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Abstract 

Introduction: This paper addresses the information practices of hyperlocal democratic 

representatives, and their acquisition and application of information literacy skills. 

Method: 1034 Scottish community councillors completed an online questionnaire on the 

information-related activities they undertake as part of their voluntary roles, and the 

development of supporting competencies. The questions related to: information needs for 

community council work; preparation and onward dissemination of information gathered; 

factors that influence community councillors’ abilities to conduct their information-related 

duties. 

Analysis: Data were summarised for quantitative analysis using Microsoft Excel. Free text 

responses were analysed in respect of the themes from the quantitative analysis and literature.  

Results: Everyday life and workplace roles are perceived as the primary shapers of 

information literacy as a predominantly joint competence. 

Conclusion: The focus of information literacy development has traditionally been the 

contribution of formal education, yet this study reveals that prior employment, community 

and family roles are perceived as more important to the acquisition of relevant skills amongst 

this group. This widens the debate as to the extent to which information literacy is specific to 

particular contexts. This adds to arguments that information literacy may be viewed as a 

collective accomplishment dependant on a socially constructed set of practices. 
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1. Introduction 

Presented in this paper is a study of the information behaviour and practices of a group of 

hyperlocal democratic representatives, and their acquisition of the information literacy skills 

that underpin their work. The influence of various roles in the development of information 

literacy, and the collaborative characteristics of information activities on which this depends, 

are examined.  

The analysis presented extends prior research on the information practices of unpaid Scottish 

community councillors, and on the perceptions of members of this community in respect of 

the value of information skills, needs for information literacy training and the role of the 

public library in supporting community council work (Hall, Cruickshank & Ryan, 2018, 

2019; Cruickshank & Hall, 2020). This new work responds to calls for greater attention to be 

paid to information literacy research in settings other than educational institutions and 

libraries (e.g. Martzoukou & Sayyad Abdi, 2017). Hence, in this paper ‘information literacy’ 

is conceptualised as a suite of competencies “connected to searching for, critically evaluating 

and using information effectively to solve everyday problems” (Martzoukou & Sayyid Abdi, 

2017, p.634). 

The report of the empirical study is framed by a literature review that summarises relevant 

prior work on: information literacy in civic/political contexts; workplace information literacy 

(in acknowledgement of the quasi-work environment in which volunteer community 

councillors operate); contextual factors and ‘life roles’ deemed important to the acquisition of 

information literacy; and information literacy as an individual or joint competence. Then 

follows an account of research design and implementation. The research findings derive from 

the analysis of survey data collected from 1034 Scottish community councillors. Everyday 

life and workplace roles (rather than formal education) are revealed as the primary shapers of 

information literacy as a joint competence amongst Scottish community councillors. The 

detail presented is significant for an understanding of the development of information literacy 

within quasi-work communities, and its enactment as collaborative practice. This work adds 

to a neglected area of research in the area, i.e. information literacy amongst unpaid 

democratic representatives. 

2. Literature review  

The findings from the research discussed in this paper contributes to extant knowledge on 

information literacy in civic and political contexts. It draws on the analysis of data collected 

from Scottish community councillors who work, albeit on a voluntary basis, at the lowest 

‘hyperlocal’ tier of democracy in Scotland. To date, investigations of this nature have been 

rare amongst a plethora of research outputs predominantly concerned educational 

environments, as has been noted by many researchers in the field (for example, Hollis, 2018, 

p. 79; Martzoukou & Sayyad Abdi, 2017, p. 635). 

Prior studies of broad thematic relevance to the work reported here have considered the 

collaborative nature of information literacy in government (Kauhanen-Simanainen, 2005, 

2007); the participation (or not) of citizens in political processes (for example, Smith, 2016); 

the use of Facebook by election candidates (Bronstein, Ahorony & Bar-Ilan, 2018); digital 

media deployment of European Union parliamentarians (Theiner, Schwanholz & Busch, 
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2018). Other studies, while not focused on information literacy per se, have drawn attention 

to such skills in broader investigations of information behaviour and use in civic and political 

contexts (for example, Killick, Hall, Duff & Deakin, 2016, p. 393). There is, however, an 

apparent dearth of studies on themes of specific relevance to the themes of this paper (Hall et 

al., 2018, 2019). 

