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ABSTRACT 
Information behavior research has typically explored 
individual-level practices, even within studies of groups and 
group activities. Although collaborative information 
seeking has emerged in recent years to explore how people 
search for and share information, much of this research also 
focuses on individual-level experiences. Collectivist 
approaches to information behavior have been conducted in 
only a few studies in the discipline; however, collectivism 
offers a unique, holistic way to study information practices 
at within-group levels. Collectivism also accounts for the 
social, professional, and other contextual elements that 
shape group members’ information practices when pursuing 
common shared goals. This exploratory qualitative study 
used focus groups situated in a constructivist grounded 
theory methodology to investigate wine industry members’ 
experiences while engaging in peer mentoring circles. 
Designed as a professional development activity, the 
mentoring circles provided a platform for the development 
of long-term relationships among group members to foster 
information sharing and knowledge creation relevant to 
their work environments. The emergent results make a 
significant contribution to the field as they outline key  
conditions under which collectivist groups support 
members’ information needs. Findings point to the 
importance of group cohesion developed through shared 
(industry-based) language and knowledge and development 
of kin-like relationships to generate unique knowledge 
communities.  Interdependency and reciprocity are shown 
to play key roles in motivating individual group members to 
share information with their peers. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The majority of information behavior studies, published 
over several decades, explore individual-level experiences 
(Case, 2012). Even when individuals are members of 
groups or teams (such as workplace colleagues, student 
classes, or research teams), researchers have typically 
focused on people’s individual experiences rather than 
examining within-group information practices. A number of 
recent studies explore collaborative information seeking 
practices (see Hansen, Shah & Klas, 2015, for examples). 
However, many of these studies focus on information 
retrieval and data access practices, rather than exploring 
group-level information behaviors within a broader social 
or professional context. Other studies highlight the fact that 
people working in teams often continue to work (and seek 
or share information) in isolation, rather than engaging in 
cross-group information activities (e.g., Given & Willson, 
2015). 

The focus on individuals’ experiences may be shaped, in 
part, by the choice of survey methods (e.g., questionnaires, 
interviews) most commonly used in information behavior 
research (Case 2012; Julien, Pecoskie & Reed, 2011). 
Individualized approaches are beneficial in that they allow 
for a high degree of anonymity and confidentiality for 
participants; however, they may not be ideal for considering 
across-group experiences of information practices, due to 
the lack of dialogue and engagement between group 
members during data collection. Researchers using 
questionnaires or individual interviews, for example, cannot 
observe “in the moment” information exchanges or query 
specific decisions or interactions that shape information 
behaviors across the group.  

A small number of studies in the field have taken a 
collectivist approach to research design, which affects both 
the unit of analysis and methodological choices. Prigoda 
and McKenzie (2007) note that such studies “aim at 
understanding the ways that discourse communities 
collectively construct information needs, seeking, sources, 
and uses. The unit of analysis in collectivism is therefore 
the group rather than the individual” (p. 91). Despite 
several calls for collectivist approaches to be taken in 
studies of information behavior (especially in the late 1990s 
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and early 2000s), these types of studies remain few in 
number across the field. This paper presents an exploratory 
study of the information behaviors of people engaged in a 
group activity designed to foster group-level information 
seeking and sharing – i.e., peer mentoring circles, which 
were established as a pilot professional development 
program by industry body Wine Australia. The wine 
industry context discussed here is another unique feature of 
this study, as the community of grape growers, winemakers, 
and vineyard managers that participated in this project has 
not been studied previously in the discipline of information 
studies. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Group-level information behavior can be complex and 
challenging to study. Although new technologies may 
facilitate group sharing of documents or may ease within-
group communication (especially across distances), 
studying how groups interact when engaging in information 
practices can be time-consuming and may raise data access 
issues for researchers. This literature review sets the context 
for the research reported here, with a focus on existing 
studies that explore group-based information behaviors. It 
covers the following topics: studies of groups’ collaborative 
information behaviors; the nature of collectivism, including 
studies in information behavior using this approach; and, 
studies of group mentoring, as a particular forum for 
information sharing and gathering. 

Studies of Groups’ Collaborative Information Behaviors 
Research on collaborative information seeking is a 
developing area within information science. Although these 
projects explore (what they variously term) collaborative 
information seeking, collaborative information behavior, 
and collaborative information retrieval (e.g., Foster 2006; 
Hansen & Järvelin, 2005; Hertzum, 2008; Karunakaran, et 
al., 2013), many studies lack clear definitions of the nature 
of group collaboration. Most of these studies focus on 
established organizational contexts where employees must 
work together in groups (such as healthcare teams within 
one hospital) or groups established to work on specific 
projects (such as research teams). These studies generally 
point to complexities in drawing lines between individual 
and group information activities; for example, Hyldegård 
and Ingerwersen (2007) found that group members’ 
searching practices often started as collaborative activities 
but moved to individual activities as the project itself 
progressed. Exploring within-group activities at the level of 
the group, itself, remains a challenging area for information 
behavior scholars. 
 
