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The original impetus for the development of information literacy 
as both a concept and a dimension of information practice lies in 
schooling and more specifi cally in the development of information 
skills curricula and programs for students from kindergarten to 
senior secondary schools. Drawing primarily on the work of the 
British Library and the Schools Council in the United Kingdom 
(Marland, 1981) these curricula were developed in Australia in 
the late 1980’s (see for example New South Wales Department of 
Education, 1988) with developments occurring at about the same 
time in the United States. The statement on information literacy 
developed by an American Library Association Presidential 
Commission (American Library Association, 1989) was one of 
the earliest documents that took information skills beyond the 
setting of the school to libraries but schools and later colleges 
and universities remained the dominant area of their application 
(see for example Eisenberg and Berkowitz, 1990). Many of the 
programs developed at this time were informed by an iterative 
process that involved students in analysing an information 
task to establish a need for information, locating and selecting 
needed information, synthesising and presenting information and 
refl ecting on the effectiveness of the process as well as evaluating 
the presentation of information (see for example Kirk, 1987).

Fifteen years on there is now a greater acceptance of the 
importance of information literacy as a key element in lifelong 
learning, a requirement for participative citizenship, a capability 
for employment and a force for social justice and inclusion. The 
recent meeting of international experts on information literacy 
representing twenty three countries from all of the seven major 
continents and supported by UNESCO, indicates the strength of 
this acceptance. It represents a growing recognition of information 
literacy as one of the underpinnings of social, cultural and 
economic development of nations and communities, people and 
institutions. The communiqué from the meeting known as The 
Prague Declaration, echoes the process approach to information 

literacy and describes information literacy as encompassing 
‘knowledge of one’s information concerns and needs, and the 
ability to identify, locate, evaluate, organize and effectively create, 
use and communicate information to address issues or problems 
at hand’ (Information Literacy Meeting of Experts, 2003).

Information literacy in the workplace

Consistent with this broader view of information literacy as well 
as with the view of information as an organisational resource 
and asset (Eaton and Bawden, 1991) there is an emerging 
interest in information literacy in the workplace. A study of 
internal auditors has demonstrated the effi cacy of information 
literacy and a process approach in a business setting (Cheuk, 
1997) and a model of information literacy premised on the 
relation between people and information has emerged from a 
study of higher education workers (Bruce, 1999). A program for 
developing an information literate law fi rm has been reported 
(Gasteen and O’Sullivan, 2000) and links among information 
literacy and knowledge management have been confi rmed in a 
legal setting (O’Sullivan, 2002). The particular environment of 
organisations has been explored in terms of the demands that 
are made on the information capabilities of people who work in 
them. The term ‘corporate information literacy’ has been coined 
to overlay the skills and competencies of information literacy 
with an understanding of the strategic value and signifi cance of 
information and knowledge to an organisation (Abell and Oxbrow, 
2001: 133–135). In a similar vein it has been argued that in the 
workplace an information literate person will be able to ‘navigate 
the landscape…and understand its ecology’ (Lloyd, 2003: 89)

It is evident that the capabilities required for information literacy 
in the workplace need to take account of the environment 
and situation in which a task or problem requiring the use of 
information occurs. This has been reinforced by more recent 
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research into information seeking and use which has established 
the need to explore information behaviour in the context in which 
it occurs (Dervin, 1997 and Wilson, 1997). Although confusion 
among the terms ‘environment’, ‘situation’ and ‘context’ remain, 
there is little doubt that research approaches that ignore the 
context of information seeking and use are unhelpful in clarifying 
aspects of information behaviour and designing information 
systems and services. Recent research into information literacy 
in the workplace also takes account of the context of information 
use as seen for example in a study of information practices 
among fi re fi ghters. It emerged that information was accessed 
from a range of sources that included ‘social, corporeal and 
textual sites of knowledge’ and that people within the workplace 
play different roles in ‘mediating, affording and interpreting access 
to information’ (Lloyd, 2004: 218). Information practices and 
processes are embedded in the social relationships that are an 
essential part of every workplace and they contrast signifi cantly 
with the focus on information discovery that characterises many 
information literacy programs in schools, college and universities.