While it should be acknowledged that Scottish community councillors are unpaid democratic 

representatives, the activities that they perform may be considered a form of voluntary work. 

As such, the literature on workplace information literacy provides a preface for the empirical 

study discussed below. As is the case of studies of information literacy in civic and political 

contexts, the body of research on workplace information literacy is also small and under-

researched (Lockerbie & Williams, 2019). In 2014, for example, Williams, Cooper and 

Wavell identified only 41 papers on this theme. However, it is growing (Forster, 2019, p. 

349), and there are further calls for its expansion (Ahmad & Widen, 2018, p. 2). In a recent 

literature review, the types of professional groups investigated in studies of workplace 

information literacy have been identified to include a range of employees such as scientists, 

engineers and health professionals (Martzoukou & Sayyad Abdi, 2017, p. 638). A strong 

message from this body of work is that information literacy is contextual, and that workplace 

information literacy is therefore situated and enacted in practice (Forster, 2017; Goldstein & 

Whitworth, 2017; Lloyd, 2013, p. 223; Lloyd, 2017, p. 101). Information literacy practice is 

thus social, embodied and temporally and geographically related (Lloyd, 2017, p. 101; 

Olsson, 2014, p. 84; Webber & Johnston, 2017, p. 158). This implies a shift in focus from the 

individual to the social (workplace) context, with an emphasis on situated, rather than 

generic, skills. 

Within this extant body of literature on workplace information literacy, it has been 

established that contextual factors contribute to its acquisition. These factors include prior 

education, self-efficacy, previously acquired knowledge and experience, and other social 

factors. In their literature review, Martzoukou & Sayyad Abdi (2017) emphasise in particular 

the importance of different roles in underpinning information literacy development (Table II, 

p. 655). These roles may be professional (p. 638), in healthcare (p. 649) and in informal care 

(p 651), and social such as citizenship (p. 643), and motherhood (p. 651). The term ‘life 

roles’ is used to refer to these roles collectively. Of direct relevance to the empirical work 

reported here, are suggestions in prior work that the information literacy skills needed for 

community engagement may be shaped by family roles and relationships, location (rural or 

urban), and factors associated with the digital divide. It is thus implied that opportunities for 

citizens to develop their information literacy are not equal (p. 644). 

Regardless of their levels and means of their acquisition, however, there is mixed evidence on 

the extent to which information literacy skills gained in one work environment are 

transferable to another. In some cases, it is argued that the situated nature of information 

literacy means that many workers are not able to apply elsewhere information literacy skills 

developed in one specific context. In contrast, there are documented cases where the social 

context provides skills and support for applying knowledge and skills across boundaries 

(Forster, 2015, p. 63, citing Bruce and Hughes, 2010). In particular, in the small body of 

published research that concerns ‘everyday life’ information literacy and ‘ordinary’ people, 

attention is drawn to the importance of applying information literacy skills from one life 

context to another. For example, it has been argued that skills acquired in the workplace 
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might be transferable to a hobby, citizenship or community activity, and to other social roles 

in informal social settings where the evaluation and methodological use of information 

sources is required (Martzoukou and Sayyad Abdi, 2017).  

Having considered prior work on information literacy of relevance to the specific context of 

the study reported in this paper (i.e. on civic and community quasi-workplaces, and the 

transferability of relevant skills from one context to others), it is worth highlighting the 

distinction between the treatment of information literacy as a competence of the individual, 

and of the group.  

Since information literacy research has its origins in education and librarianship (as noted, for 

example, by Crawford and Irving, 2009 p. 30; Forster, 2017; Lloyd, 2017 p. 92; Martzoukou 

and Sayyad Abdi, 2017 p. 635), it has traditionally been conceptualised as a component of the 

learning process (Behrens, 1994 p. 317; Ferguson, 2012 p. 26; Hollis, 2018 p. 84). This is 

often with reference to a defined target, such as the submission of a paper, piece of 

coursework, or project report. The implication here is that information literacy is a personal 

attribute, developed in individuals who work independently (Forster, 2015, p. 63). This is 

reflected in the representation of competencies in ‘educational’ models of information 

literacy (such as SCONUL, 2011), and narratives around the term (see, for example, CILIP, 

2018). 