Research in information science and other disciplines 
generally points to the importance of relationship building, 
cooperation, interactivity, shared goals, trust, rapport, and 
communication to foster effective collaborative information 
activities (see, e.g., Denning and Yaholkovsky, 2008; 
Hertzum, 2008; Reddy & Jansen, 2008; Reddy & Spence, 
2008; Shah, 2010; Thomson & Perry, 2006; Thomson et al., 

2007; Wood & Gray, 1991). However, the nature of this 
research remains focused on individuals’ actions within the 
group. Further, these studies primarily focus on descriptive 
results of resources used, systems searched, and facilitators 
and barriers to information access. Few studies have 
explored the collectivist, social nature of group activities 
and the implications for information behaviors. 

The Nature of Collectivism – An Introduction 
Taking a collectivist approach to studying information 
behavior can provide a more holistic view of group-level 
activities; however, this requires a different way of 
designing and conducting research. For example, 
researchers must embrace a different view of the 
implications of group dynamics and social interactions on 
group members’ information practices. The overarching 
goal of collectivist activities is to increase the welfare of a 
specific community or group of people (Batson et al., 
2002). People working within such collectives are 
motivated to act in support of the community because they 
“identify with or value the group’s vision or purpose [and] 
may treat other group members as kin and thus be willing to 
do something beneficial for them” (Hew and Hara, 2007, p. 
2313). Collectivism also fosters interdependency between 
group members, who form strong social bonds and work in 
service to the common good of the group (Frost et al., 2010, 
p. 9). When individuals form collectives within a single 
organizational or work environment, sharing information 
can also enhance knowledge creation, teamwork and 
cooperation (Wang et al., 2011, p. 365). 
 
Using a collectivist approach allows researchers to explore 
how communities generate, locate and share knowledge at 
the group level – i.e., to examine what Jacob and Shaw 
(1998) call “knowledge-producing, knowledge-sharing and 
knowledge consuming communities” (p. 142). As Lu 
(2007) notes, “Human reliance on social networks for 
information acquisition illustrates that each community is 
more than a simple aggregation of people, and is an 
information space in which individuals’ information 
practices are structured through social exchange” (p. 116). 
Such an approach would extend current thinking about 
collaborative information behavior by ensuring that social, 
professional and broader contextual factors are explored in 
the study design. 

Collectivism and Information Behavior  
Over the past two decades some researchers in information 
studies have highlighted the central role of information 
processes in collectivism. Talja et al. (2005) highlight the 
fact that collectivist approaches emphasize information 
processes as embedded in social, organizational and 
professional contexts, with professional groups positioned 
as “thought-collectives” (pp. 86-87). The authors also 
describe the “information and communication practices and 
terminologies of professions and domains as the primary 
context for information behaviour” (p. 92). This reinforces 
Hjørland’s (1997) view that professional groups and other 
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organizations have a “high degree of synchronized thinking, 
language, and knowledge” (p. 125); Talja et al. (2005) see 
this as a key assumption informing collectivist approaches 
to understanding professional groups’ information practices 
(88). Similarly, Lu (2007) highlights this view, noting the 
links between information needs, searching, and other 
information practices: 
 

Information behavior is inherent in the totality and 
integration of social relationships. In other words, 
people’s information needs arise out of the larger 
situational environment; their information searching and 
how messages are received and interpreted are all 
embedded in cultural, social and organizational 
practices. In short, social interactions and structures are 
the overarching conditions determining human 
information practices. (p. 116) 

 
Information behavior research, then, must fully embrace 
collectivist notions to fully comprehend information 
practices within social and professional groups. However, 
despite the number of articles pointing to the value of 
collectivist approaches, little research has explored group 
members’ information behaviors through a collectivist lens. 
Although some of these (e.g., Wang et al., 2011; Frost et 
al., 2010) use traditional, survey methodologies (i.e., 
questionnaires and individual interviews) and focus on 
specific work environments, others use a mix of qualitative 
approaches that enable investigation of group-level 
activities outside of formal organizational settings. For 
example, Gengatharen’s (2008) study used an embedded, 
multi-case design to apply cultural dimensions theory to 
examine the collectivist nature of regional communities in 
Australia; she found that group-level benefits of 
information sharing about e-commerce platforms 
outweighed community members’ individual-level needs. 
Similarly, Prigoda and McKenzie (2007) used participant 
observation to examine the collectivist information 
behaviors of members of public library knitting groups; 
they explored the physical setting where group activities 
occurred, as well as the social engagement of group 
members. The current study used a constructivist grounded 
theory design using focus group interviews, which is 
discussed in the later section titled ‘Research Design.’ 

Collectivist Peer Mentoring – an Overview 
Formal and informal mentoring opportunities are provided 
in many industries and workplaces to assist individuals as 
they undertake new positions and/or as they progress 
through different stages of their careers. Mentoring may 
involve individual (i.e., single mentor/mentee) or group 
activities, with the latter providing opportunities for peer-
to-peer engagement. Typically, group mentorship combines 
the guidance of an experienced, senior advisor with the 
collegiality, support and social connections of peer 
mentoring. This is the model of peer mentoring chosen by 
industry body Wine Australia as a professional 
development activity, which was the focus of this research.  

