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ABSTRACT 
Cross-domain integration of information is increasingly identified as a priority across public sector contexts because 
(in theory) it enables the use of more information, including information from groups and communities historically 
excluded from public sector decision making. In this paper, we reject the tendency to take ‘integration’ for granted, 
arguing the need to position cross-domain integration as an information practice, and conducting mixed methods 
thematic analysis of government strategic documents to validate the utility of this approach. We find that depending 
on the type of information proposed to be integrated — digital data versus the knowledge of peoples and 
communities — our sample of Canadian government institutions treats cross-domain integration with differing 
levels of procedural rigour and detail. Reflecting ASIS&T 2024 themes of prioritizing responsibility and reflexivity 
in information practice, and of cultivating community partnerships through practice, not merely in name, we discuss 
the information hierarchies that emerge in the cross-domain information integration in government and the 
associated impacts on stakeholder communities. 
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INTRODUCTION 
A cursory look at published data and information strategies of governments and public sector organizations reveals 
that the integration of data and information across domains or contexts is seen as a desirable outcome (Government 
of Canada, 2023; United States Government, 2021; Central Digital and Data Office (UK), 2021). On the face of it, 
information integration as a goal for public sector institutions is intuitive: in our time of both big and broad data, 
there are vast amounts of information being generated from vastly different sources and domains of work (Swan, 
2015; Hendler, 2014). It makes sense that organizations are seeking to integrate this information so that they can 
make effective use of more of it, but the goals of integration extend beyond merely expanding the quantity of usable 
information. Cross-domain integration is also advocated as a means of incorporating lived experience, Traditional 
Knowledges, and insights from groups and peoples often excluded from data and/or information work by 
government organizations.  

Less intuitive, and certainly less interrogated, is exactly what this cross-domain integration looks like, and how it is 
to be implemented. This is potentially problematic: when we uncritically adopt ‘integration’ as a non-specific goal 
for our information use, we run the risk of being integrative in name only, limiting any attempt at centring “nuanced 
understanding and peripheral perspectives” (Freshwater & Fisher, 2014). If we value inclusive, people- and 
community-oriented usage of information in public institutions, it is our responsibility to take a reflexive, critical 
stance, and look more closely at the intent and actions behind cross-domain information integration.  

Such is the aim of this paper. We briefly explore the ways in which cross-domain integration has been discussed, 
broadly and in public sector contexts, then make the case that adopting an information-focused lens is an effective 
way to explore the topic. To demonstrate the applicability of information approaches to cross-domain integration in 
the public sector, we report the results of a mixed methods thematic analysis of public Government of Canada 
documents and discuss the ways in which the findings support our contention that cross-domain information 
integration must be conducted responsibly and reflexively to produce intended outcomes. 

RELATED WORK 
Clarifying Terminology 
It is helpful before exploring the substantive content of this paper to clarify terminology. Most studies of cross-
domain information integration happen in fields outside of information studies (see the following subsection). 
Because of this, words like ‘data’, ‘information’, and ‘knowledge’ tend to be used colloquially, and occasionally 
interchangeably, rather than with the specific meanings implied by information scholars or in government 
documents. As information scholars, we engage discipline-specific understandings of ‘data’, ‘knowledge’, and 
‘information.’ ‘Data’, synonymous here with ‘information objects’, refers to granular, often digital objects such as 
datasets, documents, or forms; data often lacks context, requiring interpretation to be rendered useful.  ‘Concepts’ or 
‘knowledge and perspectives’ on the other hand refer to more abstract ideas and encompass individual and collective 
knowledge. Knowledge and data are interlinked so that when ‘data’ is processed, it yields ‘knowledge’. We use 
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‘information’ in a broad sense, as it is used in ‘information studies’, to refer to the study of information phenomena 
in general, including data and knowledge. 
What is Integration? 
Any definition of ‘integration’ will necessarily be accompanied by caveats and conditions, given the multiplicity of 
contexts in which the term is used. For our purposes, we combine multiple definitions to use ‘integration’ to refer to 
the synthesis (or merging, incorporating, blending…) of knowledge, information, and data (or methods, 
perspectives, ideas, paradigms, tools…) across domains (Aboelela et al., 2007; Hitchcock & Onwuegbuzie, 2022; 
Klein, 1990). Hjørland (2017) describes domains in detail; here we adopt Hjørland’s conclusion that a domain is “a 
body of knowledge, defined socially and theoretically as the knowledge of a group of people sharing ontological and 
epistemological commitments” (2.4), for example, sectors of industry, academic disciplines, or stakeholder groups 
(Klein, 2022).  