Information use and information literacy

It is evident that a key component of information literacy is 
information use. One of the most widely cited defi nitions 
describes information literacy as an understanding and set of 
abilities that enable individuals to ‘recognise when information 
is needed and have the capacity to locate, evaluate, and use 
effectively the needed information’ (American Library Association, 
1989: 4). The infl uential relational model of information literacy 
(Bruce, 1997) identifi es information use as one of the three 
elements in each of seven faces of information literacy and one 
that moves from being marginal to becoming focal across the 
seven faces. The Prague Declaration also refers to information 
use in its defi nition of information literacy (Information Literacy 
Meeting of Experts, 2003).

Once described as ‘one of the most neglected areas of study’ in 
information behaviour (Wilson, 1981: 5) information use research 
shows some signs of increasing attention from researchers 
who in the past have focussed more on information needs and 
information seeking than on information use. As information 
behaviour research more commonly adopts cognitive and 
constructivist viewpoints on the interactions between people and 
information it is moving beyond information seeking as an end 
point and focussing on the ways in which information is actually 
used (Vakkari, 1997: 461).

Senior managers and their information use

The research project on which this paper is based used a 
phenomenographic approach to uncover the qualitatively 
different experiences of information use by senior managers. 
This approach adopts a relational view and assumes that the 
experience of a phenomenon, in this case information use, is ‘of 
its essence nondualistic being neither physical nor psychological, 
located in neither people nor the world, and neither mind nor 
matter’ (Marton and Booth, 1997: 122). A way of experiencing 
a phenomenon is a representation of the relation between 
the subject, and the object. The representation refl ects the 
experience of the phenomenon from the perspective of the 
phenomenon as it is experienced (Marton, 1986: 1986). In this 
study the phenomenon of information use was explored through 

the different relations between senior managers as the subject 
and information as the object.

Fifteen senior managers from two public sector organisations 
in the cultural industries sector participated in the study. One 
organisation had a national charter and almost 4,200 employees 
and the other had a state charter and almost 450 employees. The 
managers were part of the senior executive group responsible 
for the implementation of the organisation’s strategic plan and 
were accountable for the performance of the division or branch 
they managed. The primary data came from semi–structured 
interviews with each manager lasting from 55 to 105 minutes. 
Secondary data included notes made by the researcher 
immediately following each interview and documents given to 
the researcher by some of the managers during the course of 
the interviews. The interviews were regarded as conversations 
with the managers who were asked to describe two situations 
that arose in their work roles and to refl ect in depth on their 
experience of information use in each of those situations.

Analysis of the totality of the experiences of information use 
revealed fi ve qualitatively different ways of experiencing the 
phenomenon: packaging information, enabling the fl ow of 
information, developing new knowledge and insights, shaping 
judgements and decisions and infl uencing others. Each of these 
different ways of experiencing information use is described with 
a focus on information use processes. Attention is also given 
to the factors that shape information use. In each experience 
of information use these were related to information, the 
organisation and to the senior managers themselves.

1. Information use experienced as packaging 
information

Information use involved the development of documents in a 
variety of forms and formats: issues papers and reports, training 
manuals and action plans, paper and electronic, analogue and 
digital, text–based and image–based, work–in–progress and fi nal 
versions. The purposes of the information packages included 
documenting progress, reporting on accountabilities to external 
agencies and initiating discussions in the organisation. The 
process of developing information packages was essentially one 
of getting information in, manipulating it and then getting it out. 
Rather than strictly linear phases these represent the dominant 
activities in what was usually an iterative process.