Exposure to Diverse Ideas 
Group mentoring gives participants exposure to diverse 
experiences, skills and opinions, which an individual 
mentor, alone, may not be able to provide. There is value 
seen in ‘crowdsourcing’ solutions to problems by 
brainstorming together and by learning from those who 
have experienced similar situations (Mitchell, 1999, p. 
117). Group mentoring provides a collective base of 
knowledge from peers that can be comparable to that 
provided, individually, by senior colleagues (Moss et al., 
2008, p. 231). Group mentoring opportunities may be 
particularly valuable in agricultural settings where 
individuals may be self-employed or have few immediate 
colleagues and/or supervisors to turn to for support. 

Although diversity of perspectives and experiences can 
extend knowledge among group members, there must be 
enough common ground for group members to relate to one 
another. Striking a balance between diversity of views and 
shared perspectives is vital for successful participation 
within mentoring circles. Darwin and Palmer’s (2009) 
research, for example, found mentoring circles worked for 
those who felt comfortable in a collaborative group 
environment and not for those who felt uncomfortable 
sharing information with colleagues who have different 
personalities, values and motives from themselves (p. 133). 

Individuals who are used to (or prefer) working alone, for 
example, may not volunteer to participate in these types of 
groups. Or, those who do join may not participate fully if 
they cannot relate well to their peers. Additional outreach 
may be needed to ensure that individuals’ needs are met in 
ways that best suit their preferred ways to engage. 
Similarly, some one-on-one access to the mentor is 
important (Palermo et al., 2010, p. 1461) even for members 
that find group activities worthwhile. Cotching et al.’s 
(2009) findings reinforce this view, noting the one-to-one 
approach is important, as this builds credibility between the 
project officer and farmer. This may also confirm the 
findings of Shrapnel and Davie (2001), who note that due to 
a tendency to introversion, many farmers prefer one-to-one 
relationships to group settings in the evaluation of options 
for important decisions (p. 294). 

Shared Mentoring Model 
Another benefit of diverse group mentorship is that there 
can be a blurring of lines between the mentor and mentee 
roles (Mitchell, 1999, pp. 116-118). This can raise the 
confidence of junior members while ensuring that mentors 
also benefit from the experience. Group members are 
exposed to different perspectives, learn from their peers, 
hear opinions from senior colleagues, and meet with people 
they may not normally meet (Darwin & Palmer, 2009, p. 
132). Thomas et al. (2015, p. 326) note that mentors can be 
reinvigorated by exposure to young, early career 
colleagues. Group dynamics change the nature of mentoring 
activities from top-down or one-way modes of information 
sharing, to reciprocal, two-way learning processes that can 
be mutually supportive and mutually beneficial. However, 
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the success of these groups relies on the creation of a safe 
space where members feel motivated (rather than coerced) 
to share personal information with the group. This is best 
achieved with a skilled facilitator who can encourage 
participation, ensure that all voices are heard, and maintain 
positive relationships within the group (Cotching et al., 
2009, p. 294). 

Success Through Strong Leadership 
Successful group mentorship relies on a clearly defined 
senior mentor to facilitate discussions and manage group 
dynamics, in addition to providing advice and support 
relevant to the specific work/life context. Without a clearly 
defined facilitator role, some group members may adopt a 
dominant role (Mitchell, 1999, p. 118; Carvin, 2011, p. 51), 
which can create “challenges for mentoring circle 
operation” (Palermo et al., 2010, p. 1461). Mentoring 
circles require that a safe space be created so that group 
members can share sensitive information, in confidence 
(Palermo et al., 2010, p. 1462). A safe, trusting 
environment can emerge over time, but this relies on a 
skilled leader to create and foster a comfortable space 
where individuals respect the input of their peers. As Butler 
et al., (2006) note, “Considerable evidence exists that 
trusting relationships lead to greater exchange with people 
more willing to give useful knowledge and more willing to 
listen to and absorb other’s knowledge” (p. 630). 

RESEARCH DESIGN 
This project used an exploratory, qualitative design 
informed by a constructivist grounded theory methodology 
(Charmaz, 2014) to investigate wine industry members’ 
experiences as members of peer mentoring circles. The 
project was funded by Wine Australia, to provide this 
industry body with insights on the success of the circles and 
any areas for future change. It is important to note that this 
research was designed and completed independently by 
university-based researchers; the funding body was not 
involved in the research design or data collection, nor did 
Wine Australia influence the questions asked or the data 
analysis completed for this research. Group interviews were 
conducted in two regions of South Australia – i.e., Barossa 
and McLaren Vale – to explore: 1) the value of mentoring 
circles as an information-sharing platform; 2) the usefulness 
of group activities to meet individuals’ personal needs; and, 
3) any areas for change or improvement in the mentoring 
circle design as a professional development activity. 

