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Abstract

Human flesh search (HFS) can be viewed as an information behavior that grows
along with the development of the Internet. Previous studies have mostly discussed the
phenomenon of human flesh search from the perspectives of law, communication,
information engineering, management, and sociology. Up until now, human flesh
search has not yet been clearly defined and clarified. In view of the literature gap in the
existing human-flesh-search-related research, this study intends to explore human flesh
search from the perspective of information behavior. The current study aims to: 1.
understand the contexts of the human flesh search events from the subjective
perspective of human flesh search participants; 2. investigate how human flesh search
participants trace information of specific individuals or events among a tremendous
amount of information; 3. explore how human flesh search participants interact with
one another. The research questions include: 1. What are the common situations of
human flesh searches? 2. What are the information-seeking strategies of human flesh
search participants? 3. What are the collaborative information behavior patterns of
human flesh search participants?

Twenty participants were recruited mainly through specific social media forums
that attract human flesh search participants. The event experience and opinions shared
by the human flesh search participants were categorized based on the situations and
processes of the event, participants' information-seeking strategies, and their
collaborative information behavior.

The research findings identified self-related and -unrelated human-flesh-search
events—Self-related events are personal events in social life, and self-unrelated events
are public events catalyzed through media and social platforms. Participant roles are

identified as actors and lurkers—Actors try to help others while lurkers feel that the act
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of searching needs to be kept secret. The major motivation of human flesh search
participants is curiosity, and their information needs include finding or confirming the
true identity of a specific person, factual information related to the events, sometimes
as well as life history, personal background, and values of a specific person.

Human flesh search participants exhibit characteristics of information foragers.
They conduct investigations based on their Internet use experience, set information
goals and evaluate cost-effectiveness, actively choose specific or diverse foraging in
information patches, cross-comparison with actual clues, or use intuition to associate
inferential tracking and filtering information scent. Participants with rich experience in
human flesh search show their own unique enrichment behavior. They achieve
information concentration and refinement through information retrieval strategies,
reducing time costs and increasing success rate.

Human flesh search scenarios include non-collaborative mode and collaborative
mode. Non-collaborative scenarios typically happened due to personal information
privacy protection, limited search capabilities, competitive mentality, and free-rider
mentality. In collaborative scenarios, events can be mapped to all levels in the C5 model,
including communication, contribution, coordination, cooperation, and collaboration.
Nevertheless, most events reached the contribution level. Participants mostly
communicate by providing information unilaterally. Most events were asynchronous-
remote and synchronous-colocated. In the process of collaboration, human flesh search
participants mostly use communication tools for online information sharing and
interaction. Suggestions were provided and discussed based on the findings in this work.

According to the aforementioned research findings, this study puts forward
relevant suggestions from the perspective of information security policy for reference

by relevant units.
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