To a lesser degree, information literacy has also been considered as an attribute of the 

workplace in that is owned collectively, and applied jointly (Lloyd, 2013). Here information 

literacy is viewed as socially constructed and situated within collective and/or collaborative 

dimensions (for example, Collard, Smedt, Fastrez, Ligurgo & Philippette, 2016, p. 82; 

Crawford & Irving, 2009, p. 30; Felstead & Unwin, 2016, p. 20; Hall et al., 2018; Lloyd, 

2004, p. 218; 2017 p. 92). As Collard et al. (2016, p.82) explain: 

We consider information literacy to be social in at least three ways: (1) it 

relies on social relationships and organization as resources for its 

expression and development, (2) it shapes social relationships and social 

organization, and (3) it is (at least in part) a collective accomplishment. 

That everyday information literacy is also seen as an inherently collaborative cross-group 

construct, where skills are acquired and applied from multiple sources (Martzoukou & 

Sayyad Abdi, 2017, p. 642), strengthens the argument for considering information literacy 

more readily as an attribute of the group (albeit acknowledging that group information 

literacy depends on that of individuals). The way in which this joint activity is structured, 

however, remains under-researched, albeit that Hall et al. (2018) have shown that Activity 

Theory can usefully be applied to unpick this phenomenon.  

The analysis of prior research on information literacy conducted for the study as summarised 

here surfaced a number of opportunities to contribute to the domain in an investigation into 

the information practices of Scottish community councillors. This contribution comprises two 

main strands on: (1) the development of information literacy skills based on experience of life 

roles (as defined above); and (2) the levels at which information literacy is operationalised. 



  5 

Manuscript of paper accepted for ISIC 2020 in Pretoria, September 2020 

3. Methods 

Two main research questions are addressed in this paper: 

1. What is the relative importance of life roles that shape the information literacy of 

Scottish community councillors? 

2. To what extent is information literacy operationalised as an individual/joint 

competence in the quasi-work environment of a community council? 

The empirical work was conducted using the survey method. Following ethical approval and 

piloting, an online questionnaire comprised 26 questions was advertised through channels 

used by the Scottish community councillor population. It was made available to this 

community (only) for completion over a period of four weeks in March/April 2017.  

Four questions in the questionnaire were analysed to address the two research questions noted 

above:  

• In your community council, who decides the aims and methods for gathering 

information about local issues? In your community council, who finds, edits and 

presents information about local issues? (Question 3) 

• In your community council, who decides that the community council has found 

enough information about local issues? (Question 4) 

• How much have any of these (present or past) roles helped you learn how to process 

information relevant to your community council work? (Question 5) 

• If any other life-roles or factors helped you learn how to find, process/edit and share 

information relevant to your community council work, please tell us what they are and 

how helpful they have been. (Question 17) 

Each question was framed around (a) the information-related roles of community council 

members (i.e. assigned responsibilities for identifying information needs, determining the 

means of meeting these information needs, accessing the information sought, and its 

dissemination) and (b) life roles (as defined above) that prepare community councillors for 

information work in hyperlocal democracy.  

The groupings of life role presented to the respondents in the questionnaire were derived 

from the findings of another project to which Scottish community councillors had previously 

contributed (Hall et al, 2018). Equally, close reference to competencies as articulated in 

information literacy models available at the time (e.g. SCONUL, 2011) helped to guide the 

design of questions related to skills, and to organise data for analysis.  

The response format for each of the questions allowed for the submission of both (scalar) 

quantitative and (free text) qualitative data. In addition, data on respondent demographics 

were collected in order to gain an understanding of the general profile of respondents, for 

example in terms of age, gender, highest level of education, ethnicity and employment status.  

