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Abstract
Despite the rapid penetration of mobile technologies around
the world, underserved groups still struggle to participate
online in ways that can transform their lives. In this work
we draw from a line of work that advocates to capitalize the
engagement of underserved groups with entertainment-
oriented content to devise forms of achieving other devel-
opmental goals. We propose to conduct a field study in
Ecuador to explore the information-seeking practices of
lower middle-class Ecuadorians participating in Instagram-
based celebrity fandoms. This study will provide an ac-
count of the role of social media in how underserved groups
continuously and dynamically seek information. The re-
sults of this study will inform opportunities for sustainable
technology-based interventions that support the information-
seeking needs of those living in resource-constrained con-
texts.
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Introduction
Mainstream digital technologies, such as social media, can
enhance people’s opportunities to access meaningful infor-
mation on key topics such as education, work and health
[4, 13]. However—and despite the rapid penetration of mo-
bile technologies around the world—underserved groups
still struggle to participate online in ways that can trans-
form their lives [15, 21, 8]. Differences such as race, class,
gender and geography have a great impact in the technol-
ogy people can access [29, 21, 26]. More importantly, such
intersecting axis of differentiation also perpetuate disad-
vantages in the way these groups seek and make sense of
digital information [11, 8, 26, 21].

Digital leisure and entertainment in social media have long
been identified as key genres of online participation for un-
derserved groups [1, 5, 14, 13]. Such interest-driven forms
of participation open the opportunity for deep engagement
with a community, which in turn leads to the development
of a type of cultural capital [26] that could be leveraged to-
wards effective information-seeking practices. However,
the relationship between such rich online interactions and
information-seeking practices has remained unexplored [26,
1]. Rather, more emphasis has been given to studying and
supporting utilitarian tasks such as assessing how scalable
systems can alleviate poverty of information in the realms
of health or education [5, 17]. Payal Aora et al., as well as
Kentaro Toyama argue that looking at how underserved
groups engage with entertainment-oriented content can
help us devise ways for capitalizing such "fun" to achieve
other developmental goals [1, 5].

This proposal answers their call by conducting a field study
in Ecuador that explores the information-seeking prac-
tices of lower middle-class Ecuadorians participating in
Instagram-based celebrity fandoms. Based on previous

work on modeling and further understanding information-
seeking behavior [12, 24, 25], we seek to answer the follow-
ing research questions :

• RQ1 What processes do lower middle-class Ecuado-
rians participating in Instagram fan pages put in place
to devise information-seeking strategies for conduct-
ing celebrity fandom activities (e.g., obtaining images
and videos from the celebrities they follow)?

• RQ2 How do participants manage failure to get the
information they are seeking?

• RQ3 What situations prevents participants from man-
aging failure?

• RQ4 How do participants juggle different communi-
cation strategies—including offline interactions—and
social media platforms to achieve their information
seeking goals?

• RQ5 What aspects of participants’ information seek-
ing practices can we leverage to design technological
systems that support the information seeking needs
of underserved communities?

Answering these questions will allow a more holistic un-
derstanding of the empowering uses underserved groups
give to social media. Moreover, this study will provide an
account of the role of social media in how underserved
groups continuously and dynamically seek information.
As a result of this study, we will devise opportunities for
sustainable technology-based interventions that support
the information-seeking needs of those living in resource-
constrained contexts.



Related Work
This proposal responds to the need of devising better information-
seeking support for underserved groups. We, thus, situate
this research in studies of information-seeking on social
media, and the design of information-seeking support.

Social Media and Information-seeking
Information seeking is a sensemaking process where a
person constructs meaning from information in order to
respond to a need or gap in knowledge [12]. Information
seeking is not a single reference incident, but a series of
encounters with information within a space of time, that is
dependent on social context [3]. Online social media can
make it easier for users to reach out to a large number of
friends, leading people to use them to seek information
from their social connections [20]. Work on Computer-
Supported Collaborative Work (CSCW) has focused on how
people seek and make sense of health-, and crisis-related
information using social media [6, 23, 27]. However, most
of the work on the area has focused on studying online in-
teractions happening in one platforms only, often microblog-
ging sites. Further, much of this research depends heavily
on what social media use renders visible. Authors such as
Wulf et al., have stressed the relevance of looking at how
users straddle between online and offline interactions when
seeking information so as to have a more complete picture
of the role of technology in this endeavor [28]. Drawing on
the notion of multiplex approaches for understanding collab-
orative environments [10], we propose to expand previous
work on social media and information seeking by looking
at the information ecology Instagram users resort to when
attempting to solve problems related to their fandom prac-
tices. This includes an examination of the role of offline in-
teractions in such ecology (RQ4).

The work on social media and information seeking has in-
deed informed how people come together to solve prob-
lems. However, this work has mainly focused on middle-
class populations living in resource-rich settings. Work on
underserved groups and technology adoption has looked at
other type of problems; mostly related to lack of access and
weak information management practices [8, 16, 21, 29]. It
has been established that digital inequities limit how these
groups access and seek information; they tend to rely on
mobile usage, which in turn drives them to focus on minimal
search-based interactions and keeps them from engaging
in more creative activities [21]. However, studies have also
indicated that mobile users tends to prefer to access infor-
mation for leisure and entertainment activities[16]. Based
on these observations, studies in Information and Commu-
nication Technology for Development (ICTD), have recently
proposed to expand the focus of study to the activities un-
derserved groups perform in the realm of digital leisure and
entertainment [1, 5]. Arora et al., for example, claim such
new focus will provide a more holistic view of technological
use by encompassing both experiential and purposive ele-
ments of ICT adoption. Further, they argue that understand-
ing how underserved users adopt technology based on their
own interests is key for capturing the ingenious strategies
this population put in place to make technology part of their
everyday lives. Following Kentaro Toyama suggestion on
how to leverage "fun" for development, we look at how fan-
dom practices stemming from Instragram fan pages can
inform the design of information-seeking support for under-
served groups via technology.