Social and communicative elements of cross-domain information integration at a high level — that is, integration of 
concepts, knowledge, or knowledge frameworks — have been conceptualized by scholars of interdisciplinarity 
(Canonico et al., 2017; Laursen et al., 2022), mixed methods research (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009; Schoonenboom, 
2022), and philosophy of science and knowledge (Boon & Van Baalen, 2019; Tobi & Kampen, 2018). We encounter 
similar language in works discussing the integration of Traditional Knowledges or community knowledge into 
institutional workflows in attempts to address historic exclusion and dismissal (Montenegro, 2019; Strunk, 2023).  

There is a largely separate literature based in computer sciences, data sciences, and information systems that 
explores integration in terms of the combination of domain-specific datasets and other information objects. For 
example, Finkel et al. (2020) and Xu and Yu (2017) discuss computational means of ‘integrating’ heterogeneous 
datasets through shared data storage or merging strategies, while Wagner et al. (2023) explore how domain norms 
governing digital and physical file formats impact ‘integrative data re-use’. 

We thus see two general ‘shapes’ of cross-domain information integration. The first is integration on a conceptual 
level, where the entities being integrated are knowledge, ideas, or shared understandings of some phenomena — 
‘information’ in the broad, colloquial sense. The second is integration on a technical level, where the entities being 
integrated are individual information objects (e.g. datasets, files) and their contents via linking, merging, or shared 
infrastructure. It is often implicitly assumed in the interdisciplinary literature that the second kind of integration 
facilitates the first, but the specific mechanisms by which this occurs are underexplored. In other terms, it is unclear 
how the integration of information objects from multiple domains enables or influences the practices of integrating 
ideas or bodies of knowledge to produce some understanding or insight that could not have been found by either 
domain in isolation.  

Information Integration in the Public Sector 
We can observe both ‘shapes’ of cross-domain information integration in the public sector. With regards to the first, 
conceptual integration: to Torfing (2019), collaboration and innovation are seen as desirable in the public sector to 
the end that they can enable “the integration of ideas into proper solutions” (p. 3). To Crosby and Bryson (2010), 
governments should aim to integrate public leadership structures and practices by “bringing diverse groups and 
organizations together in semi-permanent ways” and integrating their communications-related information (p. 211).  

It is also common to discuss public sector integration technically, in terms of data and information objects. Gil-
Garcia et al. (2009) suggest that information integration in government comprises four distinct but related elements: 
social networks, shared information, integrated data, and interoperable technical infrastructure. The idea of process 
integration, information sharing, and systems interoperability (‘INT-IS-IOP’) as fundamentally intertwined in 
government is thoroughly explored by Scholl et al. (2012). Comparable concepts to these understandings of 
information-centric integration also appear in policy documents by different names—for example, a ‘comprehensive 
approach’ to national security (Essens et al., 2016) or ‘whole of government’ decision making (Livingstone, 2007).  

There has been some evaluation of integrative activity in the public sector, such as Scholl et al.’s (2012) analysis of 
success and failure conditions for INT-IS-IOP project reports from local and regional governments across Europe, 
Wang’s (2018) case studies of two Chinese cities exploring information exchange and interoperability of 
government information systems, and Ren and Yang’s ASIS&T 2023 exploration of cross-domain diffusion from 
science to policy. In this area of scholarship, however, mirroring what we observe in the literature on information 
integration more generally, there is no particular engagement with the assumption that technical, object-level 
integration automatically leads to the broader knowledge integration that seems to be the end goal. 

