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Abstract: This paper reports the key results of the Citizenship Information research
project funded by the British Library Research and Innovation Centre. This research
comprised two large scale surveys of the citizenship information needs of the UK
public. The paper focuses upon the detailed analysis and examination of the results as
they related to issues of social class and status. The research revealed that social
class and status had an impact upon information need and information seeking
behaviour, although the pattern emerging was not a simple one. Certain social classes
and status groups were not exploiting public library information resources as
effectively as they might; equally, certain groups were less willing (or able) to take
advantage of new technologies to access information and participate in democratic
activities. Those groups most willing to use a range of information sources were more
conscious of disadvantage resulting from a lack of information. The paper concludes
that there is a real danger of exclusion for certain groups of the UK population and
that information policy must reflect an awareness of the most appropriate patterns of

information dissemination in order to overcome barriersto access for each of these.

Introduction and background

Socia exclusion is currently high on the UK political agenda. In December 1997 the
Government established its Social Exclusion Unit with the remit to help improve
Government action to reduce social exclusion by producing ‘joined up solutions to joined up
problems' [1]. At the same time the information profession and the academic community
have paid considerable attention to the role that access to information can play in aiding
democratic participation and helping to overcome socia exclusion, as well as the

implications for libraries and other information providers in facilitating information access.

This paper reports the key results of one such study: the British Library funded Citizenship

Information research project [2], which aimed to investigate the citizenship information



needs of the UK public and their preferred routes to the acquisition of such information.

Citizenship information, as defined by the authors, is:

information produced by or about national and local government,
government departments and public sector organisations which may be of
value to the citizen either as part of everyday life or in the participation by

the citizen in government and policy formulation.

This research builds upon and complements other recent research projects and literature
which have examined the role of information and information providers in assisting public
participation and inclusion. For example, Leeds Metropolitan University conducted a British
Library funded project which aimed to identify ways in which public libraries might
contribute to a socially inclusive information society [3]; while the COOL project at the
University of Wales Aberystwyth examined the benefits and problems of utilising the ‘wired’
public library for programmes which address social exclusion via Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs) [4]. Moore and Baigent [5] outlined how the EARL
(Electronic Access to Resources in Libraries) Consortium might contribute to social
inclusion; Matarasso [6], McKrell, Green and Harris [7] and Kerslake and Kinnell [§]
reviewed and examined the social impact and effectiveness of public library community
development initiatives;, while Harris [9] investigated the type of framework necessary to
help libraries work with local communities in developing indicators of their social benefit.
Using a social audit approach, Linley and Usherwood [10] evaluated the social impact of
public library services in Newcastle and Somerset; while Usherwood [11] also argued that
the Career Development Group of the Library Association should recognize the value and
social significance of its members’ skills - skills which could be used to facilitate equality of

access and social inclusion.

Some authors have examined the particular impact of social class on access to information.
For example, the National Working Party on Social Inclusion [12], when considering
potential locations for Community Resource Centres, discounted the use of public libraries,
at least under their present culture, as they are significantly under-used by the lower socio-
economic groups who can view them as irrelevant, unappealing and having an ‘institutional’
atmosphere. In a number of articles [13,14,15] Pateman discussed the relationship between
public libraries and socia class, in particular the existing class bias in the provision and take-
up of library services. In the most recent of these [15] he identified ongoing research into

public libraries, including the Citizenship Information project which, he claimed, was failing



to look at the issue of social class. It should be pointed out, however, that this project did
indeed examine the impact of social class, and other demographic factors, on citizenship
information need. With thisin mind, the current article will focus upon the detailed analysis
and examination of the key resultsin so far as they relate to issues of social class and status:
broader discussions of results have been published in two earlier papers[16,17]. The authors
are presently undertaking further analysis to explore the impact on information need of other

variables tested, such as gender, age, ethnicity, disability, etc.

M ethodology

The main data collection tools employed in the course of the project were two large-scale,
nation-wide surveys. The first of these was a survey by questionnaire of 1,294 users of
public libraries, Citizens Advice Bureaux (CABx) and other generaist information and
advice agencies throughout all 13 official UK regions. Systematic sampling was used,
whereby staff at 42 service points in 27 different organisations handed a questionnaire to
every 10th user (every 2nd user in the CABx and other advice agencies). This survey took
place between June and October 1997. The second survey was a survey by personal doorstep
interview, using the random walk sample method, of 898 adults residing in the same towns
and cities in which the first survey had taken place. Each interviewer was provided with
socio-economic and population data for their alocated town/city taken from the 1991 UK
Census Small Area Statistics [18] and asked to conduct interviews in five local government
electora wards: the ward containing the highest percentage of residents belonging to
Standard Occupational Classes IV and V (partly skilled and unskilled occupations), the ward
with the lowest percentage of Classes IV and V, and three other wards spread across the
cumulative population figures for that town/city. This survey took place between May and
November 1998. The results of both surveys were analysed using SPSS for Windows, and
significant statistical relationships between variables (at the 95% confidence level) were
identified using the chi-square test. The current paper will, of course, focus on the status and
social class variables, and throughout the discussion that follows significant differences will

be described in terms of + percentage points.

Table 1 illustrates the status of all 2,192 respondents. Of the Survey 1 respondents, 55.5%
were economically active (i.e. in work or looking for work), compared with the national
figure of 48.9% [19]. Interestingly, the proportion of jobseekers in the CABx (22.5%) and
the other advice agencies (21.2%) was effectively twice that in the public libraries (10.9%).



In Survey 2, just 42.8% of respondents were economically active. In particular, the doorstep
interview methodology reached a greater proportion of the retired and those running a home
as well as arguably those less aware of the value of ‘information’ as they had not proactively
made the decision to visit an agency. Given that these are groups that may be deemed to face
particularly significant barriers in the access to information, then the results are highly
relevant: they also complement those of the first survey where a more dynamic and

potentially ‘informed’ group of respondents was achieved.