The managers’ experiences suggested that the process was 
primarily action oriented although it had cognitive and affective 
dimensions to it. Activities such as gathering, compiling and 
pulling together information from different sources were 
described. The physicality of the process was captured by a 
branch manager who demonstrated the way in which she laid 
out the draft text of an annual equity report on the electronic 
whiteboard in her offi ce. Sections of text and photographs were 
colour coded and arranged in a matrix based on the report’s 
headings and the relevant legislation and then shifted around as 
the report was compiled.

A major consideration in getting information in was the quality of 
information gathered from various sources. Quality was related to 
both the credibility of sources and the validity of the information 
provided. Information from one source, such as the Internet, was 
verifi ed by information from other sources, such as the published 
literature and recognised experts. Making judgements on the 
quality of information about the potential impact of digitisation 
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on public programs was a diffi cult experience for one manager 
because of the paucity of available literature coupled with 
people’s general inexperience of, and lack of familiarity with, 
digitisation projects. The quantity of information also presented 
diffi culties. In one instance, the information a division manager 
needed to develop a marketing plan had not been collected 
systematically in the organisation and was not available. In 
another instance volumes of information were available to a 
branch manager developing a training package for volunteers but 
much of it was of doubtful quality and ambiguous authority.

In manipulating information the sense of audience helped shape 
the approach to presenting the information package. One branch 
manager puzzled about the reaction of the group she was 
addressing in a briefi ng paper. Another established a reference 
group of senior managers within the organisation to consider 
a consultant’s report based on private sector remuneration 
practices when developing an enterprise agreement. He wanted 
to ensure that the agreement met the needs of the organisation 
and he was very mindful of the different approaches to 
performance management and the recognition of different levels 
of performance in private and public sector organisations. Another 
branch manager recounted her experience of misjudging an 
audience’s understanding of an issue. As a consequence she had 
to prepare an additional paper that presented a rationale for the 
proposed restructure of the branch she managed. Although the 
manager acknowledged that she was disappointed at the time, 
developing the rationale allowed her to construct the arguments 
that were needed later to secure the branch’s acceptance of the 
changes that were being made.

The presentation and style of the information package were key 
considerations in getting information out. There were suggestions 
that the compilation of the information package was routine 
or formulaic and it was likened by a division manager to doing 
a jigsaw puzzle or a crossword, especially when the form of 
presentation was prescribed by workbooks and templates. 
This manager commented that the fi rst time she prepared 
an information package was often the most diffi cult because 
there was nothing to work from. Not all information packages 
were routine or predictable in their presentation. A division 
manager who prepared an issues paper on digitisation for the 
organisation’s governing board approached the task as an 
academic exercise and argued a position based on an analysis 
of the literature and interviews with experts. Citations, footnotes 
and a bibliography were included in the paper. Another important 
aspect of presentation was the discourse and style described by 
one branch manager as ‘government sort of speak’.

The information factors that shaped information use were 
related to the credibility of information sources and the validity 
of information used in preparing and presenting information 
packages. This distinction between sources and the information 
they carry was one that the senior managers made. The 
organisation had a role in making information not only accessible 
but also available to people. However information overload and 
its converse, information underload, shaped the information 
use of senior managers. Capabilities in selecting, preparing 
and presenting information in different forms and formats were 
required . More importantly perhaps, senior managers needed to 
be able to anticipate the information needs of the audiences that 
the different packages were addressing.

2. Information use as enabling the flow of 
information

The transfer and exchange of information using different 
directions, channels and media were central to information use 
experienced in this way and information fl ow was understood by 
senior managers to be of value to the organisation. Information 
was shifted across within and across work groups as well as 
across functional boundaries. Information fl ow kept people in 
the organisation informed of activities, events and issues and at 
the same time it affi rmed any progress towards the goals of the 
organisation.

