perceived need of particular
credibility cues are related to each other.

Methods and material

Swedish archaeology administrators were interviewed (n=10) following the thematic interview approach of
Hirsjärvi and Hurme (2008). All interviews (average length 60 min) – focussing on the interviewees’ views
on the current state and future prospects of their work, and documentation and management of
archaeological heritage and information in Sweden – were conducted by the author, taped, and transcribed.
All interviewees are educated as archaeologists and had earlier working experience in development-led field
archaeology.

They represent a convenience sample of administrators with varying geographic location, gender, and length
of professional experience. For reporting purposes, they were assigned pseudonyms (Lykinos, Kalypso,
Ktesias, Faidon, Thalassopot, Hyakinthos, Penelope, Helena, Kinyras and Nauplios).

The author analysed the interview data based on close reading (DuBois, 2003) of the transcripts using an
approach based on the constant comparative method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The analysis followed an
iterative process of categorising, writing, and recategorising the transcripts and identifying potential
expressions representing the interviewees’ need to know (i.e., information needs) how the archaeological
information they were using had been made (information making) and what types of cues they used to
assess the credibility of that process. In order to control for an over-expression of individual opinions, the
analysis placed special emphasis on views expressed by multiple interviewees. The results were revisited
after one month of the initial analysis using negative case analysis (Lincoln and Guba, 1985) with the specific
purpose of finding contradictory evidence that would decrease the reliability of the conclusions.

Background: archaeological heritage administrators and their information work

The majority of all archaeological fieldwork in Sweden is conducted in the context of contracted, often rescue
and development-related archaeology projects. Apart from traditional excavations and rescue work, Swedish
archaeology contractors are involved in many other types of archaeological work (Söderström, 2018). A
typical process involves both private and public actors of which the most prominent ones are the developer
(often state agencies, construction companies and landowners), county administrative board and the
contractor together with the Swedish National Heritage Board, the national regulatory authority (RAÄ,
2015). The general requirement is that a developer files an environmental impact assessment of a planned
intervention (Schibbye et al., 2007) that includes an analysis of its impact on eventual archaeological sites in
the area. It is common that the environmental impact assessment is preceded by a pre-study, which is
generally contracted to an external archaeology consultant. If the conclusion is that archaeological sites need
to be either fully or partially removed, the county administrative board puts an investigation project out to
tender. Contractors are asked to submit an investigation plan and budget for the project, including a
specification of the type of and schedule for reporting (Huvila, 2016).

The tenders are processed by the county administrative board and discussed with the developer before a
final decision. After a decision, the chosen contractor conducts an archaeological investigation on the site.
When the investigation is completed, the contractor is expected to file a report with the county
administrative board with specific information indicated in the contract documents. At the end of the
process, the county administrative board reviews the report before formally closing the case. Specific
procedures exist for processing any physical finds retrieved during the investigation, and filing information
in the national sites and monuments registry (RAÄ, 2015).

Analysis

The interviewees were largely content with the archaeological documentation they received from the
contractors. It was considered to be credible (e.g., Kalypso, Ktesias, Faidon, Penelope, Helena, Nauplios)
and significant differences between individual actors were few (e.g., Kalypso, Ktesias, Nauplios). Many
interviewees did, however, complain that they had no time to assess all information and its credibility in
detail (e.g., Kalypso, Faidon, Thalassopot). Because of the lack of time and the difficulty to act
simultaneously as an evaluator and administrator of a project, multiple interviewees would have appreciated
an additional level of quality control before the documentation was archived (e.g., Faidon, Penelope).

Information needs and information making

The principal concern of administrators is to procure a professional and reliable contractor to conduct a
survey that gives the necessary information to either plan future land-use (pre- investigation) or to
document an archaeological site that needs to be removed (full investigation). The interviewees focused
often on what material (Faidon) the contractors provided them and that they received a formally correct set
of documents (Kalypso) rather than explicating in detail what specific pieces of information they were
expecting (e.g., Kalypso, Faidon, Thalassopot), or how that material was supposed to be made. One of the
interviewees with earlier experience of working in multiple European countries criticised that in Sweden,
there is a tendency to be both unspecific and highly selective about what should be documented and how.
However, even if knowing details was not prioritised, general knowledge of how field-archaeologists make
information was deemed crucial. It was considered important for assessing and interpreting the results of
their work, being able to direct them to produce relevant information about sites, and understanding what is
possible and financially viable to achieve in an investigation (Lykinos, Faidon, Penelope, Helena).