On receipt of university ethics approval, two semi-
structured focus group interviews (lasting approximately 
one hour each) were held at the end of one peer mentoring 
circle meeting in each location. Participants were asked to 
discuss their experiences as group members, including the 
types of information activities in which they engaged. An 
informed consent process was conducted at the start of each 
focus group and all members signed consent forms prior to 
participating. The study included 13 participants in total (6 
from one group and 7 from the other), with 11 men and 2 

women, ranging in age from 19 to 54. Group members 
worked in various organizational contexts, ranging from 
large companies managing dozens of internationally 
recognized wine labels and brands, to small, independent 
wineries and grape-growing operations. Participants 
described their roles as “vineyard manager,” “business 
owner,” “winemaker,” “director,” “farm manager,” and 
“viticulturist.” Their years of experience in the wine 
industry ranged from 2 to 25 years overall (average of 17 
years), with a range of 2 to 18 years in their current 
positions (average of 9 years). The majority of participants 
(10 out of 13) were members of industry associations, such 
as the Australian Society of Viticulture and Oenology. All 
participants are assigned pseudonyms in this paper to 
protect their anonymity and ensure confidentiality. 
 
All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for data 
analysis. Data were analyzed using a constant comparative 
grounded theory approach to identify key themes using a 
collectivist theoretical lens for analysis. During the first 
stage of analysis, the co-authors analyzed the dataset 
individually; initial themes were then compared for 
similarities and differences, resulting in the final set of core 
themes discussed in the section that follows. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Participants, with their varied backgrounds, discussed a 
range of views on the value of the peer mentoring circles as 
sites for information sharing and knowledge creation. The 
sections that follow explore specific elements that fostered 
information behaviors within the group, beyond what they 
could achieve as individuals. 

Motivation to Exchange Information 
Participants were asked to share their decisions for joining 
the peer mentoring circles, including what they hoped to 
achieve from membership. Wine Australia started the 
program as a unique professional development opportunity 
that had not been tried, previously, in the industry. For peer 
mentoring circles to succeed as collectivist groups, the 
motivation of individual members must shape the 
information sharing that occurs. In establishing the 
mentoring circles, Barossa group member Patrick indicated 
that Wine Australia stressed that only motivated individuals 
should apply; he said, “that was the stipulation,  ‘we’re not 
going to chase people, you either want to go somewhere [in 
your career] or you don’t.’” In this way, circle members 
were not passive recipients of rote knowledge shared by a 
single mentor sitting at the top of a group hierarchy; rather 
all group members were expected to be active participants 
in a flat mentoring structure, where peers could support, 
inform and guide each other. Mentors and group members, 
alike, were vital to shaping the group’s information agenda.  

Interestingly, most participants did not know what to expect 
of the group at the time they applied. McLaren participant 
David, for example, explained that he joined the mentoring 
circle with the intention of getting access to information, 
knowledge, and expertise. He said, 
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I just sort of saw it as an opportunity for me because I 
was so new to the industry and the area, to learn a lot 
more about it. And especially to meet the people in the 
area….Not that I’m shy, but just it’s a bit daunting, I 
guess, when you’re sitting around a table and everyone 
knows probably ten times what you do. But I guess 
that’s the real reason I signed up for it. So I can kind of 
eventually get the knowledge that they have…. Just to 
be able to talk to them and ask them questions and 
things like that. That was the real thing I signed up for. 
And I think it’s been exactly what I’ve hoped it would 
be, and more. It’s been great so far. 

The reasons for joining the group varied. Some joined as a 
way to give back to the community; others believed the 
group might provide a valuable learning opportunity. 
McLaren participant Heather said, “I don’t like to say no to 
opportunities, so if there’s anything there, I’ll take it and 
hopefully it will be great. And if not, I’ve learned 
something from it. And that was kind of what I went into 
this [group], going into it, not really know what it actually 
was.” As group members spent more time together, the 
activities of the mentoring circle became motivating factors 
in encouraging active information exchange, as well as the 
application of new knowledge to individuals’ own work 
problems. As Barossa participant Julia explained, 
 

I sort of joined up probably for selfish reasons, 
beginning with like, you get your own personal 
development. But then…you look forward to coming 
each week to see, you know, how’s [this other group 
member] going? ...Or just all the little things that 
everyone’s doing. I find it quite exciting, something to 
look forward to just to see how other people are moving 
forward. And then you know, you can’t help but try to 
do the same yourself, after hearing it. 

The high level of motivation displayed by circle members is 
indicative of Nahapiet and Ghoshal’s (1998) work that 
found individual members were encouraged to exchange 
information when an atmosphere of cooperation was 
present in the group. The personal growth the wine industry 
circle members cited as further sparking their motivation, 
especially over many months of group interaction, also 
supports Batson et al.’s (2002) finding that collectivist 
groups foster the welfare of individual members. 