The structure of an organisation and its communication channels, 
both formal and informal, had an impact on information fl ow, 
so much so that in one organisation informal communication 
pathways and mechanisms were invented and used by some of 
the senior managers until formal mechanisms had been put in 
place following the introduction of a fl atter structure. Strategies 
and mechanisms for the transfer and exchange of information, 
for example meetings, newsletters and bulletin boards, needed to 
have a clear purpose to avoid becoming ritualistic. In establishing 
a climate that fostered and valued a willingness and commitment 
to the fl ow of information, the example set by the chief executive 
offi cer was seen as very signifi cant in setting expectations, 
although senior managers saw themselves as playing a part as 
conduits and go–betweens in enabling the fl ow of information 
throughout the organisation.

This information use process was not as clearly defi ned as that 
for packaging information. It had an identifi able starting point 
with the recognition that information needed to be transferred or 
exchanged with others and it involved some observable activity 
that required thoughtful planning and management. In one 
instance a division manager crafted a daylong workshop to share 
information about a new direction for the organisation and seek 
people’s initial responses to it and in another a branch manager 
planned information sharing sessions so that people other 
than the manager addressed a large group about its changing 
functions and guided the discussion. In this way the manager 
avoided being seen as intervening in the exchange of information 
and ideas.

Managing information fl ow, especially across the organisation, 
required confi dence on the part of senior managers because 
of the risks to their credibility and their capacity to meet the 
commitments and undertakings they made. It also required a 
degree of resilience and persistence. Approaches to the transfer 
and exchange of information were seen as closely aligned to 
the culture of the organisation and sometimes changed as the 
culture changed. A division manager suggested that more varied 
face–to–face communication strategies were needed to enable 
the fl ow of information following the departure of a very directive 
chief executive offi cer. He believed that these strategies would 
help rebuild the confi dence and capacity of people in exchanging 
information and ideas.

Seen through the lens of the organisation the timeliness and 
relevance of the information that was transferred and exchanged 
complemented the credibility of information sources and the 
validity of information. The organisation’s culture was a factor that 
shaped information use and it supported and fostered information 
transfer and exchange by establishing formal channels of 
communication and accountabilities for information fl ow. It could 
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also impede the fl ow of information as could the development of 
some information communication channels. Effective contributions 
to the fl ow of information relied to an extent on the senior 
managers’ capabilities in managing the transfer and exchange 
of information and aligning strategies and mechanisms with the 
culture and values of the organisation.

3. Information use as developing new 
knowledge and insights

New knowledge and insights were understood as constructs 
developed in a situation that had a forward–looking or strategic 
orientation and required an innovative approach or solution. 
The process of developing new knowledge and insights was 
understood by senior managers as a conceptual one. In contrast 
to the more physical and material processes of information 
packaging and enabling information fl ow this experience of 
information use was dominated by analysis and refl ection, thinking 
and learning. To be effective it required a planning framework 
as a type of scaffold at the organisational level and a similar 
scaffold at the personal level. It required time and space to allow 
new knowledge and insights to emerge and sometimes senior 
managers preferred to remove themselves from their organisations 
to consider novel ideas and innovative solutions. The starting point 
of the process came with the realisation that current knowledge 
and knowledge states were inadequate for a task and the end 
point with the emergence of new knowledge and insights.

With its forward looking and strategic orientation this experience 
of information use challenged traditional work practices as well 
as the orthodoxies of professional practice. In one example 
the status of the fundamental indexing unit in archives was 
challenged by the capabilities of a search engine that offered 
searching fl exibility unknown in paper–based archive systems. 
Tensions emerged between the current state of knowledge and 
the emerging knowledge and insights. One division manager 
struggled with new insights into the inadequacy of an accounting 
approach to the assets of an organisation that had considerable 
intellectual assets and that contributed to the social and cultural 
lives of the community.

Moving into the new and the unknown presented personal and 
organisational risks and these were refl ected in the doubts and 
fears, relief and elation that were experienced. The affective 
dimension associated with information use was evident in the 
tension that stemmed from a disjunction between the current 
knowledge states and emerging insights and in the pride shown 
in the achievement of a signifi cant breakthrough in professional 
practice. One branch manager puzzled about the distance between 
her thinking and that of her colleagues and another was concerned 
at losing touch with her peers as her thinking changed. Moving into 
the new and the unknown presented risks and these were refl ected 
in the elation, relief, doubts and fears that were expressed.