Even if the interviewees expressed only to a limited extent explicit (information) needs relating to how
archaeological information was made, they described several information needs relating to various aspects
of an investigation that helped them to assess whether it and its results were credible and adequate. A
summary of these information needs discussed further down in the section is provided in Table 1.

Table 1: Information needs about information making

Information need Mentioned by

Work process
Lykinos, Faidon, Penelope, Kalypso, Helena,
Ktesias, Penelope

Methods and technologies
Kalypso, Helena, Nauplios, Ktesias, Faidon,
Hyakinthos, Penelope,
Helena, Kinyras

Context and situation of information
making

Thalassopot, Helena, Lykinos

Non-needs Lykinos, Nauplios, Kalypso, Helena

Work process

Within the limits of time and possibilities, the interviewees tried to follow up investigation processes even if,
as Ktesias admitted, for someone who has not been on the site doing the actual work, it was impossible to
know how meticulous the contractor has been and what was really done in practice. Some of the
interviewees (e.g., Faidon, Penelope) who had less workload and a possibility to focus on individual projects
(e.g., Kalypso, Helena) said that they could follow and steer contractors in more detail by, for instance,
shepherding report- writing and doing spot tests. However, even when close follow-up was referred to as an
ideal, it was not done in practice. Even those interviewees who had an opportunity to trail individual
investigations in detail like Lykinos, seemed to consider that discussing with contractors and occasionally
visiting the sites was enough. Apart from following on-going investigations, the interviewees used proxy
measures to determine whether contractors’ work was credible.

In particular, timeliness (i.e. whether the work progressed according to the timetable, and if reports were
filed in due order) (Lykinos, Kalypso, Ktesias, Penelope) functions as an important cue.

Methods and technologies

A few of the interviewees suggested that instead of following the actual work process in detail, knowing
about (and if necessary, being able to influence) the methods the contractors are using is enough (Kalypso,
Helena, Nauplios). Digitalisation and increased standardisation of working methods, processes and
information infrastructures (Ktesias, Faidon, Hyakinthos, Penelope, Helena, Kinyras), and merely the use of
appropriate widely- used documentation methods were considered to lead to credible and high-quality
documentation (Kalypso, Nauplios). Further, it appeared that the use of contemporary techniques and
technologies mean that information becomes almost by default ‘as good as it can be’ (Kalypso).

Context and situation of information making

The interviewees referred also to the impact of the context and situation of information making as
antecedents of its credibility. Sometimes, sub-optimal quality does not depend on contractors but on, for
instance, bad weather or low visibility, at the site of investigation (Thalassopot, Helena). Helena noted,
laughing, that if investigations are conducted in wintertime, the results will be bad almost by default. A
related issue raised by Lykinos was the importance of the contractors’ knowledge of different types of
archaeological sites, local (pre-)history and conditions of fieldwork. He described how a specialist had once
remarked on the basis of a written report that the interpretation of a specific site was incorrect – which
turned out to be the case in a later investigation.

Non-needs

There are also cases when the interviewees did not need to know how information was made to determine its
credibility. If a contractor is experienced and has a history of delivering good quality documentation, there is
seldom a reason to question her judgment (Lykinos, Nauplios). Kalypso and Helena remarked that it is not
only beyond their capabilities, but also not a part of their job to go into detail and examine the quality and
relevance of minuscule details of the documentation and how it was made. In spite of this, Helena was still
confident that she knows what is going on. Administrators should not determine or ask

what [contractors] have measured, why [they] have measured that and so on. It’s not, we don’t go to that
level and I don’t think we should either because the archaeologists are that much ahead of us in the
development [of methods and field practice (Kalypso).