An Information Studies Approach to Integration 
Summarizing the preceding subsections: we know that cross-domain integration is seen as a desirable outcome in 
public sector contexts. We know that integration tends to involve data, knowledge (individual and collective), and 
information to varying degrees (from specific information objects to shared and represented, conceptual bodies of 
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knowledge). We know very little about how cross-domain information integration actually happens in public sector 
contexts — does integrating information objects facilitate the integration of concepts and bodies of knowledge? If 
so, how? What are the implications and impacts of these integration activities? 

It is an intuitive next step, faced with this gap in our understanding, to position cross-domain integration as an 
information practice (or a collection thereof), since it is a way of using or interacting with information (Bates, 2010). 
Information scholars have studied cross-domain integration as a feature of academic research settings by 
investigating the information practices that comprise interdisciplinarity (Palmer, 2013; Zogheib, 2023); here we 
attempt to apply that same framing, along with terminology from information studies more broadly, to cross-domain 
integration in public sector settings.  

The value of this framing of cross-domain integration is that we can build on existing, ongoing work from 
information scholars about domain-analytic approaches to information work (Hjørland, 2002; Luo et al., 2022), and 
that we can engage with our two categories of integration (‘technical’ and ‘conceptual’) by drawing on critical 
information scholarship to question the ways in which institutions value different types of information (Thomer et 
al., 2022; Sadowski, 2019) and the implications that those value hierarchies have for stakeholder communities 
(Poole, 2023).  

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 
The research objectives of this paper are to  

1. identify if there is an empirical basis for positioning cross-domain integration in government as an information 
practice, validating information studies as a productive approach for studying this topic, and 

2. demonstrate the application of concepts and framing from information studies to the topic of cross-domain 
integration in the government. 

We focus on the sample case of integration in a Canadian government context to restrict analysis to a manageable 
scope and make a novel contribution to existing research, where to our knowledge no studies of cross-domain 
integration in the Canadian federal public sector currently exist.  

METHODS 
To explore information integration in our chosen government context, this paper draws on a mixed methods 
document analysis approach. For a subject such as integration, where definitions are fluid and often inconsistent, 
published documents can demonstrate the different ways that topics are conceived of in official contexts and 
illuminate government priorities or challenges (Cardno, 2019).  

Data Collection 
Documents for analysis are collected from publicly accessible Government of Canada webpages in June and July of 
2023. Here, we focus specifically on ministerial mandate letters and departmental plans. Per the Office of the Prime 
Minister (2021), mandate letters “outline the objectives that each minister will work to accomplish, as well as the 
pressing challenges they will address in their role”. Published mandate letters and their utility as a means of 
understanding government priorities have been the subject of some debate in the public sphere (Lang, 2022; 
Novovic, 2022), but they continue to be used as research material (Lucyk, 2020; McKelvey & Macdonald, 2019; 
Waubert de Puiseau, 2016). 

Ministers of the Crown are responsible for carrying out a portfolio assigned to them by the Prime Minister. This 
portfolio can include the administration of federal government departments or ministries. These departments and 
ministries publish annual departmental plans which describe “priorities, strategic outcomes, programs, expected 
results and associated resource requirements” (Treasury Board Secretariat, 2017). Departmental plans have been 
discussed in research contexts as signifiers of policy priorities (Diabo, 2020; Graff, 2021).  

In total, a corpus of 38 mandate letters and 30 departmental plans (68 documents in total) is collected here. Official 
Government of Canada publications are made available in both French and English; only English versions are 
analyzed. 

Data Analysis 
Exploratory quantitative analysis was used to guide our initial inquiry. The Requests library in Python (Reitz, 2023) 
was used to scrape the text contents of the 2021 Ministerial Mandate Letters and 2022-2023 Departmental Plans. 
Texts were searched to locate the following keywords of interest:  

Integrate, Integrated, Integrating, Integration 

The frequency of these keywords in each type of document was then tabulated. We collected mandate letters and 
departmental plans that were found to contain at least one instance of the aforementioned keywords of interest. The 
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documents were then explored further through qualitative thematic analysis. From these documents, we extracted 
text sections — i.e. document subsections or paragraphs, where applicable, or lists for text in point form — which 
discussed integration or similar ideas. In total, 153 text sections were reviewed and thematically coded. 