Table 1: Status of respondents

Survey 1 Survey 2 Totals
No. % No. % No. %
In paid employment 446 34.5 259 28.8 705 32.2
Self employed 95 7.3 61 6.8 156 7.1
Seeking work 177 13.7 65 7.2 242 11.0
Retired 269 20.8 307 34.2 576 26.3
Running a home 86 6.6 119 13.3 205 94
Student 182 14.1 78 8.7 260 11.9
Status not specified 39 3.0 9 1.0 48 2.2
Totals 1294 100 898 100 2192 100

In both surveys, employed respondents were asked to specify their occupation, and those who
did were alocated a socia class using the Standard Occupational Classification [20]. These
are detailed in Table 2. Compared with national figures, the respondents came to a greater
extent proportionally from the professional and managerial categories (50.0% of the
employed respondents belonged to Classes | and II, compared with 35.6% of the UK
population); while the proportion of the samples with a skilled, manual occupation (8.3%)
was far fewer than that for the UK as a whole (20.6%) [19]. Proportions of the other social
classes were close to national figures, thereforeit is believed that the sample is representative
enough of the UK population as a whole for generalisations to be drawn. In Survey 1, the
proportion of Class | and Il respondents in the public libraries (51.7%) was significantly
higher than in the CABXx (38.1%) and other agencies (33.3%): coupled with the low
proportion of jobseekers already mentioned, this might suggest that public libraries are

serving the groups least in danger of social exclusion.

Table 2: Social class of employed respondents

Survey 1 Survey 2 Totals
Social Class No. % No. % No. %
I Professional, etc. occupations 39 9.5 49 |17.0 88 | 12.6
Il Managerial & Technical 159 | 389 |(102 |354 (261 |374




occupations

II(N) Skilled occupations non-manual 114 | 27.9 55 191 | 169 |24.2
(M) Skilled occupations manual 41 | 10.0 17 59 58 8.3
v Partly skilled occupations 42 ] 10.3 48 | 16.7 90 | 129
V Unskilled occupations 14 34 17 59 31 4.4
Totals 409 |[100 |288 |100 |697 | 100

Survey 1: results of the questionnaire

Survey 1 began with an open question which asked respondents to give an example of an
occasion on which they had been required to look for information to help them make a
decision, solve a problem or understand something a little better. In total, 769 (59.4%)
respondents cited such an instance, with examples relating to education (25.6%), leisure
(16.9%), health care (11.6%), welfare benefits (10.7%), legal issues (9.8%) and employment
(8.3%) being the most prominent. When compared with figures for the sample as a whole,
examples relating to education were cited more frequently by students (+43.9 percentage
points) and, perhaps more surprisingly, Class IV (partly skilled) respondents (+15.6); while
leisure examples were mentioned more by the retired (+22.2). Health care was cited more by
Class IV respondents (+11.9); legal issues were mentioned more frequently by the employed
(+18.2); and employment, unsurprisingly, was cited most by jobseekers (+13.6).

Respondents were asked where they had gone to obtain the information and for the great
majority (66.7%) the public library had been their resource, with CABx (17.7%) forming the
only other significant source. While the public library was the favourite source for all status
groups and al classes, CABx were a particularly important source for Class 111(M)
respondents (skilled manua occupations) (+20.4 points when compared with the entire

sample), jobseekers (+12.7) and those running a home (+9.0).

The 769 respondents who had looked for information in the past were asked if they had had
any difficulties in obtaining the information, and overal 196 (25.5%) had encountered
problems. Jobseekers (+8.1 points) and students (+6.4) cited problems more frequently than
the other groups. A similar question was asked of the sample as a whole, and 308
respondents (23.8%) had been in the past unable to access information which they needed in
order to make a decision or solve a problem. Again, jobseekers (+8.7) had encountered

proportionately greater difficulties than other groups.



The entire survey sample was presented with alist of 23 subjects and asked to indicate which
they had wanted to find out more about in the past, and which they felt they might want to
find out more about in the future. Table 3 illustrates the response. As can be seen, the top
six subjects required in the past (leisure, education, employment, transport and travel, legal
issues and health care) were still regarded as the six types of information most likely to be
required in the future, although in a slightly different order of preference. Less interest was
anticipated in employment (-1.2 points), transport (-2.6), leisure (-3.1) and most significantly
education (-8.8). There was a significantly increased perception of information need in

relation to the European Union in the future.

Table 3: Past and predicted information need

Past need Future need Net difference
Subject % Pos. % Pos. + pts | £Pos.
Leisure 38.8 1 35.7 1 -3.1 same
Education 36.9 2 28.1 5 -8.8 -3
Employment 335 3 32.3 2 -1.2 +1
Transport/travel 31.6 4 29.0 4 -2.6 same
Legal 25.2 5 29.8 3 +4.6 +2
Health care 23.6 6 25.8 6 +2.2 same
Welfare benefits 21.9 7 20.1 14 -1.8 -7
Local council 21.6 8 23.8 7 +2.2 +1
Financial 21.1 9 235 9 +2.4 same
Environmental 20.3 10 21.6 11 +1.3 -1
Politics/Govt. 20.1 11 21.0 12 +0.9 -1
Taxation 19.6 12 23.6 8 +4.0 +4
Housing 19.5 13 19.2 17 -0.3 -4
Family/Personal 17.9 14 19.5 16 +1.6 +2
Tech. & comms, 17.2 15 19.6 15 +2.4 same
Health & Safety 16.8 16 16.8 19 0 -3

Citizens rights 15.6 17 20.6 13 +5.0 +4
European Union 13.6 18 21.9 10 +8.3 +8
Equal rights 11.9 19 13.8 21 +1.9 -2
Business opports. | 11.7 20 17.6 18 +5.9 +2
Crime/security 11.1 21 14.6 20 +3.5 +1
Consumer/credit 10.7 22 13.3 22 +2.6 same
Immigration 6.9 23 8.7 23 +1.8 same

With regard to status and past need, employed respondents displayed a significantly greater
need for information on employment, consumer and legal issues; while jobseekers had had a
greater need for employment and welfare benefits information, but less need for leisure
information. Students had been more interested in information on immigration and the
environment, but were less interested in local council information, taxation, and financial and
legal issues. Those respondents who were running a home displayed a greater need for
benefits and family/personal information, but less need for EU, heath and safety, business



and equal rights information. The retired respondents, meanwhile, indicated a significantly
lesser past need for information on education, health and safety, employment, housing,
family, business, legal issues, equal rights, technology and leisure. For future needs, findings
were similar, although jobseekers predicted a significantly greater need for information on
housing, taxation, business opportunities and citizens rights, while students forecast a
greater need for 13 of the 23 subjects, including employment, housing, taxation, welfare
benefits, business opportunities and consumer issues. Those respondents running a home

perceived a greater future need for health care information.

With regard to social class and past need, there had been a significantly greater need among
the higher classes (i.e. professional, managerial and skilled occupations) than the lower
classes (partly skilled and unskilled occupations) for information on national politics, local
government, the EU, legal issues, technology and communications, and the environment. For
future needs, however, a similar gap between the classes was only statistically significant

with EU and leisure information.