Particular care was taken over wording of actual questions to avoid the use of ‘technical’ 

terms that may be meaningful in academia, but not elsewhere. For example, it was anticipated 



  6 

Manuscript of paper accepted for ISIC 2020 in Pretoria, September 2020 

that community councillors would not be conversant with the broad term ‘information 

literacy’, nor familiar with the terminology of established information literacy models, such 

as the pillars of the SCONUL model (2011): Identify, Scope, Plan, Gather, Manage, Present 

and Evaluate. Therefore, during the piloting of the questionnaire respondent understanding of 

proposed wording for individual questions was checked. For example, it was found that the 

phrase ‘learn how to process information’ elicited reflections from participants on 

information literacy skills development (in line with the working definition of information 

literacy presented above) so this wording was adopted in the final version of the 

questionnaire as a proxy for ‘develop information literacy skills’. It is acknowledged that 

‘simplifying’ the vocabulary of the questionnaire in this way for a lay audience reduced its 

level of sophistication, and leaves it open to criticism. Similarly, caution is required when 

drawing conclusions from self-reported scalar responses to questions of opinion. This is 

because it is impossible in this case to be certain that all study respondents understood the 

scales in the same way, and there was no opportunity to provide for them to provide nuanced 

responses to the questions posed. The option of supplying additional free text comments was 

offered as a means of reducing these limitations. 

Figure 1 below gives an overview of the stages in research design and data collection, 

including a pilot phase during which the questionnaire was developed and tested. 

 
Figure 1: Overview of the data collection process 

In total, 1034 community councillors responded to the call to complete the questionnaire. 

Given the estimate of 12,000 community councillors in Scotland (Hall et al., 2019), this 

represents around 8% of the total population. Some respondents abandoned the questionnaire 

part-way through completion, or did not answer all the questions. Whether or not this was 

due to its length is uncertain. Whatever the reason, the number of usable responses for data 

analysis is lower than 1034. The details of the questionnaire themes, data sought and levels of 

response are summarised in Table 1.  

  

(Previous research by the project team in 2015).

Questionnaire design (January 2017)

Piloting of questionnaire (February 2017)

Publicity and data collection by survey  (3 March-7 April 2017)

Analysis (from Summer 2017)
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Theme Specific data sought on: Free text 

responses 

Scalar 

responses 

Information needs 

analysis, and strategy 

for meeting 

information needs (Q3) 

Who within the community council: 

• determines the information to be gathered  

• decides the means of gathering this 

information 

223 963 

Information seeking, 

reformatting, and 

dissemination (Q4) 

Who within the community council: 

• finds this information 

• edits this information 

• presents this information 

Information saturation 

(Q5) 

Who within the community council: 

• decides that enough information has been 

gathered 

712 

Factors that have an 

impact on the ability of 

individuals to conduct 

community council 

information work 

(Q17) 

• community council roles 

• life roles 

• other factors 

144 876 

Table 1: Questionnaire themes, data sought and levels of response 

In addition to the responses summarised in the table above, 866 participants provided 

demographic data.  

The quantitative data were summarised for analysis using Microsoft Excel. Following this, 

the free text responses, which were brought together in a single file according to question, 

were reviewed manually. This exercise took into account themes from the literature review, 

and provided further insight to the quantitative analysis for the account of the findings that 

follows below. 

4. Findings and discussion 

4.1 Demographics of respondents 

The demographic data were first evaluated to establish the representativeness of the 

responses. This analysis, summarised in Table 2 below, revealed the questionnaire 

respondents as predominantly white, well-educated, male and over-55 years of age. The 

largest ‘employment’ group was ‘retired’. These findings were not entirely unexpected: they 

fit with both observed compositions of community council membership and findings of prior 

research in the domain (Hall et al., 2018).  

Gender 57% male, 43% female 

Age 69% over 55, 27% aged 36-55, 4% under 35 

Employment 48% retired, 38% employed, 14% other 

Education 56% university/professional  

Ethnicity 95% white 

Origin 76% Scotland, 18% England, 6% other 
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Table 2: Demographics of respondents 

However, it should be noted that those who completed the questionnaire were motivated to 

do so because they had an interest in the study and the time to participate in it. Thus, the 

findings reported below are likely to be more representative of the opinion of engaged 

community councillors with time to participate in the study, rather than of members of the 

community councillor population in general. 