Themes were identified by one of the authors following the iterative, qualitative process described by Braun and 
Clarke (2012). Potential thematic groups were identified during a preliminary reading of the selected documents, 
with this ‘first pass’ sensitized by concepts from the information studies and interdisciplinary literature. As these 
initial thematic groups resurfaced during subsequent re-readings of the documents, they were codified as themes. 
Text selections were read through the lens of these preliminary themes; where themes appeared in particular text 
selections, their presence was recorded. This process was neither wholly deductive (i.e. themes identified based on 
theory or existing ideas from the literature) nor wholly inductive (i.e. themes emerging entirely based on a ‘bottom-
up’ exploration of the data). Rather, in the joint approach discussed by Byrne (2022), the author explored the texts 
with a particular subject in mind (integration) but with openness to finding the as-yet-unknown themes that occurred 
‘around’ the subject. Theme frequency is visualized using the ggplot2 library in R (Wickham, 2009) and palettes 
from Tol (2021). 

Additional quantitative analysis was used to support further exploration of the themes identified qualitatively. We 
investigated what Armborst (2017) calls ‘thematic proximity’, a term that describes the tendency of certain thematic 
codes to occur together. Thematic proximity can be used to develop meta-themes and to explore potential 
relationships between themes (Oleinik, 2011). In this paper, thematic proximity was evaluated using the cooccur 
package in R (Griffith et al., 2016), which has been used across various other research contexts (Miles et al., 2020; 
Zwetsloot et al., 2021), including for the analysis of thematic data from Tweets and interviews relating to cultural 
services (Johnson et al., 2019). The use of simple descriptive statistics is intended here to complement qualitatively-
derived themes, rather than to imply generalizability of findings or representativeness of our sample documents of 
some hypothetical larger corpus. Likewise, p values are used to support interpretation rather than to assign undue 
weight to an arbitrary significance threshold. 

Reproducibility, Reliability, and Reflexivity Considerations 
The value of attempts to quantify reproducibility and reliability in qualitative thematic research is the subject of 
some controversy (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). In this paper, we undertake thematic analysis as an interpretative 
research approach rather than a positivist one but nevertheless include as an exercise in completeness a quantitative 
evaluation of intercoder reliability. This evaluation, the Python and R scripts used for quantitative analyses and text 
extraction, and the Microsoft Excel spreadsheets containing the results of the thematic analysis, are available in a 
GitHub repository: https://github.com/zogheibc/IntegrationHierarchies.  

In conducting our thematic analysis, we also foreground reflexivity, acknowledging that both our data materials and 
our experiences processing said materials are ‘contextually-situated’ (Braun & Clarke, 2022). We recognize that the 
codes and themes are produced, not discovered; they are interpreted, not simply identified; and they are open to 
further investigation (Braun & Clarke, 2022).  

FINDINGS 
Integration and related keywords are mentioned in 12 out of 38 mandate letters (approximately 32%) and in 26 out 
of 30 departmental plans (approximately 87%). In general, as shown in Table 1, all keywords occur more frequently 
in the text of departmental plans than in mandate letters, and cross-domain integration is generally positioned as an 
activity to be undertaken in support of a goal or mandate, rather than a mandated outcome in itself. 

Keyword Frequency in 
Departmental Plans 

Frequency in 
Mandate Letters 

Integrate 42 5 

Integrated 52 9 

Integrating 13 0 

Integration 77 3 

Table 1. The frequency with which keywords of interest appear in departmental plan documents and 
mandate letter documents. 

Digging deeper into the relevant text sections, where our keywords of interest were mentioned, 153 text selections 
were extracted and analyzed. Through the iterative process of re-reading and coding, 9 themes were identified. 
These themes are described in Table 2, and further detailed in the codebook (in the GitHub repository). 
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Theme 5, ‘Communities and People’, groups discussion of cross-domain integration as it pertains to equity-seeking 
groups and communities into a single theme. The intention here is not to generalize the individual needs and 
relationships of these communities but to highlight the common ways they tend to be positioned in relation to 
integration in mandate letters and departmental plans. 