Valuing Diversity within a Shared Community Context 
The composition of the peer mentoring circles was critical 
to the groups’ success as sites for information generation 
and exchange. Group members were demographically 
different in many ways (e.g. age and experience); however, 
their ability to connect using common terminology, with 
shared knowledge of wine production processes, and with 
shared understandings of the wider industry context, 
permitted them the space to collectively generate new 
knowledge and solve problems related to career 
development and work practices. Alex (Barossa) noted the 
unique information sharing facilitated by being connected 

with industry peers noting, “it’s a pretty rare opportunity to 
sit around with a group of people just talking about what 
you think for two hours.” McLaren participant Gary echoed 
this, saying “I found it good to hang out with people [who 
are] like-minded, and trying to go somewhere with this 
[group]. Because I’ve been at a bit of a crossroads [in my 
career] and sort of thinking ‘what am I actually doing 
here?’…[The group is] giving me confidence in decisions 
I’m making.” 

However, the diverse makeup of the group was what set the 
peer mentoring circles apart from the types of information 
sharing one might do with colleagues, family members, or 
others who are close to you.  Shawn (McLaren), for 
example, valued the ability of new contacts made in the 
group to spark new ideas; he noted that this was the value 
of being “involved in the community, or the industry things 
around here [like these peer mentoring circles]…to expand 
[the social] network and share knowledge and make that 
contact that might just spark that idea that you wouldn’t 
have otherwise come up with.” Group members explained 
that they were engaging with peers in the circle who they 
otherwise would not have met. The diversity within the 
group – age, gender, career stage, job description, physical 
location, and so on – afforded participants unique 
perspectives on issues facing them. McLaren participant 
Damian highlighted the value of this diversity, explaining 
how the group experience differed from his normal 
(individual) approach to information seeking. He said, 

If I’ve got a challenge, [normally] I’ll talk to another 
business owner…Whereas because this group is made 
up of managers and [very young people], that diversity, 
I probably wouldn’t normally get from just going out 
and seeking that myself…. And so for me it is the 
influence of people that I’ve probably otherwise 
wouldn’t have. And so we each have been through some 
pretty tough times, but I learn from that. And that’s 
positive. We wouldn’t get the opportunity otherwise. 

The value of receiving diverse opinions and perspectives 
prompted both groups to seek additional contacts and 
informational opportunities outside of their existing peer 
circle. First, the two groups (although established to work 
entirely independently) had decided to coordinate joint 
excursions and information sharing activities; at the time of 
the interviews, they had run two joint events, with others in 
the planning stages. Second, they were motivated to look 
beyond the wine industry, to other agricultural groups that 
might further inform their own practices. Members in both 
circles pointed to the beef and cotton industries, for 
example, as possible areas to extend the mentoring circles’ 
networks and knowledge base. As Damian (McLaren) 
noted, 

The Australian beef industry’s gone through pretty 
much what the Australian wine industry’s gone through.  
It’s gone through tough times, and things that have been 
imposed on them beyond their control. And so it’d be an 
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interesting industry to look at. And same with cotton; 
they’re two agricultural industries that have gone 
through a massive transformation. And so for us as 
grape growers I think it’d be really interesting. So we 
have talked about it for sure because I think you can 
learn a lot from other industries. 

The sharing of diverse experiences, including the sharing of 
information to guide others to overcome similar challenging 
circumstances, was one of the overarching values of the 
group mentoring experience. This supports Darwin and 
Palmer’s (2009) work showing the success of group 
mentorship for those who value diverse opinions. Group 
members worked collectively, across demographic and 
experiential differences, to help each other make sound 
business decisions. The knowledge created within these 
communities was the result of a collectivist synthesis 
process that the formulation of the structure of the group 
enabled and encouraged. 

However, one of the challenges of this particular shared 
industry context was its size. As the wine industry is 
relatively small, people tend to know each other and may 
share suppliers or customers within regions. For this reason, 
participants filtered some of the information they shared 
with their peers. As Damian (McLaren) said:  

One of the challenges I faced with the group is that I’m 
sort of quite interconnected with a few of the people, so 
[one peer member is] a customer, I’m [another peer 
member’s] landlord, I sell freight to [a company that 
employs one member]… [Another member’s] boss is 
one of my customers. So… I’m not going to come in 
and say “bloody customer, I’m sick of bloody spraying 
for them…” because [this member of the circle is] a 
customer…So perhaps there would be things that I 
might not share in this group that I might in another 
group. 

As a strategy for countering this, Damian suggested that a 
mentorship group could consist of similar industries (e.g., 
cotton, grain, beef, and wine industries) to mitigate this 
concern and allow for unfiltered information sharing.  

Overall, members of both the Barossa and McLaren peer 
mentoring circles felt that the diversity of group members, 
within a shared cultural context, helped them to build 
connections and share information in productive, mutually 
supportive ways. As Heather (McLaren) noted, the value of 
the group was in building “personal confidence, to being 
able to openly discuss any ideas, and not having that be 
judged or passed on to [non-group members], in 
confidence.” All members stressed the importance of 
industry-specific knowledge being shared as the most 
important value of being a member of the circle.  