4.2 Life roles that shape the information literacy of Scottish 

community councillors 

876 respondents answered the question on the value of different life roles (as conceived 

above) that shape the development of information literacy.  For ease of questionnaire 

completion, a six-point Likert scale (0-5) was offered so that the respondents could give a 

rating for the seven life roles listed in Table 3 in response to Question 5. The table 

summarises the data in ranked order, with the majority responses highlighted. 

Source: Q17 

n=876.  

‘very helpful’ or  

‘helpful’ (5,4) 

‘not helpful at all’  

or ‘not relevant’ (0,1) 

Neutral 

responses 

(2,3) 

Total 

workplace roles* 71% 16% 23% 100% 

being a friend or neighbour 52% 18% 30% 100% 

family roles** 42% 32% 26% 100% 

social clubs† 32% 47% 31% 100% 

work context†† 29% 54% 27% 100% 

being a student 23% 58% 19% 100% 

being a child/ at school 13% 69% 28% 100% 
* being an employee, manager 
**being a parent, grandparent 
† being a member of a sports or social/recreational organisation 
††being in a trade union or professional body 

Table 3: Relative value of life roles to the development of information literacy 

The figures in the table show a distinction between the extent to which different life roles are 

perceived by community councillors to have contributed to the development of their 

information literacy skills. The indication here is that they believe that paid employment is 

perceived to offer most value, and formal education the least.  

In their textual responses, 52 out of 876 respondents were specific about the nature of paid 

employment that had supported their acquisition of information literacy skills. For example, 

almost half (20) mentioned work roles in academia, education and/or training. Experience at 

director or managerial level was also cited often (15 respondents), as was work with, or for, 

religious bodies (9 respondents).  

As well as formal work roles, the analysis of textual responses revealed that unpaid voluntary 

work is deemed important. This includes, for example, service for the Scout and Guide 

movements, and a range of other unpaid work activities such as citizens’ advice, church, and 

emergency response roles.  

Figure 2 shows that in respect of the three top roles identified in Table 3, almost one third of 

respondents (278 out of 876, 32%) rated all three highly. In total 715 (82%) identified one or 

other of these roles to be helpful.  
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Figure 2: Value of the top three life roles to the development of information literacy 

Social context is, of course, an important factor in the development of information literacy 

skills. However, is clear that some social contexts are perceived by these study participants as 

more important than others. For example, such as social clubs, or professional or trade union 

involvement) do not feature in Figure 2.  

From these findings it can be seen that it is a combination of experiences from across life 

(some of which are more important than others) that underpins the development of 

information literacy amongst this cohort of volunteer community representatives. A comment 

from respondent 590 serves as illustration of the wide variety of experiences that could 

contribute to the development of competences in information literacy: 

All [the roles listed] have played a part in my life, and made me who I am - 

I do not subdivide experience like this. Having said that I was a teacher for 

37 years … I am also heavily involved in church ... I am a trustee of five 

different charities, music (3 choirs, in one of which I have held office), 

philately (4 different societies) … and in my time written countless minutes 

as well as still looking after 9 non-personal Bank accounts! I have gained 

experience from all of these and on top of that I did my teacher training 

[abroad] and taught there, living there for over three years. I have been 

married for over 40 years, have a daughter and a grand-daughter, so these 

all contribute! 

Informal, everyday and lifelong activities in combination are important to information 

literacy development in the older population represented in this study. Even the well-

educated individuals surveyed emphasised contexts that are more immediate over their past 

education as the main source of the skills required to carry out their information-related 

community councillor roles. These findings lend support to the view that workers (in this 

case older adults contributing in a voluntary capacity) are able to apply information literacy 

developed in one specific context to another, as proposed in a number of the studies identified 

by Martzoukou and Sayyad Abdi (2017) in their literature review cited above. 

12
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found all three of these 

roles helpful 

 
161 

did not find any of 

these roles helpful 
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4.3 Information literacy operationalised as an individual/joint 

competence in a quasi-work environment 

The analysis of questionnaire data on the allocation and execution of information activities 

within community councils points to the extent to which information literacy skills might be 

operationalised as an individual or joint competence in this quasi-work environment. 