Theme 9, ‘Other’, is intentionally left broad to capture instances where keywords are mentioned, but in a sense not 
related to the subject of this paper. Themes are emphatically not mutually exclusive — for example, an excerpt may 
discuss data and information integration while also touching on themes of research and innovation. The relative 
frequencies of the different themes are visualized in Figure 1. 

Theme Occurrence 
(Out of 153 

text 
sections) 

Usage 

Data and 
Information 
Integration 

32 Cases where integration is discussed in terms of processes – aggregation, 
exchange, use – that happen to data and information. In exploring this 

theme, we can understand information as a discrete ‘piece’ of knowledge 
(e.g. a string of text submitted as an entry to a field of an online form). 

Knowledge and 
Perspective 
Integration 

49 Cases where, rather than a particular piece of data or information, the 
entities being integrated are the more broad knowledge or perspectives (a 

frequently-used term) of a given group. 

Program and 
Organization 
Integration 

99 Cases where integration takes the form of coordination of activities, 
policies, or initiatives across multiple agencies. 

Technology 33 Integration as related to technological developments, e.g. ‘integrated 
platforms’ or digital tools for facilitating integration across government. 

Communities and 
People 

47 This theme is intended to capture the relationship that emerges between 
integration and the government’s consideration of equity-seeking groups 

and communities. 

Crossdisciplinarity 11 Integration occurring in the context of inter-, multi-, or -transdisciplinary 
approaches. 

Research 18 Integration discussed alongside explicit uses of the word ‘research’ but 
also related ideas such as science, experiments, and evidence. 

Innovation 16 Positioning of integration as an innovative activity or of ‘innovation’ as 
the entity being integrated. 

Other 29 For uses of ‘integration’ distinct from the usage of interest in this paper 
(e.g. social integration of new immigrants, integration of job seekers into 

workplaces) 

Table 2. Overview of themes identified during thematic analysis of discussions of ‘integration’ in 
departmental plan and mandate letter documents. 
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Figure 1. A visualization of the presence of themes in text sections; more colour in a horizontal row shows 
that the relevant theme appears in more sections. Each ‘tick’ on the x-axis represents a text section. 

 

Theme A 

 

Theme B 

Cooccurrence 
less than 
expected 

Cooccurrence 
more than 
expected 

Data and Information Integration Technology  *** 

Data and Information Integration Other *  

Knowledge and Perspective Integration Technology **  

Knowledge and Perspective Integration Community and Diversity  *** 

Knowledge and Perspective Integration Other ***  

Program and Organization Integration Community and Diversity  ** 

Program and Organization Integration Crossdisciplinarity *  

Program and Organization Integration Other ***  

Technology Community and Diversity ***  

Community and Diversity Other **  

Crossdisciplinarity Research  ** 

Research Innovation  *** 

Table 3. Significant results of cooccurrence analysis of themes using the cooccur package in R. p < 0.05 is 
indicated by *, p < 0.01 is indicated by **, and p < 0.001 is indicated by ***. Smaller p values indicate that 

cooccurrence is less likely to have occurred by chance. p thresholds are arbitrary and support our 
exploration of relationships rather than marking ‘truth’. 
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Figure 2. A network diagram demonstrating relationships between themes identified during thematic 

analysis. Solid lines between nodes indicate more than expected cooccurrence, whereas dotted lines indicate 
lower than expected cooccurrence. 

We turn to the cooccur package in R to explore thematic proximity, or whether two themes tend to occur together 
more frequently than expected, assuming as our null hypothesis that every theme is equally likely to cooccur with 
every other theme. Cooccurrence between themes is visualized as a network in Figure 2, with those relationships 
that meet or pass a conventional threshold for statistical significance (p<0.05) detailed in Table 3. We emphasize 
again that quantitative exploration of relationships between themes is conducted to complement and challenge 
qualitative observations, rather than to suggest ‘truth’ or objectivity. 