Information came from different sources, predominantly from 
people with similar portfolios in other organisations and from 
professional contacts but sometimes from documentary sources. 
Determining the credibility of information sources takes on 
an additional dimension in this experience of information use 
because much of the information used came from personal 
contacts and professional colleagues. Because of the nature 
of the new knowledge that was being developed there was 
likely to be little published literature available. In the absence of 
sources or means of assessing the validity of information it is its 

trustworthiness that needs to be assessed although this can be 
diffi cult. The currency of information rather than its timeliness was 
critical particularly in developing novel solutions to an emerging 
problem or developing an innovative approach to the work of the 
organisation. Provision needs to be made for re–using information 
that assumes a different meaning in another situation.

The organisational factors that shape the development of new 
knowledge and insights include a clearly articulated framework 
and approach for project planning and management and 
the availability of resources that encourage interactions with 
people inside and outside the organisation. Some fl exibility in 
the allocation of time and work spaces to encourage creative 
thought and refl ection is also necessary. In order to develop new 
knowledge and insights people need capabilities in identifying 
trends and directions as well as in dealing with new ideas and 
assimilating or rejecting them. These intellectual demands need 
to be complemented by the interpersonal skills that are necessary 
for networking and maintaining contacts as well as the resilience 
that is required for challenging accepted work practices or the 
orthodoxies of professional practice and industry standards.

4. Information use as the shaping of 
judgements and decisions

The situations in which judgements and decisions emerged were 
triggered mainly by developments in the organisation’s external 
environment and so the outcomes were strategically important. 
The judgements and decisions foreshadowed signifi cant change 
for the organisation and its programs and were shaped not only by 
information but also by principles, values and previous experience. 
Sometimes information and principles informed the judgements 
and decisions as they were emerging and at other times they 
reinforced the judgements and decisions that had been reached.

The process of shaping judgements and decisions was seen 
as a journey. Information as well as principles contributed to the 
process. The principles related to the manager’s own values 
and beliefs and to the goals and directions of the organisation. 
They signalled a commitment to adding value to the services 
provided by the organisation and bringing benefi t to those 
served by the organisation and its programs. There were two 
components to the process: verifi cation of the information on 
which the judgements and decisions were based through desk 
research and conversations with trusted others and confi rmation 
of the appropriateness of the judgements and decisions as 
they were emerging, again through conversations with trusted 
colleagues and others in the organisation. The interdependence 
of verifi cation and confi rmation was seen as a signifi cant element 
in the appropriateness and effectiveness of those judgements and 
decisions. The process was reported as being more intuitive than 
rational with gut feeling seen by one branch manager as being far 
more important than information he sourced from documents.

The shaping of judgements and decisions was not without 
risks as managers applied their knowledge and experience 
to situations that were new to them personally and to the 
organisation. In one situation, a division manager’s trust in a 
colleague from a partner organisation was diminished during 
the re–negotiation of an agreement. Information that had been 
shared previously was withheld and conversations were replaced 
with formal meetings and written records as the strength of the 
partnership was tested. The experience of information use was 
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distressing at times for the division manager and it led him to 
question the principles and values that guided him.

The information related factors in shaping judgements and 
decisions included the credibility of sources, the validity, 
trustworthiness, timeliness and relevance of information in 
addition to the value of information as evidence. The consistency 
of information with personal principles and values was also a 
factor in this experience of information use. The organisation 
related factors concerned the availability of information both 
inside and outside the organisation and the senior managers’ 
access to it. The approaches and facilities for the collection 
and analysis of data generated by the organisation and its 
environmental scanning capabilities were also important. 
Managers required capabilities in action research, data analysis 
and interpretation and in refl ecting on their experiences and 
applying their learning to similar situations. They needed to be 
aware of the values and principles that informed their judgements 
and decisions and to understand those of the organisation.

