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Information literacy in the workplace

• ‘Learning’ is not the primary goal

• “…productivity, quality measurements, and development of expertise” 

(Lundh et al, 2013)

• “Effectiveness” (O'Farrill, 2010)

– Information Literacy as Knowledge Management

– NHS

• Firefighters, Lloyd (2005, 2006)

• SME and Charities (Go On UK, 2013)

“Information literacy should be defined as the 

ability to know what there is in a landscape and to 

draw meaning from this through engagement and 

experience with information” (Lloyd, 2006:570)

http://businesshelp.lloydsbankbusiness.com/assets/pdf/Britains-Digital-Opportunity.pdf


Information literacy in the workplace

• There have been examples of work exploring student attributes in the area of 
business, accounting and finance (eg Conley & Gill, 2011; Costa, 2009) 

• Employers have identified problems around graduate employees being unable 
to adapt their information capabilities from the study context to the work 
environment (eg Cheuk, 2008; Kelly et al, 2011; Klusek & Bornstein, 2006; 
Muir, 2002; Rauterkus & Rauterkus, 2007; Sokoloff, 2012). 

• This is partly caused by different contexts, such as sole study in education vs 
group working practices in employment, and learning outcomes which do not 
always relate to employability attributes amongst others. 

• This area of research is becoming increasingly significant as the demand for 
knowledge workers’ information and digital capabilities in the global knowledge 
economy continues to grow (Goldstein, 2014; Inskip, 2014; UK Digital 
Taskforce, 2014; Williams et al, 2014)





Interviews and focus groups

• 18x45 mins interviews at insurance firm, 2x60 min focus 
groups

• 5x45 mins interviews with students, 1x90 mins focus group

• Transcribed in full externally

• Checked for typos

• Imported into NVivo11

• Coded using themes from questions

• Re-coded using Forster’s themes of expanding awareness 
(TEA)



Themes of expanding awareness?

• Ference Marton

• Phenomenography

• Variation

• Explores different conceptions or 
experiences, perceptions, 
understandings 

• Differences in meaning, collective 
analysis

(Forster, 2015, 2016; Yates et al, 2012; Marton, 1986)
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Information Literacy experienced …

in processes of 
professional 

self-
development

in development 
and 

maintenance of 
relationships 
with patients, 

patients’ 
families, 

colleagues and 
other 

professionals

through its role 
in helping to 
achieve ‘best 

practice’

within 
understandings 

and 
experiences of 

evidence-
based practice

within 
application of 

skills and 
processes of 
evidence and 

other 
information 
gathering

in the context 
of an 

understanding 
and knowledge 
of the principles 
and concepts 

behind 
evidence and 

other 
information 
gathering

through 
applicable 

conceptions of 
information

Forster, 2015





Workplace Education



Unique Workplace

insurance, manager, underwriters, [company name], 

broker, underwriting, underwriter, product, systems, 

decision, risks, Lloyds, account, peer, numbers, 

claims, individuals, roles, audit, brokers.



I seek out 
knowledge

•I am a 
knowledgeable 

insurance worker

•I am achieving 
and show 

professional 
competence

•I am achieving 
professional 
confidence

•I am achieving 
autonomy

I think 
strategically, 

philosophically, 
and am innovative

in processes of 
professional 

self-
development

Becoming an effective insurance information user



I have been studying and 
researching the insurance 

information field and 
language and developing 

technical skills (eg MS Office)

I have become qualified and 
developed understanding of 
principles through learning 

on-the-job, professional 
qualification, and ad hoc 

support

I have gone beyond the 
training, and have practised

complex processes and 
shared experiences

My competence has been 
recognised formally through 
appraisals and informally 

through day-to-day 
transactions

I have a deeper
understanding of insurance 
information through higher 
level skills and experience

I am equipped with the ability 
to critically reflect on 

insurance information to form
arguments and wider 

strategy

in processes of 
professional 

self-
development

Becoming an effective insurance information user



in processes of 
professional 

self-
development

Becoming an effective insurance information user

I make the most of the 
resources provided by my 
course tutors e.g. reading 

lists, ensuring I’m familiar with 
the curriculum 

As well as using resources 
provided by tutors, I’ve 
improved my skills, and 

learned new ones, by taking 
extra courses e.g. those 
provided by the library or 
online learning platforms 



I use others as a 
source of information

•I interact actively 
and share 
information

•I develop 
relationships and 
work as a team 

member

•I develop trust of 
clients and 

colleagues and am 
accountable for my 

actions

•I have a teaching 
role for fellow 

colleagues

I have a leadership 
role

in development 
and 

maintenance of 
relationships 
with patients, 

patients’ 
families, 

colleagues and 
other 

professionals

Making the most of the links between people and insurance 

information



I am successful at identifying 
friendly experts who are able 
and willing to efficiently feed 

relevant information and advice

•I participate in knowledge 
sharing processes across work 
silos and externally in order to 
provide clear information which 
informs business requirements