Some results worthy of particular attention: ‘Data and Information Integration’ has a strongly positive association 
with ‘Technology.’ This relationship is intuitive. If a department’s aim is to integrate data and information objects, 
which are largely stored in digital formats, it makes sense that that the department would also consider how to use 
technologies as tools for integration. Conversely, ‘Knowledge and Perspective Integration’ has a lower-than-
expected cooccurrence with ‘Technology,’ but a significantly higher-than-expected cooccurrence with 
‘Communities and People’. This relationship, too, supports something we might have observed qualitatively from 
our thematic analysis: language discussing the integration of “Indigenous knowledge” or “Gender-Based Analysis+ 
(GBA+) perspectives” is common throughout our corpus, but given the broader nature of knowledge as belonging to 
or produced by an entire group or community (versus ‘concrete’ data as digital artefacts), this language tends not to 
include specific technical solutions. Instead, the integrative actions or solutions relating to community knowledge 
tend to relate to ‘Program and Organization Integration’, though — importantly — they still tend to lack specific 
mechanisms. That is to say: cross-domain information integration is discussed with differing amounts of procedural 
specificity and rigour depending on the kinds of information being integrated. 

DISCUSSION 
Cross-Domain Integration as Information Practice 
The government documents explored here demonstrate a strong relationship between government understandings of 
integration and — to use a phrase from Bates (1999) and later work by Hartel (2020) — the ‘red thread of 
information’. This thread encompasses topics including data, information, knowledge, research, information systems 
(technical and otherwise), and the institutions and organizations that steward them (Hartel 2020). The thematic 
analysis conducted here shows that where integration is mentioned in mandate letters and departmental plans, it is 
frequently in association with one or more of these information topics. Thus, addressing our first research objective, 
our proposed framing of cross-domain integration in the government as an information practice is validated by the 
language used by the organizations involved. 
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Information Integration Hierarchies in Government 
Our second research objective was to apply our information practice lens to articulate and engage with particular 
subjects of concern relative to cross-domain information integration in the government. We do so by exploring a 
particularly fascinating finding that emerged during thematic analysis and was reinforced by the results of the 
cooccurrence analysis of themes.  

We can recall (from Table 3 and Figure 2 in the ‘Findings’ section) that in excerpts of mandate letters and 
departmental plans where integration was mentioned, cases where data and information objects were the things 
being integrated had higher than expected associations with themes of technology, while cases where knowledge 
and perspectives were the things being integrated had strong associations with diversity, equity, and inclusion 
considerations relating to people or communities. These distinctions, even solely on the level of word choice, are not 
neutral. ‘Data’ is not the same thing as ‘knowledge’ (Liew, 2007). This distinction matters in the current moment, 
characterized by large volumes of open data that continues to increase in velocity, variety, scope, and resolution 
(Kitchin 2014).  Governments are leveraging this explosion in open data for decision making, impacting all spheres 
of life and making data ethics an important consideration for policymakers (Roy, 2016). ‘Data’, in a modern context, 
is valued as political and economic capital; to possess and invoke data is to take advantage of the authority, power, 
and influence afforded to data-as-concept (Mejias & Couldry, 2019; Sadowski, 2019). Data, accordingly, is 
frequently discussed in relation to ‘data sovereignty’, ‘technological sovereignty’, and ‘digital sovereignty’, or the 
control and management of data (Couture & Toupin, 2019) – we care about what data can tell us, so it matters what 
we do with it.  

Here is where our findings, when we look deeper, become concerning. When Government of Canada documents 
discuss the integration of data, specific systems or practices with which that integration will take place are described. 
In contrast, when Government of Canada documents discuss the integration of knowledge and perspectives, the 
communities or peoples whose knowledge is being integrated are mentioned, but few to no specific practices or 
systems of integration are described. These practices and systems need not be technological – indeed, we previously 
critiqued exclusive focus on technical integration at the expense of conceptual integration – but we might expect 
some comparable level of detail in terms of describing how community knowledge will be integrated into existing 
work or policy, rather than merely stating that they will be. To draw on specific examples: almost every 
departmental plan mentions ‘integrating’ GBA+ lenses into their policy and operations. The practices through which 
GBA+ lenses and results will be integrated are not described. Several departmental plans mention the integration of 
Indigenous Traditional Knowledges. Likewise, specific practices or mechanisms for this integration are not 
described. We can see, in effect, a hierarchy in which the integration of certain types of information (generally 
digital data) is described in greater detail than others (generally knowledges associated with specific communities).  