Respondents were asked to indicate (from a list of 13 reasons) the reasons why they had
wanted citizenship information in the past, and to predict why they might want such
information in the future. Table 4 illustrates the response. Almost half of the survey sample
indicated past educational and study reasons, and significant numbers also cited work-related
reasons, family and personal reasons, and a ssimple general interest. These remained the four
most likely reasons for requiring information in the future, although there was a significant
reduction in predicted educational reasons (-12.4).



Table 4: Past and predicted reasons for requiring information

Past reasons | Futurereasons | Net Difference
Reasons % Pos. % Pos. 1% +Pos.
Educational/study 48.8 1 36.4 1 -124 | same
Work-related 35.2 2 32.6 3 -2.6 -1
General interest 33.3 3 32.7 2 -0.6 +1
Family/personal 32.9 4 28.8 4 -4.1 | same
Recreational 28.2 5 254 6 -2.8 -1
Job-seeking 27.7 6 26.9 5 -0.8 +1
Health 234 7 21.8 8 -1.6 -1
Financia 22.2 8 25.0 7 +2.8 +1
Legal 194 9 20.0 9 +0.6 | same
Business/commercial 12.1 10 13.1 10 +1.0 | same
Work with arepresentative | 10.9 11 111 11 +0.2 | same
/interest group
Political decision-making 7.7 12 8.7 12 +1.0 | same
Religious 6.6 13 6.3 13 -0.3 | same

In terms of status and past reasons for requiring information, employed respondents had had a
greater need for work-related and business reasons, while jobseekers unsurprisingly
emphasised jobseeking reasons but had a lesser requirement for recreational information.
Family and health reasons were cited as the most important by those respondents running a
home; while retired respondents displayed less of a need for educational, work-related,
jobseeking, business and legal reasons. Students, meanwhile, indicated a greater past
tendency to require information for educational, political and religious reasons, but less need
for family, health, financial and legal reasons. With regard to future reasons, findings were
similar although jobseekers optimistically cited a greater future need for information for

work-related, business and financia reasons.

In terms of social class, for both the past and predicted future, the higher classes (particularly
| and Il, the professional and managerial occupations) cited educational, work-related,

business and recreational reasons more frequently than the lower classes.

Survey 1 respondents were given a list of organisations and people and asked to indicate
whether they would approach them for information. The responseis shown in Table 5. Over
three quarters of respondents would use public libraries, while between half and three
guarters would approach CABX, post offices, government departments and agencies, or their

family and friends.



Table 5: Preferred sources of information

Organisations/ Status Social class
People Empl | Sek | Retd | Run | Studt [ v v Entire
work home N) | (M) Sample
Public libraries 80.6 71.2 69.9 76.7 89.6 974 | 85 | 772 | 683 | 786 | 57.1 77.3
Fam |y/fr| endS 65.2 63.8 42.4 61.6 79.1 66.7 69.2 711 634 | 524 | 50.0 61.7
Govt. depts 56.7 57.1 48.3 54.7 51.6 590 | 61.0 | 614 | 51.2 | 476 | 57.1 53.9
POSt Offlces 55.1 525 46.1 535 59.9 56.4 | 56.6 57.9 48.8 57.1 57.1 53.1
CABXx 53.0 58.2 40.1 50.0 45.1 359 | 541 | 544 | 70.7 | 548 | 57.1 50.3
Prof peop|e 51.6 475 379 57.0 54.4 69.2 54.7 52.6 58.5 50.0 | 214 49.0
Local council 457 42.9 394 50.0 352 487 | 49.1 | 447 | 415 | 381 | 429 425
Acadernlc ||bS 41.0 36.2 253 26.7 67.0 66.7 52.2 30.7 29.3 238 14.3 39.4
Other advice 335 36.2 16.0 25.6 445 231 | 37.7 | 325 | 341 | 357 | 429 314
centres
MPs 251 311 21.2 279 28.6 231 | 289 | 246 | 195 | 262 | 214 25.6
Prof /Trade 29.9 22.0 12.3 9.3 24.2 64.1 421 184 | 26.8 19.0 7.1 22.6
Associations
Charnbers Of 109 11.9 1.9 7.0 14.8 12.8 16.4 9.6 9.8 4.8 7.1 9.4
Commerce

The public library was the top response of all status groups and classes, although for Class V
(unskilled) respondents it was on an equal footing with government departments, post offices
and CABx. When compared with the response for the sample as a whole, students would be
more frequent users of academic libraries (+27.6 points), family and friends (+17.4), other
advice centres (+13.1), public libraries (+12.3) and post offices (+6.8); jobseekers would
approach CABx (+7.9) and MPs (+5.5) more frequently; while professional and trade
associations would be more popular with employed respondents (+7.3). In general, all
sources would be used less frequently by the retired and those running a home, although the
latter group indicated a significant preference for approaching professional people (+8.0). In
terms of socia class, public libraries, academic libraries and professional/trade associations
would be approached most frequently by those in Classes | and Il (professional/managerial
occupations) and least frequently by thosein Class V (unskilled occupations). So again there

is evidence of the impact of social class on present patterns of use of information agencies.

From a list of methods of obtaining information, respondents were asked to indicate their
favourite three methods. This is shown in Table 6. There were few significant differences
amongst the status groups. obtaining information by face to face communication, using a
computer and watching television were all cited most by students and least by the retired,
which is not what one might have hypothesised. Highly significantly, social class had an
impact upon use of a computer, which was cited most by the professiona respondents
(36.1%) and least by those in unskilled occupations (nil).




Table 6: Preferred methods of obtaining information

Status Social class

M ethod Empl | Seek | Retd | Run | Studt [ Il m [ [ [v Entire

work home (N) (M) Sample
TaI kl ng face to 394 32.8 27.1 36.0 42.3 25.6 434 38.6 53.7 47.6 14.3 41.6
face
Readl ng a bOOk 323 232 30.9 27.9 30.2 48.7 333 38.6 22.0 | 357 214 34.6
LOOki ng through 320 311 30.5 30.2 225 28.2 35.2 30.7 39.0 28.6 429 34.2
acollection
Readl ng a 235 29.9 29.4 30.2 23.6 43.6 27.0 22.8 9.8 21.4 28.6 31.0
newspaper
Tal kl ng by 25.1 175 15.6 26.7 18.7 20.5 26.4 27.2 220 238 21.4 24.6
telephone
WatChl ng TV 17.2 22.6 13.8 11.6 24.2 25.6 12.6 19.3 220 16.7 42.9 20.3
Llﬁenl ng to the 18.3 16.9 14.1 19.8 9.3 17.9 214 16.7 195 16.7 28.6 19.8
radio
Readl ng a 139 16.9 115 11.6 16.5 12.8 12.6 149 14.6 214 14.3 15.8
|eaf|let/pamphl et
USl ng a 12.0 15.8 22 7.0 264 333 145 8.8 14.6 7.1 Nil 13.9
computer
Readl ng a 11.1 9.6 8.9 7.0 12.6 12.8 10.7 12.3 4.9 16.7 14.3 12.6
magazine
Writing a Ietter 6.7 7.9 10.0 5.8 11.0 2.6 75 8.8 9.8 7.1 Nil 9.8