•I interact with other team 
members to circulate a broad
and deep stream of relevant 
business information through 

the company

•I can reliably provide 
competitive service and prompt 

and accurate information to 
clients and colleagues, which is 
presented in a focused way so 

it can be easily understood 

•Develop a teaching role and 
function as a teacher for junior 
colleagues and other members 

of the team

Develop a leadership role and 
am becoming a client advocate

and am fulfilling a leadership 
role within the team

in development 
and 

maintenance of 
relationships 
with patients, 

patients’ 
families, 

colleagues and 
other 

professionals

Making the most of the links between people and insurance 

information



in development 
and 

maintenance of 
relationships 
with patients, 

patients’ 
families, 

colleagues and 
other 

professionals

Making the most of the links between people and insurance 

information

I am good at identifying helpful experts 
who are able and willing to give me 
relevant information, support and 

advice. I seek guidance from people 
who know more than I do, like my 

lecturers, coursemates, friends, and 
library staff. I ask questions and 

request feedback on my work from 
lecturers, in order to perform better

I have discussions and debates with 
my peers, and sometimes with my 

lecturers. I share my ideas and 
knowledge around assignments, and 

benefit from theirs

I am part of informal or formal peer 
networks with other students. We 
interact, collaborate and exchange 

ideas, supporting each other to keep 
our individual or joint work moving in 
the right direction. My peers value my 

input and ask for my help 

I participate in collaborative groups, 
and I make an effort to ensure my 

peers trust me to perform my role. I 
have my own opinions, and my peers 
and lecturers allow these to influence 
the direction of my work and the work 

of others



• The seven TEAs provide a deep, rich and detailed picture of effective 
information use within this workplace context and allow some 
comparison between the nurses, the insurers and the students. 

• They provide evidence that the OTM participants experience variations 
of dimension similar to those of Forster’s nurses, and while these 
variations differ in detail, still group together under similar themes. 

• Self-development, information sharing, best practice and evidence-
based practice, information gathering processes, principles and 
conceptions are all part of the picture in this context. 

• Naturally the details of these differ, and these differences are made 
more explicit in OTM by the use of the participants’ own terminology, a 
novel approach which gives voice to the community.



Forster personas

• The passive minimalist (creating knowledge to perform specific basic tasks)

• The knowledgeable goal achiever (creating knowledge for specific goals)

• The focussed, competent and evolving professional (creating knowledge to 
develop professional competence – to function effectively in particular day to 
day roles)

• The confident and trusted promoter of justifiable change (creating knowledge 
that can be used as an agent of change through an understanding of situations 
and contexts)

• The teacher and promoter of an evidence-based culture (developing 
knowledge infrastructures which allow specific roles to be performed of the 
kind which must be based on a complete or almost complete understanding of 
a context or activity)

• The leader, philosopher and strategist (developing knowledge infrastructures 
which allow one to act as an established source or vector of ‘wisdom’ in 
various specific contexts)



https://pixabay.com/en/anemone-coral-sea-aquarium-fish-1110524/ CC0 Public Domain

“This category describes experiences of information literacy in which ‘the facts’ are 

obtained to deal with the immediate and simple issue or context. Passive information 

absorption occurs as frequently as information gathering; the latter may frequently be of 

the ‘scavenging’ type.” (Forster, 2015)

The passive minimalist

1 1 1 1 1 1 1



“This category describes a way of experiencing information literacy in which the employee is 

focused on specific goals. Information is sought out, identified and applied in the context of 

specific professional requirements; this is done in conjunction with a developing background 

knowledge which allows the employee to know how to address these aims. Skills and 

relationships are developed with such goals in mind.” (Forster, 2015)

The knowledgeable goal achiever

2 2 2 2 2 2 2



https://pixabay.com/en/tadpole-frog-amphibious-2243033/ CC0 Public Domain

The focussed, competent and evolving 

professional

“In this category information literacy is experienced in processes of professional 

effectiveness and achieved functionality. This is governed by a widening awareness 

of the value of finding and applying evidence and the ability to do so in terms of what 

can be achieved in improved practice and business outcomes.” (Forster, 2015)

3 3 3 3 3 3 3



https://pixabay.com/en/fish-octopus-water-aquarium-1633525/ CC0 Public Domain

“Information literacy is experienced as one of the means and stimuli of an incipient 

tendency to think abstractly and strategically and as a leader: confident, trusted and with 

that increasing grasp of the parameters of practice which results in an understanding of 

the potential value of change and where and how it may usefully occur.” (Forster, 2015)

The confident and trusted promoter of 

justifiable change

4 4 4 4 4 4 4



“Information literacy is experienced in contributions to the performing of roles in which a wider 

strategic focus is beginning to operate; evidence is skilfully obtained and applied towards the 

development of policy. A leading contribution is made to the development of an information rich 

culture, often in a teaching role, especially with junior staff.” (Forster, 2015)

The Teacher and Promoter of an evidence-based 
culture

5 5 5 5 5 5 5



The Leader, Philosopher and Strategist

“The most sophisticated level of experience of information literacy operates in the context of 

the employee as leader, through its part in the promotion of the development of the ability to 

think strategically and philosophically. The ethics of obtaining or failing to obtain the evidence 

for best practice, the relationship of evidence to knowledge and experience and the strategic 

use of evidence and other information are amongst them challenging contexts in which 

information literacy is experienced in this category.” (Forster, 2015)

6 6 6 6 6 6 6



• From these examples it can be seen that some progression is 
required to move through Forster’s categories of description, 
from passive minimalist towards leader, philosopher and 
strategist. 

• The student personae also provide insights into the semantic 
gap between their conceptions and those within this workplace 
context.

• The tool is designed to demonstrate the terminology used within 
the workplace and education in order to support efforts of 
transition from HE to insurance work.

• This framework and the online tool could be used within the 
workplace to identify and to develop this progression as an 
element of workplace learning and staff development.
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