Reputational and non-reputational cues of credibility

Even if the interviewees considered that the quality and credibility of archaeological field documentation
was high, they acknowledged that the understanding of what is credible varies between institutions and
individuals. They referred to a number of different reputational and non-reputational criteria (cf.,
Taraborelli, 2008) for assessing the quality and credibility of documentation and adequate procedures but
would also have welcomed clearer guidelines from the national authorities (e.g. Faidon) to complement the
existing legislation and guidelines (RAÄ, 2015). A summary of the cues is presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Reputational and non-reputational cues of credibility

Cue Mentioned by
Reputational

Credibility by default
Lykinos, Kalypso, Ktesias, Faidon,
Penelope, Helena

Reputation and earlier results
Lykinos, Kalypso, Ktesias, Faidon,
Penelope, Helena, Nauplios

Non-reputational

Primary information
Ktesias, Thalassopot, Lykinos, Faidon,
Penelope, Ktesias

Secondary information
Lykinos, Thalassopot, Hyakinthos, Kinyras, Ktesias,
Nauplios, Kalypso,
Penelope

Products
Faidon, Hyakinthos, Kalypso, Nauplios,
Penelope, Lykinos, Ktesias

Participation
Lykinos, Faidon, Penelope, Thalassopot,
Helena, Kinyras

Reputational cues

Credibility by default

A largely implicit reputational criterion was an assumption that information and the procedures of work of
the contractors are credible and of high quality by default (compared to the non-need of information
discussed above). Multiple interviewees reacted spontaneously to a question of how they assessed credibility
by stating that contractors and their results are credible (e.g., Lykinos, Kalypso, Ktesias, Faidon, Penelope,
Helena). Penelope added that her premise is that all archaeologists are very engaged in what they are doing
and if someone is not, it shows in the documentation. A factor that can explain the prevalence of this view is
that in many parts of Sweden, the contract archaeology market is dominated by a small number of primarily
local actors (e.g., Lykinos, Kalypso, Thalassopot). Administrators know the most of the contractors and are
familiar with their work.

Reputation and earlier results

The implicit assumptions of the credibility of fellow archaeologists’ work were complemented by explicit
references to the quality of the earlier work of specific contractors. Most of the interviewees, including
Lykinos, Kalypso, Ktesias, Faidon, Penelope, Helena and Nauplios, emphasised directly that they trusted the
contractors. Ktesias explained that when assessing a particular piece of documentation, he checks who has
done the work. If the contractors are experienced and have a history of delivering good quality
documentation, there is seldom a reason to question their judgment (Lykinos, Nauplios).

Non-reputational cues

Primary information

In addition to reputational criteria, the interviewees engaged in different ways with the documentation to
assess its quality. Partly, they relied on reading, checking and evaluating the information they receive
directly from the contractors. The first assessment could be based on judging the type of information and
estimating if it sounds credible (Ktesias) or if it feels right (Thalassopot) considering what the interviewee
knew about the site and project. ‘[Y]ou are pretty used to reading reports, so that often you can see if the
argumentation makes sense and so on, and if they have been careful in taking their notes’ (Lykinos). Some
of the interviewees (e.g. Faidon, Penelope) – as it seems, often with less workload (e.g., Kalypso, Helena) –
suggested that they do spot tests. Also, the lack of explicitly stated grounds for an interpretation or
something that deviates from earlier evidence can raise questions of the accuracy and credibility of
documentation (Ktesias). A factor that generally seemed to affect mostly the completeness of documentation
rather than its credibility was that in some cases, the contractors might have reasons to withhold
information. If a pre-investigation of an archaeological site would point to a need of a full excavation at the
site, a report would need to be detailed enough to help both the pre-investigator and other contractors to
submit a tender for the excavation. However, from the perspective of the contractor that was responsible for
the pre-investigation, the report should not be too detailed to help others to win the tender of a following full
investigation (Faidon).

Secondary information

The interviewees could also rely on secondary information on the documentation and documentation work,
especially if the initial assessment left some questions open.

Long work experience and local knowledge tended to be the most important and frequently used points of
comparison (Lykinos, Thalassopot, Hyakinthos, Kinyras). ‘[I]t is the experience; end of discussion!’
(Hyakinthos). In addition, for instance, knowledge of methods, specific types of sites and local archaeology,
comparisons with historical maps, place name registry and local geology (Ktesias, Nauplios, Kalypso) could
provide a useful point of reference. Sometimes, especially with very specific questions relating to particular
types of remains or historical periods, there can be different scholarly opinions on how documentation and
interpretations should be done. In such cases, it can be difficult for a non- specialist to determine whether
the chosen approach was good or bad (Penelope), and instead, better to have an expert to consult.