Respondents were asked how often they would use computers to look for information, if

public access to computers was made more widely available. From a short list of public

places, identified as likely locations for public access computers in the government.direct

Green Paper [21], they were asked which they would visit to use computers (see Table 7).
Overal, 969 (74.9%) of the respondents indicated that they would use computers on at least

an occasional basisin at least one of the places listed. Unsurprisingly, proposed use of public

access computers was significantly higher amongst students and lower amongst the retired.

In terms of social class, use of computers in public libraries would be highest amongst Class
Il respondents (86.2%) and lowest amongst those in Class 1V (54.8%).

Table 7: Use of public access computers on at least an occasional basis (%)

L ocation of Status Social class

computers Empl | Seek | Retd | Run | Studt I I 1 1 Y V2 IRV Entire
work home N) | (M) Sample

PUblIC ||brary 79.5 75.1 48.3 70.0 91.8 79.5 86.2 83.3 78.0 54.8 714 72.6

Post office 421 | 486 | 141 | 360 | 522 436 | 472 | 421 | 415 | 262 | 643 37.8

Shoppl ng Centre 39.2 41.2 10.8 29.1 57.7 41.0 40.9 42.1 43.9 23.8 57.1 35.1

Town hall 331 | 373 82 | 27.9 | 445 333 | 352 | 333 | 341 | 19.0 | 500 202
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Finaly in Survey 1, respondents were asked if they believed that access to accurate and
unbiased information is important for exercising their rights as citizens. A highly significant
majority (79.2%) believed that information access is very important, while a further 15.1%
believed it to be quite important; 1.5% did not know. Interestingly, student respondents
appeared to feel less certain of the importance of information access: 69.2% (-10.0) believed
it to be very important, 22.5% (+7.4) felt it was quite important and 4.9% (+3.5) did not

know.

Survey 2: results of the personal door step interviews

The second survey began with an open question which asked the respondents to identify what
they believed to be the single most important issue in UK current affairs. A wide range of
issues was cited, although the top responses were: the Northern Ireland situation; the state of
the education system; heath issues and the National Health Service; the EU and UK
participation in European Monetary Union; the UK economy; and unemployment. Interest in
the education system was significantly greater amongst students and those running a home;
retired respondents and those running a home displayed a greater interest in health issues;
self employed respondents were more interested in the economy; while unsurprisingly,
employment issues were the prime concern of the jobseekers. There were no significant

differences between the social classes.

Respondents were asked from which source they had obtained most of their information on
their chosen current affairsissue. The media dominated overal for subjects, with at least one
form (television, radio or newspapers) being cited by over 75% of respondents in each case.
Use of television as the main information source was greater among Classes 11, 1V and V
(skilled, partly skilled and unskilled occupations), while use of the press was greater among

Classes| and Il (professional and managerial).

The next part of the survey consisted of a more detailed investigation of three current issues
chosen by the researchers as representative of citizenship information need at international,
national and local levels: European Monetary Union, the BSE crisis and local government

financial cutbacks (see Table 8).

11



Table 8: Three current issues - well informed respondents (%)

Status Social class
| ssue Empl | Seek | Retd Run | Studt | I 11 Il A% \ Entire
work home N) | (M) Sample
Si ngl e currency 222 24.6 326 19.3 115 408 | 225 | 164 | 118 | 167 | 118 24.6
BSE 59.4 60.0 63.2 55.5 48.7 653 | 725 | 582 | 529 | 479 | 412 59.2
Council cuts 30.6 21.7 42.7 38.7 231 408 | 265 | 291 | 118 | 313 | 294 35.0

Just under 75% of respondents indicated that they would like to find out more about the
Single Currency, with the mass media (38.7%) and public libraries (21.7%) being the most
likely sources of information. Oddly, given the Survey 1 findings, potential use of public
libraries was particularly high amongst jobseekers (33.3%; i.e. +11.6). A significant
proportion (21.6%) of those running a home felt that there should be a government
information programme relating to thisissue. Again, television was cited more frequently by
the lower classes while newspapers were favoured by the higher classes. The vast mgjority
(80.4%) of the overall sample felt that the government was not doing enough to inform the

public about the Single Currency.

The magjority of respondents (59.2%) felt well informed about BSE, athough Classes IV
(47.9%) and V (41.2%) felt less well informed than Classes | (65.3%) and Il (72.5%). The
media (26.6%) and public libraries (19.4%) were again the most likely sources for those who
felt poorly informed. A dlight majority (55.2%) felt that the government was not doing
enough to inform the public about BSE. When asked how they might make their own
feelings known to the government on this issue, the preferred methods were contacting a
local MP (38.6%) or a government minister or department (10.0%), although over a third
(35.6%) were not interested in making their feelings known. There were no significant

variations, in terms of class and status, in the response to this question.

Almost two-thirds (63.4%) of respondents felt poorly informed about local government
cutbacks, with local council offices (31.1%), local newspapers (11.6%) and public libraries
(10.4%) proving the most likely sources of additional information. The majority (71.6%)
believed that their local council was not doing enough to inform them about cutbacks, with
the students in the sample being particularly critical of the level of communication (88.5%).
In making their own feelings known on this subject, significant proportions would contact
local councillors (20.3%), their local MP (19%) and local council offices (17.5%), although

over a guarter (26.2%) were again not interested in making their feelings known.
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Communicating with their local councillor was a particularly favoured option of the retired

respondents (42.1%).

The survey then focused on ‘survival’ information, i.e. information that might help
individuals to overcome the problems that occur in day-to-day life. It asked if respondents
had ever encountered a problem relating to employment, education, housing or welfare
benefits, and elicited brief details on the nature of these problems and the information
sources used to help solve the problems. Overall, 328 (36.5%) of the respondents indicated
that they had had a problem relating to one or more of the four issues (see Table 9). Just
19.2% of the retired respondents indicated a problem of any kind.