The results point to the importance of group cohesion 
developed through shared language and knowledge specific 
to wine and other agricultural industries. These findings 
reinforce Talja et al.’s (2005) work that noted the value of 

shared terminology as a prerequisite for successful 
discourse communities (see pp. 85-92). Further, this 
supports Wang et al.’s (2011) finding that when individuals 
form collectives within a single work context, sharing 
information can also enhance knowledge creation, 
teamwork and cooperation (p. 365). 

Fostering (Kin-like) Relationships  
A collectivist group requires a strong internal relationship –
one that extends beyond familiarity or congeniality – to be 
fostered within the group. For members of the mentoring 
circles, trust and peer understanding of one another’s 
personal circumstances were critical for successful group 
relationships to emerge. In both circles, the peer mentor 
leading the group and the individual members spent months 
developing trust within the group. McLaren participant 
Damian reflected on the emergent nature of the group 
relationship, stating  

We’ve met what, six or eight times for a couple of 
hours. So we’re just now starting to feel that trust. And 
so I think the next 12 months there will be that better 
interaction between us as individuals perhaps a bit more. 

By fostering close, family-like relationships within the 
circles, the mentor was able to push members to consider 
opposing views or to take a different perspective on an 
issue. The group members’ comfort with the circle setting, 
and with each other, allowed business-focused discussions 
to emerge alongside friendly camaraderie. Heather 
(McLaren), for example, stressed the importance of this 
comfortable environment on the ways that group members 
interacted with the peer mentor; she noted, “You don’t 
actually realize that you’re thinking about business things. 
Or…it feels like we’re just sitting around the couch just 
chatting, but [the mentor] will then slip in [a business topic 
to the conversation] and you go ‘oh yeah.’” Gary 
(McLaren) also noted the importance of the tone that was 
set by the mentor, a person for whom group members felt a 
great deal of professional respect and admiration; he notes, 
 

I’m resolving the issues that I’ve got, slowly but surely. 
But having [the mentor say things] left of field, giving 
left of field questions and asking why I do what I do has 
been really good… I first came across [the mentor] ten 
years ago when I…was applying for funding from the 
[wine industry funding body]. And at that time, when I 
was just a green graduate, talking with him, I just had an 
enormous respect for him, right from day one I thought 
‘this guy’s awesome. I want to grow up and be like [the 
mentor].’…And talking with [the group] here, all sort of 
similar generations, all finding our way [it has been 
good]. 

David (McLaren) provided a similar reflection: 

I’ve never been a part of a group like this, and speaking 
to [the mentor] and being a part of the group with a 
mentor, has been great. And it kinda makes you think 



 7 

even harder about the things we talk about, because we 
could talk all night about different things, but [the 
mentor] will sit there quietly and then absorb it all, and 
then ask a question that really makes you think “oh, 
right, yeah”. Do you know what I mean? it’s kind of 
from a different perspective even though we’re all in the 
same boat. 

As Mitchell (1999, p. 116) makes clear, a kin-like 
relationship is necessary for individuals to feel a sense of 
place, understanding, and security. Mentoring circles can be 
safe spaces to share sensitive information once trust is 
established (Palermo et al., 2010, p. 1462), and to foster 
knowledge creation (Butler et al., 2006); this was certainly 
evident in both the Barossa and McLaren groups.  Much of 
this success was due to the tone set by the mentors, who 
provided a supportive environment where people’s views 
and opinions could be shared, challenged and stretched. 
This reinforces Cotching et al.’s (2009) finding that a 
skilled facilitator is vital for fostering productive 
relationships that, in turn, facilitate information exchange. 
Similarly, Hars and Ou (2002) and Hew and Hara (2007) 
found mentor and group interactions supported the 
development of kin-like relationships that were necessary 
for collective success. The benefits, for information sharing 
and gathering, are profound. 

Creation of a Unique Knowledge Community 
Within successful collectives, like the peer mentoring 
circles, new knowledge is generated as a function of the 
community that develops. The community itself becomes a 
critical feature to information sharing; thus, adding new 
group members or disbanding the group are seen as 
negative options due to the strength of the relationships that 
have formed. Circle members receive something tangible in 
the process of sharing within the group, which also affects 
their ongoing individual practices. The contributions to 
community within a collectivist environment do feed back, 
in time, to change individual practices as a result of 
community-generated knowledge.  

For example, because of the level of trust achieved, and as 
members have regular, ongoing engagement in the circles, 
the group dynamics facilitate serendipitous and non-linear 
results and ways of thinking. The unknown knowledge 
needs of community members may be articulated – and 
then met – in unexpected ways. As Nathan illustrates; 

I think [the group has] probably been more than what I 
expected, because there’s a lot of things come out of it. 
A lot of things I walk away with and go, ‘that was a 
really good idea, I would never have thought…of doing 
that!’  