5. Information use as influencing others

Infl uencing others was intended to alter people’s understanding 
and behaviour so that the organisation could make signifi cant 
changes to its programs and their delivery as well as its ways 
of thinking about itself and doing things. The situations in which 
information use was understood as infl uencing others were 
seen as moving the organisation forward, implicitly ensuring its 
sustainability and its future. Infl uence was directed towards those 
in the organisation as well those outside it, particularly funding 
agencies and partner organisations. This process of information 
use had a starting point when a need for a signifi cant change 
for the organisation was recognised by those responsible for 
implementing it and the end point was identifi ed when people 
directly acknowledged that their thinking or perspective had 
changed, new behaviours were observed or new approaches 
were mentioned in documents written by others.

Infl uencing others took time especially in building trust among 
people as well as trust in the organisation and its capacity to 
develop. The process relied mainly on face–to–face interaction, 
a rich medium that reduced the fi lters in communication 
among people. Effective interactions implied high levels of trust 
that assumed both personal and organisational dimensions. 
Conversations, discussions and forums that fostered immediacy 
and openness of communication required time as managers 
gathered information and considered ways of presenting it. Those 
who were infl uenced needed time to develop new understandings, 
adjust their thinking and adapt their behaviour, or at least accept 
the realities and implications of the change occurring around them. 
It took time to hear and consider their views and ideas as well as 
modify the extent and rate of change as necessary.

Infl uence was sometimes resisted and fl exible responses were 
sometimes required. In one situation a branch manager modifi ed 
his expectations of a group when it proved unreceptive to the 
development of a learning partnership and maintained its client–
contractor relationship. In another situation a work group boycotted 
meetings and the division manager developed a range of 
strategies for involving the group. In the end the proposed changes 
were implemented and the resistance of the group was overtaken.

The information related factors that shaped information use as 
infl uencing others were similar to those in the experience of 

information use as the shaping of judgements and decisions. The 
credibility of information sources and the validity and reliability 
of information were important but so too was the presentation 
of information in ways that other people could appreciate the 
imperative for change. Information when gathered in–house 
through action research techniques took on evidential value 
and provided a rationale for signifi cant change. An organisation 
related factor that shaped the experience of information use 
was a clearly articulated sense of the goals and values of the 
organisation and another was a culture that refl ects and fosters 
trust both within the organisation and externally. The ability to 
engender trust was a personal attribute required of managers if 
they are to infl uence others. Managers also needed to be able to 
present evidence and information in ways that would infl uence 
others and motivate them to change their thinking and their 
behaviour. There was a clear ethical dimension to this experience 
of information use and managers needed to be able to appreciate 
the political dimension of their information use as well as read 
the culture of the organisation. Infl uencing others required highly 
developed skills in communicating with others and especially 
in hearing their views, responding to them and modifying 
expectations as necessary.

An overview of information use

These fi ve different experiences of information use represent 
the totality of experiences of the fi fteen senior managers who 
participated in the study. These different experiences are related 
to each other and refl ect different relations between people and 
information. In the fi rst two experiences, that is information use 
experienced as the packaging of information and information 
use experienced as enabling the fl ow of information in the 
organisation, information is understand as being objective, 
external to people and part of the external environment in which 
people work. When information use is experienced as developing 
new knowledge and insights, information is understood to be 
subjective, that is internal to the person using it and meaningful 
to that person. Information is interpreted, sometimes accepted, 
sometimes rejected and sometimes modifi ed and becomes part 
of what a person knows. When information is experienced as the 
shaping of judgements and decisions and as infl uencing others, 
information is understood to be transformative in the sense that 
information is itself transformed and it is able to transform others. 
Information is infused with the values, principles and experience 
of people as well as the organisation. The relationship among the 
experiences of information use and the relation between people 
and information is hierarchical and it refl ects the focus of the 
senior managers on their own roles and tasks as well as on the 
organisation itself. The following diagram depicts the totality of the 
experiences of information use.
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Information use in organisations