Table 9: Type of problem encountered (%)

Type of Status Social class
problem Empl | Seek | Retd | Run | Studt I I I [ av [ v Entire
work home N) | (M) Sample
Employment 228 | 262 49 [ 126 | 231 306 | 245 | 182 | 176 | 27.1 | Nil 15.7
Education 175 | 154 23 | 176 | 295 163 | 186 | 145 | 59 | 208 | 176 131
Housing 175 | 200 68 | 143 [ 179 102 [ 225 | 109 | 1.7 | 229 [ 118 13.6
Welfare benefits | 153 | 246 [ 107 [ 193 | 154 82 | 186 | 91 [ 118 [ 229 | 118 15.0
Tota citingone | %6 [508 [192 [412 [ 474 429 | 500 | 345 | 353 | 583 | 29.4 365
or more types

141 respondents (15.7%) indicated an employment problem, including finding work and
dealing with redundancy or unfair dismissal. Employment problems were cited most
frequently by jobseekers (26.2%) and least by retired respondents (4.9%). Job centres and
newspapers were the information sources used most frequently to help respondents solve

these problems.

A smaller proportion (13.1%) cited an education problem, such as selecting a school or
university or obtaining funding or grants. Educational problems were identified most
frequently by students (29.5%) and least by the retired (2.3%). Local education authorities,

schools and universities and family and friends were the favoured information sources.

Housing problems were indicated by 13.6% of the respondents; these included obtaining
council housing and dealing with problem neighbours. Jobseekers had encountered housing
problems most frequently (20%), with retired respondents again indicating fewer problems
(6.8%). While there were significant differences between the socia classes, these followed

no clear patterns: housing problems were cited most frequently by Classes IV (22.9%) and Il
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(22.5%) and least by Classes Il1I(N) (10.9%) and | (10.2%). Most respondents had

approached council housing departments and local councillors for help.

Exactly 15% of the sample had encountered a welfare benefits problem. All were related to
claiming or establishing entitlement to a range of benefits. They were cited most frequently
by Class IV respondents (22.9%) and least by thosein Class | (8.2%). The main information
sources cited were Department of Social Security (DSS) offices, CABx, council social

services departments and family and friends.

The survey then explored the concept that exclusion from information creates disadvantage.
Respondents were asked to give an example of an occasion when not being able to obtain
information had proven a disadvantage and over a quarter (26.1%) provided such an example
(see Table 10). These related to a wide range of issues, including financial matters, health
and medical issues and marital/relationship problems. Interestingly, such incidences were
cited more frequently by those respondents that might not normally be associated with
disadvantage, i.e. those in Classes | (42.9%) and Il (33.3%). This might relate more to a lack

of awareness of disadvantage amongst those in the lower social classes.

Table 10: Respondents disadvantaged through a lack of information

Status Social class
Per centage Empl Seelli Retd hRun Studt I I 1 I O AV Y Entire
) wor ome N) | (M) Sample
disadvantaged | 51521 [ [261 |08 429 | 333 | 236 | 118 | 271 | 17.6 26.1

The next section of the survey sought to measure how well-informed the sample was about
citizenship information matters and to examine levels of participation in the democratic

process.

Respondents were firstly asked how well informed they felt they were about five different
citizenship topics (see Tables 11a and 11b). The magjority felt well or adequately informed
about these subjects, although over a quarter of the sample in each case felt poorly informed
about legal rights, welfare benefits and local politics. Respondents in the higher classes were
better informed and more interested in national politics than the lower classes: for instance,
of the Class | respondents, 53.1% were well informed and none was not interested, while of
the Class IV respondents, just 6.3% felt well informed and 39.6% were uninterested. With
regard to welfare benefits, a far smaller proportion of Class V respondents were uninterested

(11.8%) than in the other classes (all over 20%). With equal rights, meanwhile, students
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were the most informed and interested group, while retired respondents were relatively
poorly informed and least interested.

Table 11a: Awareness of various citizenship topics - respondents who were well or
adequately informed (%)

Status Social class

Topic Empl | Seek | Retd | Run | Studt I I 1 1 Y V2 IRV Entire

wor k home (N) (M) Sample
National politics 706 | 615 | 720 | 622 | 69.2 939 | 784 | 691 | 647 | 434 | 294 69.3
Local politics 575 | 431 | 674 | 479 | 487 714 | 59.8 | 454 | 529 | 50.0 | 52.9 576
Legal rights 606 | 569 | 593 | 555 | 64.1 673 | 676 | 60.0 | 47.1 | 458 | 58.8 59.7
Wefare benefits | 31 | 723 | 586 [538 | 526 265 | 422 | 364 | 235 | 39.6 | 529 51.0
Equal rights 709 | 677 | 596 | 647 | 756 755 | 80.4 | 745 | 529 | 66.7 | 41.2 66.4

Table 11b: Awareness of various citizenship topics - respondents who were poorly informed
or not interested (%)

Status Social class

Topic Empl | Seek | Retd | Run | Studt I I 1 1 Y A2 IRV Entire

wor k home (N) (M) Sample
National politics 291 |35 | 277 | 378 | 295 61 | 216 | 309 | 353 | 563 | 70.6 30.4
Local politics 425 |59 |322 [513 |513 286 | 402 | 545 | 471 | 500 | 47.1 422
Legal rights 391 | 431 | 397 | 445 | 359 306 | 324 | 400 | 529 | 542 | 412 39.9
Wefare benefits | 616 | 277 | 407 [ 462 | 474 714 | 578 | 636 | 765 | 604 | 47.1 485
Equal rights 291 | 323 [ 394 [ 353 | 231 245 | 196 | 255 | 47.1 | 333 | 588 33.2

Respondents were provided with a list of six types of group or association and asked if they
were a member of any (see Table 12). There were low levels of participation in these groups
overal, with the highest proportions being for membership of leisure (32.4%) and charitable
(25.2%) groups. Only small minorities were members of professional or trade associations
(16.6%; 50.2% of those in employment), trade unions (13.6%; 41% of those in employment),
pressure groups (6.9%) or political parties (6.7%). Membership of pressure groups was
greater amongst employed respondents (11.3%) and amongst Classes | (24.5%) and Il
(15.7%). Membership of charitable groups was also significantly higher in Classes | (38.8%)
and Il (37.3%), but lower amongst those running a home (15.1%) and jobseekers (12.3%).
Classes | and Il aso included greater proportions of members of professional/trade
associations and leisure groups. So group membership was clearly affected by status and

class and could potentially have a significant impact on access to information.
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Table 12: Group membership (%)