Barossa group member Brian expanded on this idea stating, 
“you might be thinking one way, but other people have 
different ideas. And when they pose that to you, it gets you 
thinking outside the square a little bit about how to do 
things.” The strength of the collectivist approach is, as 

Barossa participant Jason intoned, “thinking outside the 
square a little bit and seeing it from other people’s 
perspective.” McLaren group member Shawn reinforced the 
serendipity of directed conversation in generating new 
knowledge and in problem solving; 

Everyone came along and…was able to say what was 
the thing that particularly bothered them. And we all 
discussed that, and probably shared points of view, or 
process or, just try and help each other to work around 
those things. And all the ideas from a diverse group of 
people, all of a sudden that problem doesn’t seem so 
bad. 

Community generated knowledge is the result of collisions 
of information need and potential information sources, both 
of which may be unplanned, unknown, and unexpected. As 
Barossa participant Nathan illustrates, “we’ve actually 
come to something just by literally talking and [the mentor] 
going… ‘have you noticed you’re all wanting to go in the 
same direction?’” As Shawn (McLaren) put it, “it’s the 
cross-interaction that’s often…the icing on the cake I 
suppose. Just that added bit of extra that you get [from each 
group meeting].” Through spontaneous dialogue, 
individuals identified knowledge gaps and solutions for 
their own work practices, which also benefited other 
members of the group. This type of generative groupthink, 
which is reminiscent of Talja et al.’s (2005) idea of 
“thought-collectives” (pp. 86-87), is a cornerstone of 
collectivism, which can greatly affect people’s information 
behaviors. For example, both groups rarely access 
additional information sources related to group discussions; 
rather, the value of the information shared at the meeting 
table was considered paramount to supporting members’ 
day-to-day information needs. However, group membership 
did open avenues to new knowledge networks (outside of 
the circle) that were seen, previously, as unavailable or 
inaccessible. Patrick highlighted this point, noting “just 
saying we’re part of the Barossa mentoring circle, that gets 
you in the door.”  

As is the case in many collectivist ventures, groups may 
take on new or even formalized roles, as a result of 
perceived accrued authority. The unique knowledge 
contained within the group may be seen as useful for 
influencing industry growth or informing structural change. 
As Barossa group member Alex mentioned, the mentoring 
circles were exploring how they could drive a new Master 
Grower scheme being discussed within the wine industry.  
He states, 

From an information side of things, is this next stage 
they’re thinking of doing, which is this Master Grower 
concept. Really, I don’t think that [Wine Australia] 
expected anything major to come out of [the mentoring 
circle], other than some personal development and 
professional development. But this group…would like 
to keep going for another year… to create something 
tangible called a Master Grower Scheme… The idea is 
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that you have some very strict criteria – we’ve got to 
work all that out – but you set up a bit of a framework 
for where we will see some technical growth. 

Patrick (Barossa) felt that the mentoring circle could evolve 
to act in an advisory capacity to the wine industry. He 
believed members could be motivated to exchange 
information beyond the realm of the group and have an 
impact at a higher level, in industry, government or 
regulatory agencies. As he noted, “it’s about getting our 
voice out there without feeling intimidated.” The group 
dynamic had increased his – and others’ – confidence, to 
the point that information sharing outside the group, to 
affect change, was a very desirable next step to be taken. 

Alex (Barossa) discussed the group’s potential as a 
mechanism for training future leaders within the industry; 
he believed others (outside of the group) would be 
motivated to learn from circle members in future. He stated 
that the circles were, “a breeding ground for future leaders, 
there’s no doubt about that.” Alex also reflected on the path 
that the mentorship circle might take in their second year 
saying, “I think we’ve kept to [what Wine Australia 
identified as the circles’ goal], personal development, 
professional development, which is probably quite a new 
thing in the first year. But I think next year we can choose 
our rules. You know, if we want to spend more time on 
[other things].” 

As these knowledge communities take responsibility for 
their own future growth, it is the experience, needs, and 
desires of the collective that will be the motivating 
influences for new paths of information seeking and 
sharing. Collectivist principles, as outlined by Jacob and 
Shaw (1998), Moss et al. (2008), and others, address how 
such communities evolve and take ownership of both their 
activities and the knowledge creation informing those 
activities. 

Interdependency and Reciprocity 
While the mentorship circles are collectivist, by definition, 
they consist of individual people whose own interests, 
personalities, and motivations predict the success or failure 
of the group. At a meta-level, interdependency and 
reciprocity are necessary for the group to function in a 
collectivist endeavor. Participants discussed their 
contributions, and the contributions of others, with regards 
to the importance of these two attributes. When addressing 
the composition of the group, Barossa participant Stephen 
said the group 

need[s] people who have the energy or need or want to 
expand their business… You don’t want somebody here 
who’s just plodding along unless they really feel like 
‘Look, I need someone to give me a good poke’….They 
have to have the energy or the mindset [to contribute to 
the group]. 

Similarly, Patrick (Barossa) reflected on the individuals 
within the group and the utility of a group-level approach. 

He said “We’ve all been exposed to different people in 
different ways of thinking, I think, and different things that 
are out there. And that’s why I need think the mentoring 
circle is better than a mentor [alone], because you’ve got 
eight different ideas or different thoughts of what I’ve seen 
elsewhere.” 