Understanding of information Manager in foreground Organisation in foreground

information as transformative shaping judgements

and decisions

infl uencing others

information as subjective new knowledge and insights

information as objective packaging information information fl ow

Manager in foreground Organisation in foreground

exchange of information and interactions with trusted others. In 
shaping judgements and decisions and infl uencing others, senior 
managers engage not only with the social use of information but 
also with the culture and values of the organisation.

A challenging role for information 
professionals

The role of information professionals working with senior 
managers, and with some middle managers depending on their 
accountabilities in relation to ensuring that the organisation 
meets its strategic goals, is a particularly challenging one. These 
managers are highly accomplished and capable people who are 
heavily dependent on information to enable them to meet their 
responsibilities. They are very often the change agents of the 
organisation and it is in this role that the relations between people 
and information as subjective and as transformative become 
particularly signifi cant. In a study of the information cultures of 
Finnish insurance fi rms that associated an open culture with the 
fl exibility of the organisation to adapt to internal and external 
changes, managers at these levels were regarded as having 
an active role as an information and communication link and as 
the creators of a motivating environment. They were also seen 
by others as experts who used their knowledge in multi–faceted 
ways (Widen–Wulff, 2003: 82). These perceptions of the 
managers resonate with some of the experiences of information 
use focussed on the organisation, especially as enabling the fl ow 
of information and infl uencing others. However, these experiences 
of managers have not always relied on the support, advice or 
services developed by information professionals.

Writing on information professionals in knowledge environments, 
taken to mean organisations that place high value on their 
information resources and the knowledge of the their employees, 
an experienced information consultant suggests that there 
are three primary roles: providing information products and 
services tailored to the needs of the organisation, educating 
people in the use of those products and services and facilitating 
the sharing of information and knowledge (Henczel, 2004: 15). 
While these might seem to be the core roles of information 
professionals generally, in a knowledge environment these 
responsibilities are exercised very clearly within the framework 
of the organisation’s goals and strategies. It is argued that a 
knowledge environment requires the reframing of the three 
primary roles of information professionals in two directions 
(Henczel, 2004:17). The fi rst direction is a shift from a technical 

Some tentative statements about information 
use and information literacy

Although generalisations about the information use by senior 
managers based on this one study need to be approached with 
caution, there are some tentative statements that can be made 
in order to clarify the dimensions of information use, and by 
extension, information literacy in the workplace.

• Information use by senior managers, that is those who 
comprise the senior management or executive group in the 
organisation and those who report immediately to managers 
in this group, signifi es diverse relationships between people 
and information which vary according to the ways in which 
managers experience information.

• Information use is not simply a cognitive process but is a 
multifaceted holistic process with physical, cognitive and 
affective dimensions. Principle and values as well as previous 
experience are also involved in information use.

• Information is understood by senior managers as being 
objective, subjective or transformative according to the 
context in which information use is experienced. Elements of 
the context include the tasks in which senior managers are 
engaged, the information that is being used, the organisation 
in which the roles of senior managers are enacted and the 
managers’ capabilities in using information.

• The criteria for determining the quality of information varies 
with the different experiences of information use.

• There are personal or individual attributes of senior managers 
as well as features or characteristics of the organisation that are 
refl ected in senior managers’ experiences of information use.