Status Social class
Empl Seek Retd Run Studt i
Type of group bl | Seske Run [ T I(:\:) |(:v||) v [V g;;.[;;
Lel sure 35.0 231 35.2 20.2 385 57.1 38.2 345 235 22.9 5.9 32.4
Charl tabl e 29.1 12.3 30.3 15.1 16.7 38.8 37.3 18.2 17.6 25.0 59 25.2
Prof/trade assoc. 334 4.6 8.1 25 12.8 714 | 480 145 294 Nil Nil 16.6
Trade Union 29.1 31 5.2 4.2 6.4 38.8 314 18.2 29.4 354 17.6 13.6
Pressure group 11.3 4.6 4.2 42 51 24.5 15.7 7.3 Nil 21 Nil 6.9
P0| |tlca| party 7.2 4.6 8.1 34 51 8.2 7.8 55 Nil 6.3 Nil 6.7

Respondents were asked how regularly they vote at elections (see Table 13). The numbers
who said they always vote at national (77.2%), local (65.8%) and European (45.3%) elections
were higher than the most recent actual turnouts for these votes [22,23,24] particularly for
local elections, suggesting that respondents tended to overestimate their participation in this
respect. In al three types of elections, voting was most regular amongst retired respondents
and lowest amongst the jobseekers and students. The survey also asked respondents whether,
apart from voting, they actively participated in the democratic process. Just 10.2%
participated in other forms of political activity such as canvassing and campaigning.

Participation was particularly high amongst Class | respondents (20.4%).

Table 13: Respondents who always vote at elections (%)

Type of Status Social class

election Empl | Sesk [ Retd | Run [ Studt [ v v Entire
work home * N) | (M) Sample

Nationa 78.8 56.9 88.6 731 57.4 898 | 814 | 745 | 824 | 646 | 588 77.2

Local 64.1 44.6 81.8 58.8 44.1 65.3 61.8 67.3 58.9 58.3 52.9 65.8

European 45.6 26.2 57.7 37.0 29.4 531 | 539 | 382 | 353 | 313 | 235 45.3

* Percentageis of those students who were eligible to vote

The survey also asked respondents for their opinion on the importance of freedom of
information and if they felt that access to accurate and unbiased information was important
for exercising their rights as citizens (see Table 14). The vast mgjority (91.7% in both cases)
felt that these issues were important, reinforcing the similar finding in the first survey.
However, those respondents in unskilled occupations (Class V) appeared to place less
importance on access to information (-27.0). Unlike the situation in Survey 1, there were no

significant differences between the attitudes of students and those of the other groups.
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Table 14: Freedom of information and access to accurate and unbiased information (% who
believed them to be important)

Status Social class
Empl | Seek | Retd | Run | Studt I nfm T [av] v Entire
work home N) | (M) Sample
Freedom Of 94.7 89.2 89.3 89.9 94.9 95.9 95.1 92.7 94.1 91.7 94.1 91.7
information
ACCGSS tO 934 83.1 91.2 90.8 92.3 100 96.1 94.5 94.1 85.4 64.7 91.7
information

The next section of the survey paid particular attention to the use of Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs). In a closed question, respondents were asked about
current levels of access to ICTs. Access to computers (39.3%), the Internet (14.6%) and
satellite/cable television (26.4%) in the home was limited, while 35.3% of those in
employment had access to the Internet at work. Again, status and social class had a
significant impact on the results: home computer ownership was highest amongst students
(64.1%) and the employed respondents (56.6%), particularly those in Class | (81.6%), and
lowest amongst the retired (15.6%). Perhaps surprisingly, satellite/cable TV ownership was
highest amongst respondents running a home (42.9%) and jobseekers (38.5%).

The respondents were asked if they would use computers to take part in any of four different
democratic activities, if computers were available for them to use either at home, at work or
in public places (see Table 15). A dlight mgjority in each case would be willing to use
computers to vote, make their own feelings known or obtain government information,
although there was a reluctance to use computers to participate in debates. In each case,
students would be the most willing users while retired people would be the most reluctant
status group. There was also a genera trend for those in higher social classes to be more

willing to use computers for these purposes.

Table 15: Potential use of computers to participate in democratic activities (%)

Status Social class

Activity Empl | Seek | Retd | Run | Studt | I e[| Vv Entire

work home N) | (M) Sample
Vote in eIections 63.4 64.6 355 60.5 78.2 735 64.7 69.1 64.7 50.0 41.2 54.7
Take part in 434 | 415 | 189 | 311 | 615 408 | 520 | 418 | 353 | 29.2 | 294 35.0
debates
Providefeedback | 681 | 554 | 309 | 563 | 744 857 | 676 | 67.3 | 588 | 47.9 | 588 535
to Government
Obtain official 766 | 692 | 326 | 639 | 821 018 | 824 | 764 | 647 | 583 | 471 59.8
Govt. information
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Respondents were then asked if they might have concerns over confidentiality if they were to
use a computer to interact with government. Of those who would use a computer to vote,
47.7% were worried about confidentiality, while similar figures were found amongst those
who would use computers to debate (47.5%) and provide feedback to government (50.6%).

There were no significant differences in terms of status and class.

From a list of five methods, respondents were asked how they would prefer to make their
own feelings known on a subject they felt particularly strongly about. The traditional method
of writing to someone was preferred by the majority of respondents (66.4%), with smaller
proportions preferring to speak at a public meeting (5.8%), debate by computer (5.5%),
phone in to a radio/TV debate (4.7%) or appear in front of the cameras during a televised
debate (2.3%). Particular classes appeared to be more willing to use particular methods: a
significantly higher proportion (17.6%) of respondents with skilled manual occupations
would speak at a public meeting; while 10.2% of those with professional occupations would
speak on a televised debate. A substantial proportion (15%) of the sample were not
interested in making their feelings known, a trend particularly manifest amongst the retired
respondents (22.8%).