Extracted from the quantitative data set, and presented in Table 4, are figures for information 

activities that are considered by community councillors to be completed individually 

themselves, jointly with others, and by other people. The activities correspond with those 

articulated in commonly cited ‘educational’ models of information literacy such the 

SCONUL pillars (2011), and the CILIP information literacy themes (2018). For ease of 

reference, the appropriate SCONUL pillars have been included in the table. 

Activity 

 

 

Likert scale. 

Activity completed… 

5 = …independently 

4 = …mostly independently  

3 = …jointly 

2 = …mostly by another person 

1 = …by another person 

Total  

Question Pillar 5 4 3 2 1 Σ 

In your community council, who decides the aims 

and methods for gathering information about 

local issues? 

     

 

deciding the aims (what to do) Scoping 21 59 815 (85%) 35 33 963 

deciding the methods (how to 

do it) 
Planning 22 91 786 (82%) 33 31 963 

In your community council, who finds, edits and 

presents information about local issues? 

     
 

finding information Gather 50 138 646 (67%) 82 47 963 

finding local residents' 

opinions 
Gather 15 96 740 (77%) 73 39 963 

editing information Managing 61 173 470 (49%) 179 80 963 

presenting information Presenting 83 156 516 (54%) 138 70 963 

In your community council, 

who decides that the 

community council has found 

enough information about 

local issues? 

Evaluating* 14 56 730 (84%) 40 26 866** 

* To establish that enough relevant information has been gathered. 
**This question had an ‘unknown’ option, which was selected by 97 respondents 

Table 4: Responsibility for the execution of information activities in community councils  

The data in the highlighted column indicate that all activities bar one (editing information) 

are largely considered as collaborative endeavours in the community councils by the majority 

of questionnaire respondents. 

Some study participants provided textual responses to the questions on the execution of 

information activities within community councils. From an analysis of these qualitative data, 

it is possible to assess further the extent of collaboration around information activities within 

community councils, and the levels of formality in such work. While the ‘headline’ figures 

from the analysis of the quantitative data are emphatic, the analysis of the qualitative data 
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reveals that the implementation of this ‘joint’ activity is not straightforward: it depends on a 

range of information practices, as shown below. 

Informal collaborative information work largely focuses on information sharing in face-to-

face encounters. This happens, for example, in the street in small communities (‘Being a 

small community you meet fellow community councillors in the village’ Respondent 1096), 

or through the deployment of digital media (‘We interact via website, Facebook and 

Twitter… and are trialling Slack to make communication more efficient’ Respondent 1059). 

The respondents also mentioned collaborating over email frequently in their questionnaire 

returns. For example, Respondent 1265 noted: 

We are fortunate that every member of our community council has access to email, so 

we do a lot of work ‘together’ by circulating emails and responding to them. 

Amongst the more formal approaches to joint information activities, some community 

councils have established special interest groups. For example, Respondent 79 referred in the 

questionnaire return to ‘a subcommittee that look into planning matters’. In others, 

information gathering tasks are delegated to individual community councillors who then 

report back to the community council, as explained by Respondent 167: 

We each have an area of responsibility. Information gathering and dissemination in 

that particular area is the individual’s responsibility. Any correspondence will come 

jointly from the community council. 

In such cases, information work that has been completed by individuals with assigned areas 

of responsibility is ‘packaged’ for onwards dissemination in a way that gives the impression 

of joint work, even though this is not strictly the case. 

Office bearers play a greater role than their colleagues in preparing the information for 

onward dissemination, as explained by Respondent 497: 

All members of the community council generally provide information 

obtained from their own contacts. Office-bearers generally co-ordinate 

activities relating to editing and presentation. 

Conducting information work jointly in this way is valued because it allows for consent and 

consensus to be reached in groups. Respondent 1308, for example, highlighted that consensus 

is crucial to the community councillor role: ‘I can only operate by consent’. 

In some community councils there may be a dependence on small number of active members 

(other than, or as well as, office bearers). This is illustrated in the comment below made by 

Respondent 975: 

A number of our councillors are very passive and will just consume 

information, but a smaller number are more active, and we work 

collaboratively. 

Similarly Respondent 443 admitted: 
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We have a small number of very active members who are working across 

sub-committees under Planning, Business, Environment and Youth to 

ensure that the community’s needs are communicated and responded to. 