These statements about information use in the workplace 
highlight the complexity of information literacy. It is a far more 
complex and differentiated set of behaviours, understandings 
and attitudes than that suggested by many of the earlier models 
derived from school and other educational settings that still 
persist. It would seem that many of these models, and particularly 
those focussed on information skills, are limited in the main to the 
experience of information use as the packaging of information, 
usually in the form of assignments or items for assessment. 
These models also assume that information use is an individual 
activity. The experiences of senior managers highlight the social 
use of information not only in relation to information sources 
but also in relation to the development of new knowledge and 
insights. Although it is the individual who develops new knowledge 
the process is often a highly social one that relies on the 
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and process focus to a more people–oriented focus. This shift is 
consistent with subjective and transformative views of information 
and recognises that information is more than a commodity that 
can be dissected from its meaningful context and content and 
acknowledges that ‘information is part of an ongoing, organic 
cultural system’ (Sandstrom, 2004:13). The second is a shift 
from the concept of providing a service to being part of the 
core business of the organisation. This requires information 
professionals to be fully attuned to the organisation’s directions 
but more importantly to its values and its culture. Information 
professionals will also need to be able to read the information 
politics of the organisation and identify any barriers to the transfer, 
exchange and sharing of information. Both of these shifts imply 
that information professionals are involved in the building of 
relationships, not only to mediate between the organisation and 
information suppliers and service providers but also within the 
organisation, in particular with senior and middle managers. It is 
these relationships that will ensure that the roles of information 
professionals are enacted effectively.

Of these three primary roles it is the second that is most relevant 
to this discussion of information use and information literacy in 
the workplace: educating people in using information products 
and services. This is not to suggest that the roles of providing 
information products and services and sharing information and 
knowledge are not relevant to information literacy but rather that 
the education role is dependent to a large extent on these two 
roles. It is unlikely that senior managers will need education and 
training in the use of individual information products and services 
or indeed an information literacy program. They are after all 
recognised as being highly capable people who have developed 
expertise in their fi elds of practice. There are though some areas 
where guidance from an information professional might be useful, 
not only as a member of a team working with senior managers on 
projects that are strategically signifi cant to the organisation but 
also on the basis of their knowledge and expertise in collecting, 
organising, storing, retrieving and presenting information. 
The information professional is able to bring knowledge of 
the world of information and developments in that world to 
the organisation and to the benefi t of the senior managers in 
their planning and decision making. It must be acknowledged 
that to date most of that information is understood as being 
objective and most information retrieval and delivery systems 
are based on assumptions about routine tasks and queries. By 
contrast, much of the work of senior managers is by its nature 
non–routine especially in planning and developing strategies 
for the sustainability of the organisation. Although the planning 
and development processes that are used might be familiar, the 
information on which these processes are based changes and so 
does its meaning for the senior managers who are involved.

Some of the areas where guidance from an information 
professional in the use of information could be useful include 
the development of simple but effective personal information 
management systems so that senior managers can keep found 
information found, especially when it might need to be reused. 
Another area might be assistance in the strategic development 
and use of the organisation’s intranet and web site as well as 
in the use of information and communication technologies that 
will enhance the effectiveness and effi ciency of the manager’s 
work. Yet another area is advice on access routes to high quality 
information. An information professional is also able to prepare 
and present information packages, especially those that rely on 

both externally available and internally generated information 
that is of high quality. Another area is the provision of high quality 
alerting and current awareness services, especially in relation 
to the organisation’s partners and competitors. The focus of this 
guidance to senior managers is very much on personalisation that 
adds value to the work of senior managers, either individually or 
as a group, and to the organisation. It is through personalisation, 
based on close working relationships among the senior managers 
and the information professional, that information understood 
as subjective and transformative, can be brought to bear on the 
achievements and future of the organisation.

The growing interest in information literacy in the workplace 
presents new opportunities for information professionals to 
extend their expertise by adopting a more people–oriented 
focus in their practice and engaging in the core business of 
the organisation. While membership of teams with senior 
managers will bring information professionals into close contact 
with the organisations’ goals and strategies it demands a keen 
appreciation of the variation in senior managers’ experiences of 
information use and the different relations between people and 
information that underpin them. These differences make demands 
on information professionals but by attending to the informational, 
organisational and personal elements that shape information use 
there remains the prospect of offering personalised information 
services to senior managers that will benefi t the organisation.
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