It is unsurprising that data integration is treated more rigorously than conceptual integration of knowledge or 
perspectives. The failure of the Canadian government to take seriously the integration of Indigenous knowledge and 
perspectives in particular is reflected elsewhere in the recent literature — even leaving aside as out of scope the 
topic of government use and abuse of data from and about Indigenous peoples—see Kukutai & Taylor (2016) for a 
thorough discussion. Westwood et al. (2023), in a review of government-affiliated forest science reports, find that, 
“although nearly a quarter of [reviewed publications] mentioned Indigenous, local or community knowledge, none 
clearly attributed members or organizations from those communities at the level of item authorship” (p. 13). 
Alexander et al. (2019), doing comparable work in the area of freshwater research, found that of publications that 
mention integrating Indigenous knowledge, fewer than half included authorship attribution for the Indigenous 
stewards and sharers of that knowledge. It is clear from the frequency with which integration is mentioned alongside 
specific (often marginalized) communities in mandate letters and departmental plans that there is downward 
pressure supporting greater integration of knowledge and perspectives from diverse communities in the Canadian 
federal government. However, when these kinds of integration are simply noted with little to no explanation of the 
specific mechanisms and practices to carry out integration, there is again a risk of integration in name only 
(Freshwater & Fisher, 2014). Future discussions of integration in the public sector could benefit from treating the 
integration of knowledge and perspectives as something requiring as much planning and infrastructure as the 
integration of more easily tangible information objects. 

Limitations 
The findings presented in this empirical study should be considered in light of limitations of the research approach. 
Paterson (2021) raises the topic of ‘fugitive documents’, government publications that may, through workflow or 
labeling issues, remain absent from public or searchable archives. These archival gaps could have affected the initial 
selection of documents. Likewise, our extraction of text sections for further thematic analysis was limited to those 
containing keywords related to ‘integration’. We chose to focus our work on integration in particular to meet our 
first research objective and supplement existing work on integration as a popular ‘buzzword’ and phenomenon of 
interest. It is possible though that in doing so we overlooked discussion of cross-domain ‘synthesis’ or other related 
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concepts. Also worth considering is the fact that Government of Canada administrative documents published online 
may be more likely to contain information about strategic- or policy-level goals than about the internal procedures 
by which those goals will be pursued — that is, it is very possible that additional information about specific 
information practices for integration in government may be in internal documents unavailable to the public (Cardno, 
2019). This in itself would inhibit responsible and reflexive engagement with cross-domain integration practices by 
preventing public scrutiny. 

Looking Forward 
This study is intended as a starting point. We use document analysis to validate an information-centred approach to 
exploring cross-domain information integration in government; future scholarship could expand on this approach 
through interviews or observational studies of the public servants and information specialists doing integrative work 
to question whether actual integration practice corresponds to integration practice as articulated in the strategic 
documents explored here. Incorporating perspectives from critical data studies can further explain the discrepancies 
in the integration of data and knowledge in government and communities through methodologies that locate 
moments of ‘data friction’ and track data flows across software infrastructure (Bates et al., 2016).   

CONCLUSION 
This empirical work used the case of a particular set of publications from a particular government context to 
demonstrate: 

1. that cross-domain integration can be meaningfully conceived of as an information practice; and  

2. that further investigation of this practice suggests that cross-domain integration in its current form may be 
perpetuating information hierarchies, undercutting the intended function of integration. 

We take no issue with ‘integration’ as a desirable outcome for government data and information strategies. In fact, 
we see it as worthwhile and important work. Because of this conviction, we argue that in order for cross-domain 
information integration to have a meaningful impact, government information stewards and policymakers must 
actively avoid the tendency to discuss and formalize integration solely in terms of datasets and technological 
information objects, and bring to the fore the people, communities, and other knowledges involved.  

GENERATIVE AI USE 
We confirm that we did not use generative AI tools/services to author this submission. 
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