These findings on the collective endeavour of community councillors fit well with dominant 

messages from prior research on workplace information literacy, as reported above: that it is 

enacted in practice, and relates to the social environment in which information activities take 

place. They also articulate with arguments from the everyday information literacy literature 

which propose that information literacy should be primarily considered an attribute of groups, 

rather than of individuals (although in practice, it is both since group information literacy 

depends on skills of individuals brought together). On the basis of the analysis presented 

here, it can be argued that information activities conducted within community councils are 

collaborative, depend on social relationships and organisation, and lead to collective 

accomplishment.  

5. Conclusion 

The completion of this study has allowed for the investigation of the social context of the 

application of information literacy skills in a domain that has previously been unexplored in 

detail: the execution of quasi-work duties of elected representatives at the hyperlocal level of 

democracy. It offers a novel contribution on the source of competencies in information 

literacy to underpin collaborative information activities. The findings throw light on two 

research questions: 

1. What is the relative importance of life roles that shape the information literacy of 

Scottish community councillors? 

2. To what extent is information literacy operationalised an individual/joint 

competence in the quasi-work environment of a community council? 

Figure 3 below summarises the main findings from this study in respect of Research Question 

1. The life roles that appear to support the development of information literacy most readily 

amongst Scottish community councillors are those of employer/employee, family member, 

and friend or neighbour. The figure also highlights that the application of information literacy 

skills in joint activities with other hyperlocal representatives is important to the effective 

execution of the community representative role. 

That roles related to employment, community and family, i.e. the workplace and everyday 

life, emerged as the most important in this study is significant. This is because, to date, the 

contribution of formal education is traditionally the main focus of research on the 

development of information literacy skills (for example, Sample, 2020). This evidence of the 

ready application of information literacy skills acquired in one environment to another is also 

noteworthy because this widens the debate as to the extent to which information literacy 

skills are specific to particular contexts.  
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Figure 3: Factors underpinning community councillors' effectiveness 

Respondent profile, however, should be taken into account when considering the significance 

of these findings. It is possible that early life roles have an impact on the development of 

information literacy that is later mediated through post-educational experiences and/or 

lifelong learning. Most participants in this study were over 55 years old, therefore somewhat 

removed in time from their experiences of formal education and, as a result, may have 

underestimated the influence of their formative years in their questionnaire responses. Even 

so, it is important to bear in mind that this population is, in the main, highly educated and 

might be expected to be more conscious of, and value, education. While representing a 

limitation to this study, these issues illustrate the challenge of attempting objective 

measurement of perceptions across information literacy research that is undertaken in non-

educational settings (Cruickshank & Hall, 2020). To address this, a similar study could be 

executed with attention paid to specific cohorts by age, ideally with reference to 

technological and societal changes that may have had an impact on the shaping of the 

information literacy of participants over their lifetime. At the same time, it would be 

worthwhile to extend the work beyond simply identifying the important life roles to exploring 

the reasons (a) why some appear to matter more than others, and (b) how individuals make 

these assessments of relative value.  

In addressing Research Question 2, the analysis of the questionnaire data established that 

information activities in this community are carried out as a joint enterprise. When 

considering Research Question 2 directly, it has been demonstrated that information literacy 

in this context is also operationalised jointly amongst Scottish community councillors as they 

complete their duties. While this is not surprising in a study of information practices within a 

collective body, this finding adds to discussions of information literacy and collective 

accomplishments (Collard et al., 2016), and socially constructed sets of practices (Forster, 

2017). It also points to areas for further investigation. A more extensive study could, for 

example, explore in detail the nature and structure of this ‘joint’ work: the levels of formality 

in the allocation of roles; means by which decisions on the adequacy of information gathered 

are made (consensus or individual decision); and hierarchical structures in information work 

that are undertaken by volunteer community representatives. The practice of repackaging 

outputs of individual information work as that of the collective also merits particular 

attention. This work also raises other broader, yet related, questions for scrutiny in future 
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employer 
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neighbour 

Information 
literacy 

 

 

Effectiveness in (workplace) role 
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research. For example, it would be worthwhile to consider the extent to which known facets 

of workplace information literacy and its application apply in other environments where the 

‘work’ is voluntary.  
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