The survey then explored the public’s use of libraries and other information sources. From a
list of 11 organisations, individuals and locations, respondents were asked from which one
they would prefer to obtain officia government information (see Table 16). Public libraries
were the most popular source, cited by 43.2% of respondents, reinforcing the finding of the
first survey. While the public library was the top source of all status groups and social
classes, jobseekers displayed a particular interest in using post offices (20%) and council
offices (13.8%), while use of CABx would be highest amongst the retired (18.6%).
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Table 16: Preferred source of Government information (%)

Status Social class

Source Empl | Sek | Retd | Run | Studt [ [ v Entire

work home N) | (M) Sample
Public libraries 453 40.0 394 40.3 55.1 490 | 431 | 382 | 41.2 | 50.0 | 294 43.2
Post Offices 12.8 20.0 16.6 17.6 6.4 82 | 137 164 | 11.8 16.7 11.8 14.7
CABXx 7.2 7.7 18.6 13.4 7.7 6.1 49 73 | 176 | 104 59 12.0
Local MP 34 7.7 7.5 9.2 13 Nil 39 | Nil Nil 42 | 176 5.8
Council offices 50 13.8 3.6 7.6 3.8 6.1 29 55 59 83 | 118 55
GOVt deptS and 53 Nil 3.9 25 51 6.1 8.8 3.6 5.9 21 | Nil 4.0
agencies
SChOOI S 5.0 Nil 0.3 34 14.1 Nil 6.9 9.1 | Nil 21 | 118 3.6
Computers in 6.6 6.2 1.0 Nil 3.8 12.2 6.9 55 | Nil 21 59 35
public places
Banks and 38 31 13 Nil Nil 4.1 39 7.3 59 | Nil Nil 2.0
building socs.
Medical centres 13 Nil 1.0 1.7 Nil Nil 1.0 36 | Nil Nil 59 1.0
and surgeries
Community/ 0.6 Nil 0.3 Nil 13 Nil 2.0 | Nil Nil Nil Nil 04
leisure centres

The respondents were also asked for what reasons they would prefer to obtain information

from their chosen source. For most respondents it was the accessibility and the fact that they

visited it regularly that made the library their preference. Libraries were aso seen as

reputable and having an appropriate atmosphere. Those that preferred MPs and government

departments were motivated by getting their information directly from the primary source.

CABXx were also seen as particularly reputable and having very helpful staff.

Of the entire sample, 72.5% were members of a public library, higher than the recently
quoted national figure of 58% [25]. Membership was highest amongst students (88.5%) and

lowest amongst jobseekers (64.6%) and those running a home (63.9%). Membership was

also higher amongst the higher classes, ranging from 47.1% of Class V to 79.4% of Class Il

(see Table 17).

Table 17: Public library membership (%)

Publiclibrary
member

Status Social class
Empl | Seek | Retd | Run Studt | I 11 Il A% \ Entire
work home N) | (M) Sample
72.8 64.6 73.0 63.9 88.5 776 | 794 | 655 | 588 | 688 | 47.1 72.5

The sample was asked if public libraries were suitable places for obtaining information on

five topics: their local council; welfare benefits, job opportunities and careers; housing; and

consumer advice. The vast majority (82%) believed that libraries were appropriate locations
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for council information, while smaller mgjorities in each case felt that libraries should
provide information on the other four topics (see Table 18). There appeared to be some
doubts over whether libraries should hold housing information, particularly among the lower
classes: 52.9% of Class V and 52.1% of Class IV believed libraries should not hold such

information.

Table 18: Suitability of public libraries for obtaining information on particular topics (%)

Type of Status Social class
information Empl | Seek | Retd | Run | Studt I I I || | v Entire
work home N) | (M) Sample
Local council 856 | 754 | 798 | 857 | 744 837 | 892 | 87.3 | 765 | 813 | 94.1 82.0
Welfare benefits | 678 | 631 | 648 [ 655 | 564 673 | 735 | 67.3 | 47.1 | 625 | 5838 65.1
Jobs/careers 625 | 646 | 590 |[ 630 | 615 714 | 637 | 727 | 412 | 521 | 529 61.4
Housing 544 | 492 | 550 [ 529 | 487 633 | 588 | 545 | 412 | 39.6 | 412 53.5
Consumer 703 | 615 | 668 | 655 | 67.9 755 | 755 | 764 | 471 | 563 | 64.7 67.8

Those respondents who believed libraries were inappropriate places for the five types of
information were asked to suggest more suitable locations. Local council offices were seen
as appropriate locations for council information; it was felt that benefits information should
be held by CABX, DSS offices and council social services departments; job centres were
regarded as appropriate sources of job and career information; council housing departments
were deemed more appropriate for housing information; while CABx and consumer
protection or trading standards offices were believed to be suitable sources of consumer

advice. Statusand social class were not significant factors in the response to this question.

The survey then investigated the respondents’ awareness of the types of information held by
public libraries. They were asked if they were aware that most libraries hold government
publications and information on health care, educational opportunities, legal rights and the
EU (see Table 19). Overal, 672 respondents (74.8%) were unaware of at least one of the
information types held by libraries, providing evidence of areal need for libraries to promote
more effectively their collections and expertise in such areas. Awareness of government
publications in libraries was considerably higher amongst the professional and managerial
classes, while awareness of health care resources was significantly lower amongst those with

skilled manual occupations.
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Table 19: Awareness of types of information held by most public libraries (%)

Type of Status Social class

information Empl | Seek | Retd | Run | Studt | I 11 I v \Y Entire
work home N) | (M) Sample

Official gOVt. 56.3 415 56.0 46.2 51.3 796 | 706 | 327 | 412 | 292 | 294 535

publications

Health care 56.3 49.2 50.2 52.9 59.0 694 | 588 | 527 | 176 | 56.3 | 529 53.6

Educatl Onal 734 73.8 60.6 72.3 74.4 87.8 76.5 69.1 58.8 68.8 58.8 69.0

opportunities

Legal rlghts 575 55.4 48.9 48.7 615 69.4 | 57.8 60.0 | 41.2 41.7 47.1 53.7

European Union 36.3 415 37.1 30.3 41.0 449 | 373 | 327 | 235 | 208 | 353 36.9

Conclusions

The results of this project, although it did not specifically set out to do so, demonstrate that
social class and status have a significant impact on many aspects of information need and
patterns of information seeking behaviour. Many of these are as one would anticipate but

there are several that suggest research questions that would merit further exploration.

Statistically significant variations were found that illuminate our understanding of the
behaviour of the particular sub-groups of the population explored in the two surveys and the
conclusions that follow focus upon the distinguishing characteristics that emerge from

findings rather than upon the broad results that apply equally to all groups.

Social Class| (Professional) and 11 (Managerial and Technical)

This group demonstrated a significantly greater need for information on national politics,
local government, the EU, law, technology and the environment and were more likely to
predict a future need for European and leisure information. They tended to require
information for work related, business and recreational reasons to a greater extent than other

classes.