The unique perspectives that group members brought to the 
collective allowed a multiplicity of perspectives that 
facilitated a more holistic snapshot of a situation. Damian 
(McLaren) said, “a lot of the same things annoyed us, but 
we had different ways of going about how you deal with 
those issues. So it was quite a valuable learning 
experience.” These multiplicities of knowledge allow for 
the creation of new understanding through empathy and 
familiarity within the group.  

Problem solving was made easier through the networks and 
knowledge contained within the group. As Jason (Barossa) 
reflected, “I think we were pretty lucky that when we 
needed some information, it was funny, someone around 
the table had something there to do with it.” Alex (Barossa) 
noted the uniqueness of the situation and the value of 
having others listen and encourage individuals’ 
contributions stating, “it’s just unbelievable to get the 
luxury of someone encouraging you to talk about what you 
do. And they listen, and they, I suppose, positively heard 
it.” 

Overall, these individuals’ willingness to participate fully in 
the mentoring circles are key features of collectivist groups, 
as highlighted by Triandis (1995), Frost et al. (1999), and 
others. To hear and to be heard, to work to benefit the 
group’s welfare in addition to – or even in place of – one’s 
own gain from group membership is a central tenet of 
collectivist activities. The mentoring circles, and the ways 
that group members and mentors shared and gathered 
knowledge to support professional development, 
demonstrate the collectivist nature and success of these 
types of professional development groups. 

CONCLUSIONS 
The nature of information behaviors within groups is an 
emerging area of study, particularly using a collectivist lens 
to explore group members’ motivations and the 
development of group dynamics. Information sharing and 
gathering activities in support of the group’s welfare, 
facilitated through the development of kin-like 
relationships, are key components of successful 
community-based knowledge creation. The findings of this 
study point to unique professional practices within the wine 
industry; the mentoring circles, as a new pilot program 
supported by an industry-wide agency (i.e., Wine 
Australia), are a valuable strategy for building capacity 
among people at various career stages and working in 
diverse areas of wine production. 

The data demonstrate that information behaviors within this 
type of group-level professional mentoring context are 
complex. First, the groups are almost solely inward-facing 
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in their information-related activities. Knowledge creation 
is facilitated through sharing of personal experiences, 
known resources, collegial networks, and other information 
sources that arise within each group. Information sources, 
especially formal sources from industry, are rarely used 
outside of what group members advise will be relevant to 
meet their colleagues’ needs. However, the expansion of 
interpersonal networks – both within the wine industry and 
outside, in other agricultural sectors – are seen as potential, 
viable sources of future information seeking activities. The 
beneficial information sharing and gathering of the group 
relies heavily on the development of trusting, kin-like 
relationships, fostered by a strong mentor. However, the 
greatest strength of the group model is in its diverse 
demographic profile; although people may (in daily life) be 
drawn to colleagues with similar perspectives and similar 
experiences, being a member of a group that reflected a 
wide cross-section of the industry allow for diverse 
experiences and a broad range of information sharing 
opportunities beyond what individual members would 
typically encounter. Further, whereas other groups may be 
receptive to various other information sources and activities 
(for example, social media, newsletters, etc.), this research 
foregrounds the importance of the interpersonal relationship 
and the value of individuals as trusted information sources. 

Although this study is exploratory and involved a small 
population of participants (i.e., the two groups that were 
established for the pilot program), the findings demonstrate 
the value of a collectivist theoretical approach for exploring 
within-group information behaviors. At present, there is a 
considerable dearth of research concerning the information 
behaviors of groups that focus on collective – rather than 
individual – experiences. By using a range of methods, 
particularly those that explore group activities ‘in the 
moment’ (such as observation, focus group interviews, 
etc.), researchers can begin to tap into the working of 
collectivist communities to gain a more holistic view of 
group-level information behaviors. The findings of this 
exploratory study demonstrate that researching the 
information behavior of groups is indeed possible, and, 
moreover, vitally important to understanding both depth 
and breadth of groups’ information practices. 

Moving beyond the individual as a unit of analysis – and 
the associated methods we typical utilize with individuals, 
namely interviews and surveys – must be a key 
methodological concern for researchers. There are rich data 
found in groups that may not be identified by research 
limited in scope to individuals. Research concerned with 
collectivist endeavors highlights the importance of 
dialogue, reciprocity, and interdependency in the creation 
of knowledge. Knowledge creation and understanding in 
this study is shown to be a social process, wherein the 
immediacy and proximity of participants permits new 
knowledge structures to emerge. Put simply, both groups 
reported there were considerable benefits to being a 
member of the group, and that the ‘personal-touch’ was 

essential. In an increasingly technologically-driven world, 
this research highlights and reminds us of the social nature 
–  the human factor – of social science research; that in 
order to more fully appreciate and understand the human 
experience elucidated through social science research, 
collectivist group approaches should be added to the 
information behavior researcher’s toolkit.  
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