Particularly, we draw from the Information Search Model
proposed by [12], that emphasizes sensemaking as the ba-
sis for understanding information seeking, and from Wang’s
studies on information seeking failures [24, 25], to study
how lower middle-class Ecuadorians seek celebrity-related



information.

Designing Support for Information-seeking needs
Both the fields of Information Management and ICTD have
made efforts to devise ways for supporting information
seeking activities. In their study on failures during infor-
mation seeking, Wang suggested mechanisms that digital
technologies should take into consideration for preventing
failure [24]. In ICTD there have been many mobile-based
interventions to push information to underserved commu-
nities, for topics such as agriculture [2, 18] and maternal
health [19]. Although some of these initiatives have been
successful, ensuring sustainability has always been an
issue [2]. Natarajan et al. have argued that the problem
lies in the emphasis of these initiatives to push informa-
tion rather than "strengthening and responding to the pull
of their information needs"[17]. In line with their view, we
propose to first understand people’s information practices to
then inform the design of future technologies. Further, we
propose to use participatory design activities to devise how
information seeking behavior in one context—in this case,
entertainment—, can inform practices in other realms such
as health, work and education.

Research Design
In order to answer the aforementioned questions, we will
conduct a situated study in Guayaquil, Ecuador that relies
on qualitative approaches. We focus on Ecuador because
this country exhibits a growing penetration of mobile tech-
nologies and Internet access [7]. Further, Ecuador has a
growing local showbiz that operates chiefly on Instagram.
This has led to a burgeoning presence of fan pages for local
celebrities in Instagram.

The study will be divided in two stages. The first stage
seeks to understand information-seeking practices. The

second stage focuses on deriving design guidelines that
can be useful for supporting information-seeking needs
in realms outside digital leisure. For the first stage we will
first observe the digital interactions taking place in Insta-
gram fan pages. For this purpose we will choose up to three
celebrities—those with a large number of followers and In-
stagram fan pages—and conduct our observations on the
fan pages that support them. Following Wang et. al and
Kuhlthau, we will focus our observations on posts and com-
ments that suggest sensemaking moments in which par-
ticipants are actively involved in finding meaning within a
personal frame of reference [12, 24]. This will also entail
observing information that suggests they failed at obtain-
ing or making sense of the information they needed. We
will then recruit two types of participants: the administrators
of Instagram fan pages, and the users who participate in
those pages. Participants will be recruited via snowball and
purposive sampling so as to minimize recruiting individuals
whose profiles are too similar to each other. Recruitment
will continue until reaching data saturation. Participants
will be contacted via direct message on Instagram. We will
verify participants’ socio-economic status through a group
of questions on their level of education, and the resources
they have access to.

Via semi-structure interviews we will explore: (RQ1) the
different process participants follow to define information
seeking strategies that allow them to conduct fandom activ-
ities, (RQ2) the failure management strategies participants
leverage to obtain the information they are seeking, (RQ3)
the situations that prevent participants from managing fail-
ure, and (RQ4) the different communication strategies—
including offline interactions—and social media that fan
page users harness to achieve their information seeking
goals. Our questions on the topic will be guided by our pre-
vious observations.



To further understand failure management and the informa-
tion ecology participants rely on, we will recruit a subgroup
of 20 of these participants to conduct think-aloud activities.
We will ask participants questions about recent events in
the lives of the celebrities they follow and support. We will
then ask participants how they would solve the problem,
while explaining their thinking process. This will enable us
to see in action the different properties of each communi-
cation strategy or social media uses, as well as to identify
the types of support that could improve their information-
seeking process.

The data collected will be analyzed using a Straussian
grounded theory method [22] that allows theories to emerge
from the data [9]. We will identify trends that describe the
phenomena discovered in the data. An iterative analytical
process will allow us then to generate themes that will be
reduced over time, and that will lead to the findings of the
first stage of this study.

The second stage will entail participatory design activities.
The goal will be to derive design guidelines for the design of
technological systems that support the information seek-
ing needs in topics such a health and education for un-
derserved communities in Ecuador. The findings from the
first stage will inform technology-based activities that can
be conducted with participants so as to derive the needed
design guidelines. For this purpose we will recruit approx-
imately 30 participants from underserved communities via
collaboration with non-governmental organizations. We will
then invite them to three sessions of participatory design
activities that will seek to better understand the applica-
bility of the previous findings to other information-seeking
realms such as health, work and education. We choose that
number of participants and sessions to minimize the im-
pact of losing participants over time, as well as to minimize

the possibility of participants withdrawing the study do to its
length.

The results of the activities will then be analyzed to derive
design guidelines.

Broader Impacts
This work helps identify more sustainable and effective op-
portunities for collaborative technologies such as social
media to support the information-seeking needs of un-
derserved groups. More specifically, this research can ex-
pand existing knowledge on how ICTs can be designed to
support how members of underserved groups already ac-
cess and make sense of digital information. Ultimately, by
enabling the design of empowering ICTs for information-
seeking, this research can augment the opportunities of
underserved groups to make sense of key information for
improving their everyday lives.
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