Products

The interviewees assessed the credibility of contractors’ work by looking at its digital and non-digital
outcomes. Appropriate file formats (Faidon, Hyakinthos), references (Kalypso, Nauplios), accurate height
data (Nauplios), structure of documentation that helps to understand the context and relations of
observations (Penelope), presence of specific types of illustrations (e.g., cross-sections, Penelope), and that a
report is complete and completed in time (Lykinos, Kalypso, Ktesias) were mentioned as criteria for
assessing credibility and good quality.

Apart from its external characteristics, the interviewees could also assess the credibility of documentation by
considering how well the information answered the questions posed in the contract documents (Faidon) and
whether it would allow archaeologists to ’recreate the investigated site’ (i.e., how the site looked like in the
past and when investigated) on the basis of the documentation (Nauplios).

Participation

In some cases, the interviewees (e.g., Lykinos, Faidon, Penelope) – again primarily those with less workload
(e.g., Kalypso, Helena) – explained that they used to discuss regularly with the contractors (e.g., Lykinos,
Thalassopot, Helena, Kinyras), visit sites (e.g., Lykinos, Thalassopot) and coordinate both on-going work
and report-writing. Another form of indirect participation mentioned was to write as clear and explicit
directions for the fieldwork as possible (e.g., Faidon).

Discussion

The analysis suggests that even if the interviewees did apparently consider that the process of how the
archaeology contractors produced and made information is crucial to the credibility of that work and its
results, (RQ1) their direct need for information on information making were limited, indirect and often
unarticulated. The finding is similar to earlier studies in other contexts (e.g., Mason et al., 2011; Mniszak et
al., 2020). In Wersig’s (1973) straightforward typology of information needs, the interviewees had both
subjective and factual needs of knowing about information making and unarticulated potential needs they
could become aware of depending on the situation- in-hand. It seems that credibility is ‘often assessed by
’proxy’’ (Cash et al., 2002, p. 4-5), also in the context of information making. Even if the possibility to follow
on-going projects in detail was presented as an ideal, the interviewees tended to deem it unnecessary if their
administrative or archaeological expertise did not suggest that they needed to react. At the same time,
however, the findings suggest that the interviewees had an indirect need to be able to know about how the
contractor made the information if that would be necessary. Further, when the interviewees had an
opportunity and personal interest (e.g., Lykinos, Helena) to properly engage in the process, they might do so
to be able to draw their own conclusions.

Regarding (RQ2), the relation of non-reputational and reputational information on information making in
credibility assessments, the findings suggest that similarly to information searching in general, the initial
credibility judgments were based on relatively simple, often reputational, cues. If considered necessary,
additional evaluation continued with more in- depth inquiry into non-reputational cues. Consistent with
Foster (2009), the perceived need to doubt and strategies to assess credibility varied from one situation and
task to another. In this sense, the interviewees’ strategies were similar to how credibility assessment
processes have been described in earlier studies (e.g., Wathen and Burkell, 2002; Rieh and Belkin, 2000).
The categories of reputational and non-reputational cues identified in the analysis correspond with earlier
classifications (e.g. Rieh and Belkin, 2000; Taraborelli, 2008).

Beyond the relatively simple observations presented above, the present study provides keys to elaborate both
the question of information needs and the interplay of reputational and non- reputational cues – even if it is
necessary to consider its limitations. Most importantly, the findings from an empirical study with a specific
professional group and a small sample are not by default representative of other populations, contexts and
situations. In particular, the level of insight in the specific information making processes varied among the
interviewees, in comparison to many colloquial contexts of information use they all were closer to being
experts than novices in archaeological information making. However, considering the exploratory aims of
this study to provide analytical insights into credibility assessment related information needs and
mechanisms of using reputational and non-reputational cues to assess the credibility of information making
rather than identifying general patterns of behaviour in the general population, it is unlikely to lead to a
major bias.

