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Lecturers and students are welcome to reproduce this case study for 

classroom use provided the copyright statement appearing at the foot of 
each page is reproduced and any reference to the INFORMATION ETHICS 

database is acknowledged.  However, the editors would appreciate 
knowing if you use this case study.  Please email them at 

jonathan@gordon-till.com and sylvia@inforesponse.co.uk. 
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Sector: Legal (and other professional 

services) 
  
When skimming the surface 

won't do 
  
Should the information professional 

limit the depth of enquiry in 

helping to solve a user’s problem 

when time is limited? 
  
Summary: In a very busy information 

unit of an investment bank the 

information professionals, being only 

two in number, often found the 

workload heavy.  Prioritisation of 

enquiries sometimes meant that a 

decision was made to refuse to carry 

out a task for a user, or a task was only 

partially carried out, in order that more 

tasks could be completed within the 

time available, or that priority could be 

given to completing tasks deemed to be 

more important.  The information 

professionals felt uneasy at having to 

refuse to carry out enquiry work, 

fearing that it would lead to criticism 

against them. 
  
NOTE: This Case Study is fictitious.  It is informed 
by experience in the information world, but it does 
not claim to represent a scenario of actual events or 
relate to individual people or organisations. 
 

Case Study: The information 

professionals’ conscience weighed 

heavy, not only because they feared 

being criticised for having to 

deprioritise tasks, but because they 

also realised that it was too convenient 

always to blame a lack of time for an 
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inability to carry out all their required 

work. 
  
A fairly simple solution to this dilemma 

was introduced initially.  Incoming 

enquiries were prioritised wherever 

possible, as one would expect.  The 

enquirer and the information 

professional would agree on the nature 

of the information required and 

deadlines.  The information professional 

also questioned the user’s actual 

requirements - in his experience users 

generally made nebulous enquiries, 

requesting more information than was 

necessary.  The information 

professional, knowing something of the 

user’s work, offered to carry out the 

investigation using one named source 

(e.g. Factiva), yielding only a limited 

amount of information which would 

hopefully resolve the user’s immediate 

problem.   
  
The combination of prioritising enquiry 

work and limiting information searches 

to single resources helped to manage 

the workload.  In the majority of cases 

the user was happy with this 

expectation.  Moreover, the user had 

seen in the information professional the 

degree of authority of a well-rounded 

professional. 
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To recommend resources related to this Case, please contact the editors 
of INFORMATION ETHICS. 

This Case relates to the following sections of CILIP’s Ethical Principles and 

Code of Professional Practice: 

  Primary Secondary 

Principles 4 6 

Code B5 B1 - B7 

Related 

cases 
0011 - a case in which trainee actuaries' tasks are supported 

by the Information Manager; the extent to which he should 

enable them to learn from their mistakes is considered. 
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