Group | and 1l respondents were more likely to approach public libraries, academic libraries
and professional/trade associations and demonstrated a much greater tendency to prefer to
use a computer to access information: proposed use of public access computers was highest
amongst Class Il respondents. Groups | and Il were also more likely to use newspapers as a

major information source for a range of current issues and tended to feel better informed on
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these issues. They were more aware that public libraries held government information. The
group was less likely to have encountered a need for welfare benefits information but had a
significantly greater tendency to be aware of an instance when a lack of information had

resulted in personal disadvantage.

They were more likely to feel well informed about and interested in national politics and
were more commonly members of pressure and charitable groups and of professional/trade
associations and leisure groups. Participation in other forms of democratic activity, such as
campaigning was also highest amongst Group | and Il respondents. They were more likely to
have a computer at home and were much more willing to use a computer to engage in

democratic activities.

Social Class 111 (Skilled non-manual and skilled manual), 1V (Partly skilled) and V
(Unskilled)

Respondents from social classes 11, IV and V demonstrated a greater need for educational
information and were more likely to approach CABx for information. They showed a
significantly lesser tendency to be willing to use a computer to access information,
particularly amongst unskilled respondents. proposed future use of public access computers
was lowest amongst Class IV respondents. Use of television as a major information source
for arange of current issues was greater amongst these groups. Respondents tended to feel

well informed about issues such as BSE.

These groups were more likely to have encountered a welfare benefits problems and would
tend to a greater extent to approach DSS offices, CABX, council departments and family and
friends for information as a result. However, these groups were less aware of instances
where lack of access to information had resulted in disadvantage. They were less well
informed about and interested in national politics and placed less emphasis on the importance

of access to information in exercising their rights as citizens.
Respondents from groups 111, 1V and V were less willing to use computers to participate in

democratic activities and tended not to be aware of some of the resources available in public

libraries.
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Employed respondents

Employed respondents demonstrated few distinguishing characteristics. They demonstrated a
significantly greater tendency to require information on law, employment and the
environment and had a greater need for information for work related and business reasons.
They were more likely to be members of trade/professional associations, trade unions and
pressure groups and were, consequently, more likely to approach such groups for
information. This group more frequently had a computer at home than did respondents in

most of the other respondent groups.

Job seekers

Respondents who were seeking employment tended to need information about employment
and welfare benefits but had a lesser requirement for leisure information. They had a greater
tendency to predict a future increased need for housing, taxation, business and citizens' rights
information and to feel that they would in the future, when employment was presumably
secured, require information to a greater extent for work related, business and financial
reasons. There was an expected emphasis on information for job seeking reasons and a more
surprising lack of need for information for recreational reasons. This group demonstrated a
greater tendency to be interested in employment issues and employment problems were most
frequently cited by job seekers who tended to approach job centres and newspapers for

information.

While CABx were a particularly important resource for this group, predicted future use of
public libraries was very high although respondents were less frequently members of a public
library at present. Job seekers were also more likely to approach post offices and council

departments for information.
Job seekers tended not to be members of charitable groups and were less likely to vote.

However, they were more likely than most respondents to have satellite or cable television
installed at home.
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Retired respondents

Retired respondents demonstrated the greatest need for leisure information and a significantly
lesser need for educational, employment, housing, family, business, legal, equal rights and
technological information than did respondentsin other groups. Equally they were lesslikely
to require information for educational, work related, job seeking, business and legal reasons.
They were less likely to approach all of the information sources dealt with in the survey apart
from CABx which were cited more frequently by this group than by others. Retired
respondents tended not to prefer to access information by face to face communication, by
using a computer and by watching television and proposed use of public access computers

was lower than for other groups.

They demonstrated the highest levels of interest in health issues and were more likely to
make their feelings known about a current issue by approaching their local councillor. They
tended not to be aware of instances where lack of access to information had resulted in
personal disadvantage nor to report a need for information that might help in solving

everyday problems.

Voting was most frequent amongst the retired, while home computer access was least
common for this group. However, they were also least likely to use computers in order to
participate in democratic activities and tended not to want to make their feelings known on

current issues.

Respondents running a home

Respondents who were presently running a home were more likely to feel that CABx were a
useful information source. They demonstrated a greater need for welfare benefits and
family/personal information and a lesser regquirement for information about the EU, business,
Health & Safety and equal rights. Family and health were the most frequently cited reasons
for requiring information. They demonstrated a greater interest in education and health

related current issues.

Those running a home were less likely to approach the majority of sources of information,

but were more likely to approach professional people. They demonstrated a greater tendency
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to feel that a government information programme was desirable in dealing with issues such as
BSE. Respondents in this group tended not to be members of charitable groups, but were
more likely to have satellite or cable television in the home. They were also less likely to be

members of public libraries.

Students

Students tended to demonstrate a greater need for educational, immigration and
environmental information and a greater predicted future need for the majority of subjects.
They were less interested in taxation, finance and legal matters. This group placed the
greatest emphasis on information required for educational, political and religious reasons but
showed less requirement for information for family, health, financial and legal reasons. They
were also more likely to be able to cite an example of problems where information had been
required to find a solution and were more aware of disadvantage as a result of an inability to
access information. They were more interested in educational current issues than
respondents from other groups. Students were also most likely to feel well informed about
and interested in equal rights.

This was the group most likely to approach academic libraries, family/friends, advice centres,
public libraries and post offices in seeking information, suggesting that they were more aware
of the value of the range of resources available. They demonstrated a greater preference for
face to face communications, using a computer and watching television than did other groups
and were more likely to be members of a public library. Students tended to be more critical
of the level of communication of information from councils about local government cutbacks.

However, students were also less likely to vote than were respondents in other groups.

Home computer access was higher amongst students and they were the group most likely to
use computers to engage in democratic activities. Proposed use of public access computers

was also highest amongst students.

However, conversely, students tended to be less certain of the importance of access to
information in exercising their rights as citizens than other groups, despite being more active
users of many information sources and showing greater awareness of situations where lack of

access had resulted in disadvantage.
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While the present project reveals that social class and status have an impact upon information
need and information seeking behaviour, the pattern that emerges is not a simple one. It is
clear that certain groups, such as those running a home and jobseekers, are not exploiting
public library information resources as effectively as they might, while those in higher social
classes and students are more aware of the potential of the public library. Equally, certain
groups are less willing (or able) to take advantage of information and communications
technol ogies to access information and participate in democratic activities. Interestingly, it is
often those groups, predominantly the higher social classes and students, most willing to use
arange of information sources that are most conscious of disadvantage resulting from a lack
of information. These results demonstrate that there is areal danger of exclusion for certain
groups of the population of the United Kingdom and that information policy must reflect an
awareness of the most appropriate patterns of information dissemination in order to overcome

barriersto accessfor each of these.
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