The interviews support the earlier observations that instead of being an impersonal domain- independent
attribute (Rieh, 2010), credibility is enacted and assessed within bounded communities (e.g., Cash et al.,
2002; Van House, 2002), or using Chatman’s (1991) term, small worlds (Savolainen, 2007), where members
share both context (such as knowledge of local archaeology, or experience of working in contract
archaeology), but even more importantly, epistemological assumptions (Hjørland, 2002) and limits or
boundaries of what is knowable (Huvila, 2012). For the interviewees, the central premises of determining
whether information and how it was made could be deemed credible or not was a shared understanding of
how particular methods and techniques imply certain outcomes and of what kind of data and structure in
documentation is a prerequisite of being able to know how a particular site looked. Instead of being related
to archaeological or broader major epistemological paradigms (cf., Trigger, 2006; Hjørland, 2002; Baert,
2005), the differences are easier to trace back to the contextual and situational epistemic goodness of
particular actions and things. The variety of information needs, epistemic cues and justifications described
by individual interviewees suggest that they act according to a parallel insider- and outsider-ship in a large
number of overlapping smaller and larger epistemic communities of expertise within the, by itself, small
community of Swedish contract archaeologists and heritage administrators. Each of these communities is
characterised by its particular genres (Huvila, 2019; Andersen, 2017) stemming from such constituents as
their characteristic working methods, archaeological periods, and types and contexts of the sites of their
interest.

Even if there was some evidence that confirms earlier observations of the greater importance of generic
reputational cues (e.g., known reputation, assumed credibility) for those acting as outsiders (cf., Jamali et
al., 2014), it was also apparent that they are not necessarily less important for insiders. The cues are merely
read in a different manner. The insiders are privileged (Taraborelli, 2008) in that they know how to
interpret both types of cues and use them together to form a coherent system of justifications. Reputational
cues about, for example, the expertise of individual contractors could function as shortcuts that reduced the
need to engage in time-consuming inspection of non-reputational evidence (e.g., documentation), or as
traces that can be read in parallel to confirm or dispute the reputation of information creator. Insiders’
awareness of these links, and on a more profound level, of the congruence of their epistemic beliefs and
justifications in the specific contexts of their work, was central to their ability to trust information with
minimal effort. In terms of Wersig’s classification of information needs, they had a higher overlap between
their subjective, factual and potential information needs (cf., Wersig, 1973). This explains why they were ‘so
efficient, so able to make decisions, usually the correct one, quickly and without fuss’ (Cole, 2018).

In contrast to insiders, when the interviewees assessed credibility as outsiders, the links between
reputational and non-reputational information were weaker and sometimes the entire process could be seen
as a ‘ritual of verification’ (Moss, 2011) based on reputational use of non-reputational information.
Objectified assumptions (e.g., that the presence of certain type

of data verified the credibility of the information making process) could provide a shortcut if the discrepancy
between epistemic beliefs and possibilities to find appropriate justifications was perceived as too great. The
links between reputation and its underpinnings were weaker and scarcer. In such cases the interviewees
were more prone to trust that a contractor was credible and that established and familiar methods and
techniques ensure trustworthy results than to follow-up investigation processes or examine documentation
in detail. Their reliance on the presence of evidence (cf., Yang et al., 2013) and verifiability (cf., Sahut, 2014;
Hansen et al., 2009) is consistent with parallel contexts where credibility is assessed by outsiders, including
collective knowledge production and non-experts’ information searching.

Instead being a question of landing within or outside of a quasi-physical boundary, acting as an insider or
outsider seemed to be closer to a matter of assuming a perspective in relation to a specific community
depending on how far, in epistemic terms, an individual is considered to be from its core. The span of this
separation can be called epistemic distance. Epistemic distance does not refer to differences in scientific
views or epistemological perspectives (e.g., positivism versus constructivism) but rather to the distance from
being a complete insider. Remaining as an outsider and interpreting non-reputational information as
reputational second-hand knowledge (e.g., timeliness of contractors’ work and the completeness of the
documentation) could be intentional. It might, for instance, help to save time or prioritise tasks (e.g.,
Kalypso and Helena versus Faidon and Penelope). However, as the tension overseeing and administering
contractors’ work demonstrates, taking such shortcuts was not always that straightforward. The aspiration
of several interviewees to have someone (i.e., outsider) to approve the credibility of incoming documentation
before it was archived or used (e.g., Faidon, Penelope) shows how difficult it could be to assume an outsider
position when the epistemic distance is short.

On the basis of these findings it seems that whereas outsiders’ potential need for information (cf., Wersig,
1973) on information making can be more substantial than insiders’, they were less likely to be capable of
exploiting it effectively in credibility assessment. Even if outsiders can change their credibility perceptions
on the basis of non-reputational insights provided through information on editorial activity (Goldman,
2010), improved accountability of information creation, boundary objects, participatory practices,
mediation, translation and coordination (Cash et al., 2002), a question remains to what extent the non-
reputational insights in an original context can be used in non-reputational terms by outsiders within their
particular contexts and situations. The present findings suggest that in the interviewees’ work, non-
reputational cues required participation and inside knowledge of either specific information making process
or the local context even more than the use of reputational cues (cf., Taraborelli, 2008). Therefore, even if
suggestions to increase the transparency of information by providing tools (Flanagin and Metzger, 2008)
and process-related information (Goldman, 2010) are pertinent, it is likely that they are usable mainly for
insiders. However, because insiders are not necessarily in grave need of such additional information, there is
a risk that it ends up being used by outsiders as a new genre of reputational information rather than as
means to provide genuine insights in to the process of information making.

Further, even if efforts are successful, another problem is the high cost of using non-reputational cues (cf.,
Taraborelli, 2008), especially if the user remains an outsider and lacks insider competence to complement
the cues with an in-depth understanding of the studied context.

In spite of the difficulties related to shortening epistemic distance for outsiders, there is undoubtedly room
for a greater awareness of the functioning of the key information infrastructures (cf., Haider and Sundin,
2019) and knowing how information should be made and organised (cf. Huvila, 2011). In some cases, it
could similarly be useful to try to make the difficulty of finding relevant information more obvious (Huvila,
2012) and to increase outsiders’ burden of knowing about the making and origins of information. There are,
however, limits to the number of communities where an individual can be an insider and how long epistemic
distances permit insidership. Professional and non- professional experts like archaeology administrators (in
this study), scholars (in Rieh and Belkin, 2000), Wikipedia editors (in Francke and Sundin, 2010) or
mothers (in Mansour and Francke, 2017) have perhaps enough resources to act as insiders in their specific
small fields of expertise but when the epistemic distance between information making and taking (Huvila,
2018) grows due to the complexity of the field (cf., Fry and Talja, 2004) or other factors, information making
is no longer knowable and the possibilities to position oneself as an insider (cf., Thompson and Walsham,
2004) erode.

Conclusions

The findings suggest that (RQ1) experienced need for information on information making in credibility
assessments can be explained by the epistemic distance to the context where information making took place
and whether the administrators positioned themselves as insiders or outsiders in that particular context.
Outsiders tended to have a more substantial potential need for information (cf., Wersig, 1973) on
information making to make the sought information actionable, whereas their lack of insights in the
‘continuum of information making and taking’ (Huvila, 2018) in their particular contexts meant that they
were less likely to experience a subjective need (cf., Wersig, 1973) for that information and to be able to
exploit it. The preference for reputational versus non-reputational cues (RQ2) depend on individuals’
(epistemic) beliefs about their appropriateness to justify (provide an epistemic justification) the credibility of
information.

On a more general level, the findings suggest that to understand the reciprocal dynamics and interaction of
credibility criteria, it is useful to look at how and what they are used to justify, and to uncover their
underpinning epistemic beliefs instead of merely pointing to the differences in beliefs and trying to
enumerate credibility criteria in specific situations. Insider- or outsidership or increasing the epistemic
distance from the making of information did not necessarily alter the overall epistemic beliefs of the study
participants (what is necessary to know about information making to say if information is credible), but
influenced their epistemic justifications (what and what kind of information is enough to justify something
as credible). Insiders were, knowing the premises of how information is made, inclined to act on a
coherentist basis and to justify their credibility assessments by referring to first-hand experiences and beliefs
of the reliability of different information makers. In contrast, the outsiders’ distance and exteriority to a
useful and coherent system of beliefs to rely on, prompted them to act in a quasi-foundationalist manner
and rely on formal non-reputational criteria like the presence of specific type of data or comparative
evidence they were familiar with in other contexts relating to their work where they positioned themselves as
insiders. Because acting as an insider or outsider was also a matter of choice, and there are limits to how
often an individual can afford to be an insider, a blanket solution to helping everyone is unlikely to cut
epistemic distance by making everyone an insider. Rather than forcing everyone to know a lot about how
every tiny piece of information has been made, there is an urgent need for strategies to exploit both
reputational and non-reputational cues and people’s flexibility in acting as experts and non-experts.
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